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Abstract 

 

Growing Younger Gracefully? Progress and Preservation in Rainey 
Street National Register Historic District  

 

Allison E. Riemer, MSCRP 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor:  Michael Holleran 

 

The city of Austin is changing rapidly, and that change is most evident in the 

neighborhoods near downtown. Rainey Street was once a working-class residential 

neighborhood largely comprised of simple wooden cottages. But, it has quickly turned 

into an extension of downtown with nearly fifteen bars and restaurants on two short 

blocks, flanked by a new high-rise hotel, and several high-rise market rate apartment 

buildings in place or under construction. Many of the single-family homes have been 

rehabilitated as bars, with new fenestration, but much of the form and structure of the 

original homes remains. The two blocks of Rainey Street where the new bars lie has been 

a National Register Historic District since 1985, but if contributing buildings continue to 

be removed or radically altered, it may no longer qualify as a NRHD. Through an 

examination of the current state of contributing buildings, and interviews with business 

owners, architects, and other actors who have effected change in the District, the 

consequences for Austin’s built heritage are examined.  
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It is hard for a district to grow “gracefully,” especially at a rapid pace, with 

polices that put few restrictions on height, and a disconnect between historic preservation 

planners and other city planning staff. Rainey Street is a successful nightlife corridor, and 

it is also atypical historic preservation in practice. Many of the business owners like the 

look of the old buildings, and have retained components, or have built new or mostly new 

buildings that retain the form and structure of the original neighborhood. In several cases, 

business owners retained historic buildings and built structures compatible with the 

existing streetscape because they did not want to further delay development any longer 

and chose to comply with historic preservation staff and the Landmarks Commission. 

Local historic districts designations are the best tool for retaining historic districts 

because they provide design guidelines. However, Rainey Street National Register 

Historic District may not be eligible as a local historic district in its current state. Historic 

preservation is largely driven by the actions of dedicated individuals, especially when 

there are limited incentives, and conversely, limited hindrances. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

Figure 1. Upstairs patio of 94 Rainey, the new Lustre Pearl, facing northwest. (Riemer 
2016). 

It is hard to imagine another street or neighborhood like Rainey Street National 

Register Historic District. A single-family neighborhood has become a street filled with 

houses adapted as bars and restaurants, with a few large apartment buildings on the street 

or adjacent. What is happening on Rainey Street is the inverse of what is happening in 

other cities and neighborhoods. Why would a street be designated as historically 
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significant, only to be drastically changed within twenty years? Typically, a historic 

residential neighborhood would not be converted to a commercial or mixed-use 

neighborhood because there would normally be existing areas nearby that are better 

suited to commercial activity or mixed-use development. If a bar opened in a historic 

home on a residential street, there would likely be complaints, and the business owner 

might therefore not have chosen the location because there would be a more preferred 

location for commercial activity.  

By contrast, Rainey Street was able to transform into a largely commercial street 

because it was close to existing commercial corridors. Rainey Street was not originally a 

commercial corridor, though it appears to be heading in that direction. Rainey Street 

National Register Historic District is an intriguing case of what can happen when an area 

is of tremendous value, but the current building stock is of little use in its historic state, 

and as the street changes, the historic uses of the buildings become even less useful, and 

thus buildings become ripe for demolition. Would a street of historic brick homes change 

so rapidly? Is it possible for wooden single-family homes immediately adjacent to a 

rapidly growing “urban core” to be retained? Does it even make any sense to retain 

simple, wooden, formerly single-family homes? What can Rainey Street teach us about 

historic preservation in Austin, and in other cities? Rainey is a case study that exemplifies 

the issues with old buildings and market forces.  

Austin developers J. L. Driskill and Frank Rainey created the Rainey Street 

neighborhood by subdividing an area south of downtown and north of the Colorado River 

on January 19, 1884 (Freeman 1985, 47). Rainey Street was a residential street, largely 

comprised of working-class households, until the first bar opened in 2009. Today, it is a 

popular hangout for young adults, as many of the old bungalows have been converted to 

bars, and some of the lots have been cleared for new restaurants or new multi-story 
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luxury apartments. Austin has grown greatly in the last ten years, and is known for being 

a fairly “young” city because of the large number of young people living there1, as well 

as the music festivals and other events that cater to Millennials and their tastes, such as 

Austin City Limits and South By Southwest (SXSW). It is also a “young city” in that up 

until fairly recently it was small.2  

There has been substantial development in the downtown area, with many new 

hotels and high-rise condominiums and apartments, and more are on the way. According 

to the Downtown Austin Alliance, as of February 2016, there are 7,800 hotel rooms 

available downtown, and an additional 2,140 currently under construction (2016a). The 

Downtown Austin Alliance also reports that 2,479 condominiums and 4,353 apartments 

have been built since 2000, with 844 condominiums and 1,187 apartments under 

construction (2016b). The 78701 zipcode is bordered by the area directly south of the 

University of Texas on the north, Lady Bird Lake on the south, the area close to North 

Lamar Boulevard to the west, and Interstate 35 to the east, and includes Rainey Street. 

From 2000 to 2010 the population of the 78701 zipcode increased by 77%, as it increased 

from nearly 4,000 people to just under 7,000 (U.S. Census). 

Rainey Street was rezoned as Central Business District in 2005, and has since 

become a popular addition to Austin’s nightlife, but it has also been a National Register 

Historic District since 1985, when it was lined exclusively with residential structures. 

Today, approximately 15 bars and restaurants are located along 1,200 feet of Rainey 

Street between River and Driskill Streets. Many of the bars and restaurants are comprised 

of remodeled historic houses.  

                                                
1 The median age in Austin is 31, whereas the national median age is 37 (Census 2010).  
2 In 1950 the population was 132,000, and it was not until the 2000 Census that the population surpassed 
600,000 (City of Austin 2016). 
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RESEARCH QUESTION 

In Imagine Austin, Austin’s most recent comprehensive plan, Rainey Street falls 

within a Regional Center, which indicates that high-density development is in its future. 

Is there any hope for the small houses of Rainey Street? Warehouses in other urban areas 

are being converted for new uses because they are large enough to accommodate a 

variety of uses. Warehouse conversion can support historic preservation. In contrast, 

small historic buildings can work as bars, restaurants, and single-family homes, but little 

else.  Through my research, I seek to determine whether and how Rainey Street National 

Register District can be both a thriving corner of Austin’s downtown (because it cannot 

return to its modest residential beginnings), and how it can be an example of loose 

adaptive reuse. I want the houses, which are a mix of old and new and have been greatly 

adapted to accommodate new uses, to stay because their form and structure, and the 

character of the whole street, help to create a sense of place within Austin.   
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Chapter 2:  Theoretical Background 

CITY DEVELOPMENT  

Sharon Zukin describes Jane Jacobs as “preserving the urban village,” and Robert 

Moses as “building the corporate city” (2010, xii). In Naked City: The Death and Life of 

Authentic Urban Places, Zukin focuses on the term “authenticity” and the role of 

“cultural consumers who consume images, food, art, and real estate” (2010, xiii). Culture 

has become a strategy and theme of urban redevelopment. Zukin finds that the cultural 

power of the media, including blogs, and consumers’ tastes, shape cities along with the 

power of capital investors and the legal power of the state (2010, xiii). 

According to David L. Imbroscio, the dominant regime form of urban politics is 

driven by a local governing coalition comprised of public officials and members of the 

local business community tied to the “political economy of place,” such as real estate 

agents, owners of large stores, and banks (1997, 5-6). Together, this coalition is focused 

on large-scale change in land use near the central business district. Imbroscio refers to the 

local business community tied to the political economy of place as “land-based business 

people.” The land-based business people have a privileged voice in the urban regime due 

to greater access and influence on public officials, because of their close relationship. 

Furthermore, Imbroscio emphasizes that the economic disadvantages that the poorer 

people face—such as unemployment and limited education—translate to political 

disadvantage (1997, 13-15). Subsequently, political disadvantage leads to greater 

attention placed on the needs of land-based business people, rather than those of non-land 

oriented residents.  
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HIGHEST AND BEST USE  

Why is vacant or underutilized land (such as a surface parking lot) present in a 

central business district? Sheridan Titman argues that investors keep valuable land vacant 

or underutilized because the land is more valuable as a potential site for future 

development (1985, 505). Government policy enacted to stimulate building activity, such 

as a zoning change, can lead to a decrease in building activity if there is uncertainty about 

the duration or effect of the policy (Titman 1985, 513). According to Titman, lots stay 

vacant as the owners weigh the opportunity costs associated with keeping the land vacant 

against the benefit of constructing an appropriate building in the future. Titman 

developed a model that can be applied to buildings to determine whether they should be 

torn down to build something larger, and when it is most appropriate to renovate 

buildings.  
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TACTICAL URBANISM  

Figure 2. Tactical Urbanism Types (Lydon and Garcia 2015, 9).  

Tactical Urbanism is an approach to neighborhood building that focuses on short-

term, low-cost, and scalable interventions in the urban environment, rather than the 

conventional, and slower city building process (Lydon and Garcia 2015, 3). Tactical 

Urbanism can take the form of people painting in new bike lanes on a street in their 

neighborhood. It can also take the form of city-sanctioned street closures, such as 

CicLAvia in Los Angeles. In Austin, it is apparent in permitted food truck courts, which 
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are found near many of Austin’s popular nightlife areas, including Rainey Street. The 

larger changes occurring on Rainey Street, the conversion of residential homes to bars, is 

both sanctioned and long-term, though maybe only for five to ten years.3 The house 

conversions fall within the Tactical Urbanism spectrum because they are small, in a real 

estate sense, and help to enliven an existing space, though they are definitely profit-

oriented. Nevertheless, such changes do create community gathering spaces where there 

once was only homes. Bars and restaurants are not the same as a park, though they can 

serve the same purpose.   

 

HISTORIC PRESERVATION 

Historic preservation can contribute to place-making because it creates a legacy 

for a city. What is preserved and what is destroyed reflects the values of the people with 

power. Many cities face pressure to increase housing and building density near the 

downtown. In the past ten years, the downtowns of many cities have become more 

vibrant places. In The Great Inversion and the Future of the American City, Ehrenhalt 

finds that Millennials have many more options in terms of exciting places to live than 

previous generations had. In the 1960s and 1970s there were few housing options in the 

center of most cities (Ehrenhalt 2012, 229). Today, there are an increasing number of 

housing options in the center of cities, but they are far from affordable. A vibrant 

downtown supports a viable city, but is it possible for the neighborhoods near downtown 

to preserve some of their historic fabric as they change? The discourse of historic 

preservation has evolved to encompass more than prominent mansions and buildings 

associated with the rich and powerful. Adaptive reuse is a preservation strategy that can 
                                                
3  As is illustrated by the case of the bar Lustre Pearl, even successful businesses can end when land 
changes hands.  



 9 

put old structures to new uses. Preservationists have a role to play in shaping cities. 

Preservationists, unlike historians, can be both “actors and chroniclers of history” by 

taking sides in fights over place and heritage using the existing law, organizing protests, 

creating financial deals, and by creating new public policy (Kaufman 2009, 402).  

 

Preservation Economics 

Federal Tax Credits 

One way to encourage the preservation of something the market may not normally 

want to preserve, or may be perceived as difficult investments—old buildings—is to offer 

incentives, such as tax credits. The Federal government has two historic preservation tax 

credits. The 20% tax credit is available for income-producing buildings in which a 

“substantial amount” of IRS qualifying expenses are spent on rehabilitating an eligible or 

listed historic property, and the rehabilitation adheres to the Secretary of the Interior’s 

Standards for Rehabilitation (National Park Service 2015). For the 20% tax credit, the 

National Park Service certifies the rehabilitation as consistent with the historic character 

of the property and/or the historic district where it is located (National Park Service 2012, 

6). The credit can be applied to properties that the owner rents out, but not to a property 

the owner lives in. After completing the rehabilitation, there is a five-year recapture 

period, during which the owner must hold the building or pay back the credit. 

The 10% tax credit is applicable to non-residential buildings built before 1936 but 

not listed in the National Register of Historic Places (buildings need to demonstrate 

integrity, which is the ability of a property to convey its significance,4 in addition to 

                                                
4 See National Register Bulletin 15, which was written by the National Parks Service, for more information 
on integrity. 
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generally being fifty years-old in order to qualify for listing in the National Register). A 

building that is moved after 1935 does not qualify for the 10% tax credit, but a moved 

building could possibly still qualify for the 20% tax credit (National Park Service 2012, 

16). The 10% tax credit also requires that 50% of the external walls are still external 

walls after work has concluded, 75% of the internal structural framework must remain, 

and 75% of the existing external walls must remain (though 25% may become internal 

walls).  

The tax credits lower the amount of tax the building owner owes based on how 

much they spend rehabilitating the building. The tax credits can also be transferred (or 

syndicated) to other investors, who can use the credit to offset their tax liability (National 

Trust Community Investment Corporation 2016). Buildings receiving federal tax credits 

cannot be torn down for the life of the credit (as that would be an unfair use of a tax 

credit).  

 

Local Preservation Incentives 

The city of Austin grants property tax exemptions for city historic landmarks. The 

exemption can be used for both income-producing and owner-occupied properties. 

Property owners are required to apply for the tax exemption each year and a maintenance 

inspection is required (City of Austin 2016b). 

 

Local Historic Districts 

Properties in local historic districts often appreciate at least as fast as the market 

as a whole, and sometimes faster (Rypkema 2002, 6). The components for an 

economically successful local historic district program are clear design guidelines; 
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educational outreach by city staff and preservation commission staff to property owners, 

builders, architects, and real estate brokers; support staff for the preservation 

commission; and consistent and predictable decisions by the commission (Rypkema 

2002, 6). 

 

National Register Historic Districts 

In contrast to local historic districts, National Register Historic Districts are 

thought of as a “tiger with no teeth,” because while they may sound formidable, they do 

not come with any enforcement measures. In most cases, the federal government cannot 

tell a property owner what she can do with her historic property. However, National 

Register listing can potentially positively impact the economic value of a property and 

the surrounding community. National Register-listed commercial properties are eligible 

for the Federal Rehabilitation Tax Credit. Sometimes National Register listing can lead to 

an interest in local listing, which is useful for providing design guidelines and greater 

involvement in maintaining the building’s historic character. If both real estate 

professionals and buyers hold historic preservation in high regard, then one will see 

advertisements that boast, “within _____ National Register Historic District.” Creating a 

National Register District can catalyze the development of a citizen advocacy group, 

which may remain in place after the District has been established, and can support actions 

that will have positive economic outcomes for the neighborhood. 

Rypkema emphasizes that National Register listing can be used to support the 

physical, social, political, and economic value of a property (2002, 7). Rypkema 

developed the “Four Force Values.” The first, physical values, manifest in the condition 

of a building, but also in the components surrounding the building, the sidewalks, 
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neighborhood amenities (parks, stores, civic facilities), and the occupancy status of 

neighboring properties. The second, economic values, come from the tax credits available 

to a property, and from its innate viability as an adaptive reuse project. The third, social 

value, is important to preservation because if people understand the importance of history 

and the physical embodiment of history, then they will be more likely to purchase such 

properties and retain the historic character of the property. Lastly, political values are 

essential to preservation’s success because political decision-makers can take actions to 

encourage appropriate rehabilitation if they recognize the importance of preservation and 

history (Rypkema 2002, 7).  

 

Using Existing Building Stock 

Historic and cultural resources support sustainable place-making. Bungalows are 

sited on small lots and were historically affordable to many working-class families 

(Beatley 2004, 72). They are found in former streetcar suburbs, and were built for small 

families with no servants (Brand 1995, 151). In older, working-class neighborhoods, 

historical importance can outweigh architectural value (Kaufman 2009, 310). The rapid 

loss of historic buildings and neighborhoods is becoming a large issue in Austin, just as it 

has been a documented issue in New York City for well over fifty years (Jacobs 1961, 

Zukin 1982).  

 

Preservation in Austin 

In Austin, Texas, the Historic Landmarks Commission (HLC) is charged with 

reviewing requests to establish or remove a historic designation, and making 

recommendations on the requests to the Land Use Commission; zoning or rezoning 
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property to establish or remove historic designation; advising the City Council on matters 

related to historic preservation; preparing and revising an inventory of structures and 

areas eligible for historic designation; and other duties (Austin Administration Code §2-

1-147).  

The HLC holds public hearings on zoning or rezoning for designation of a historic 

landmark or district, and amendment or removal of a historic landmark or district (Austin 

Land Development Code §25-2-354). Two thirds of the HLC must vote in support of a 

historic landmark zoning or rezoning if the property owner protests the zoning or 

rezoning (Austin Land Development Code §25-2-355). A Certificate of Appropriateness 

is needed from the HLC prior to working on, relocating, or demolishing a historic 

structure or a structure that is contributing to a local or National Register historic district. 

Work that would require a certificate of appropriateness includes replacing exterior 

siding, installing shutters or exterior lighting, replacing roof materials, replacing 

windows, and replacing doors (Austin Land Development Code §25-11-212).   

The City Manager appoints a City employee as the City’s historic preservation 

officer, who is the contact for representatives of state and federal government in matters 

concerning historic preservation (Austin Administration Code §2-1-147). The historic 

preservation officer has the authority to determine if a change or restoration is ordinary 

repair or maintenance, is an accurate restoration or reconstruction, and does not visually 

impact the historic character of the site from an adjacent public street (Austin Land 

Development Code §25-11-212). The City Council may designate a structure or site as a 

historic landmark (Austin Land Development Code §25-2-352). 

When a city staff person receives an application for a building, relocation, or 

demolition permit in a National Register Historic District (NRHD), they immediately 

notify the historic preservation officer, who determines whether the application will be 
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added to the HLC’s agenda. A building, relocation, or demolition permit cannot be issued 

until the HLC decides not to initiate historic zoning on the property; or the HLC approves 

a certificate of appropriateness, or makes recommendations on a building permit; or 75 

days have passed from the first HLC meeting in which the property was on the agenda; or 

180 days have passed from the receipt of an application for a structure in a NRHD or 

pending local historic district (Austin Land Development Code §25-11-213). A staff 

person may release a demolition or relocation permit for a contributing structure in a 

NRHD or local historic district if they determine that such action is necessary for public 

safety. A structure is determined to be “contributing” if it is determined to have integrity 

and be at least 50 years old when a local or national historic district is created.  

A permit cannot be issued if a historic landmark designation is pending. A historic 

landmark designation is pending if the building is on the HLC agenda to determine 

whether it should be designated; if it is on the HLC agenda to consider an application for 

demolition, relocation, or a building permit; or two HLC members notify the preservation 

officer in writing to put it on the agenda to be considered for designation. A historic 

landmark designation is not pending when the HLC issues a certificate of appropriateness 

or a demolition, relocation, or building permit; or 75 days have passed since the item was 

on the agenda and no landmark designation has been made; or the HLC recommends that 

the structure not be designated; or the city council decides not to designate the structure 

as a landmark (Austin Land Development Code §25-11-214). 

The HLC issues a certificate of appropriateness after it determines that the 

proposed work will not adversely affect historical or architectural features of a designated 

landmark (Austin Land Development Code §25-11-243).5 When considering a certificate 
                                                
5 There are currently no local historic landmarks in Rainey Street NRHD so a certificate of appropriateness 
is not required, but the City Historic Preservation Officer administratively reviews building, relocation, and 
demolition permits because it is a NRHD.  
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for demolition or removal, the HLC considers the state of repair of the building, the 

reasonableness of the cost to repair or restore, the purpose of preserving the structure as a 

historic landmark, the character of the neighborhood, and the building’s existing or 

potential economic usefulness (such as economic usefulness). A certificate is issued by 

the HLC if it determines that the interest of historic preservation is better served by 

removing the structure, or the interest of historic preservation will not be adversely 

affected by the demolition or removal (Austin Land Development Code §25-11-244).  

If there is no action from the HLC on a demolition, relocation, or appropriateness 

certificate 60 days after they have received the application, building staff may issue the 

certificate (Austin Land Development Code §25-11-244). If the HLC denies a certificate 

for demolition or removal, another application for the same landmark may not be filed 

until the one-year anniversary of the denied application (Austin Land Development Code 

§25-11-246). An interested party may appeal HLC actions to the Land Use Commission; 

actions by the Land Use Commission may be appealed to the city council.6 Demolition or 

removal certificates must be appealed before 60 days have passed from the date of 

decision, and a permit for demolition or removal cannot be issued while an appeal is 

pending.  

The historic preservation officer must be notified before planning staff can issue a 

permit to demolish or relocate a structure, and must be notified by the Directors of 

Watershed Protection and Development Review when a site plan calling for the removal 

or demolition of a structure is filed (Austin Land Development Code §25-11-215). If 

someone violates the provisions of the article Special Requirements for Historic 
                                                
6 The Land Use Commission for a given parcel is either the Zoning and Platting Commission or the 
Planning Commission. The Planning Commission is the land use commission for property within an 
adopted or proposed neighborhood plan, the former Mueller Airport site, the old Enfield neighborhood 
planning area, or a transit oriented development district; the Zoning and Platting Commission is the Land 
Use Commission for all other properties (Austin Land Development Code §25-1-46). 
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Structures (Austin Land Development Code §25-11-211-249), they will have committed 

a civil offense and have to pay the city up to $1,000 per day for each violation, and up to 

$10 per day for violations at their own home (Austin Land Development Code §25-11-

218). 

 

Capitol View Corridors 

In 1984, the City Council approved a zoning ordinance that created Capitol View 

Corridors to limit the encroachment of tall buildings in the viewshed of the State Capitol 

(City of Austin 2012a, 33). Within the corridors, a “structure may not exceed the 

elevation of the plane delineating the corridor” (Austin Land Development Code §25-2-

642). Rainey Street National Register Historic District is located outside the Capitol 

View Corridors, therefore it is not subject to the same height restrictions as other areas 

within the central business district. Capitol View Corridors are significant because they 

constrain development in downtown Austin. In addition to height limitations, land that is 

worthwhile for large projects is limited. Floor-area-ratio requirements and building 

setback requirements usually make projects feasible when they are tall and on large lots. 

According to the Austin Business Journal, development north of Sixth and Congress has 

been slow because the setback and floor-area-ratio requirements make development on 

the available narrow lots difficult (Grattan 2013a). Rainey Street is appealing for 

development because lots with one to two story homes/bars can be cleared fairly easily 

and combined to make way for much taller buildings.  

National Register Historic Districts 

Austin’s HLC conducts advisory reviews of building, site, relocation, and 

demolition permits in Austin’s National Register Historic Districts. There are currently 
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eighteen NRHDs in Austin. The city’s Historic Preservation Office (HPO) reviews and 

releases building permits for projects in NRHDs. If a complete demolition is proposed, 

the design of the replacement building is reviewed by the HLC before the permit is 

released (City of Austin 2012b). Minor projects, such as rear additions of less than 600 

square feet can be approved by the HPO without review by the HLC. The procedure of 

getting a permit approved in an NRHD first requires obtaining zoning compliance 

approval from Zoning Review staff, then the applicant applies for a Review of a Building 

Permit in a NRHD. Applications must be submitted four Thursdays before an HLC 

meeting. 

 

Local Historic Districts 

Local Historic Districts (LHD) offer more protection than NRHDs because they 

have specific design guidelines. The HLC’s reviews of building, site, relocation, and 

demolition permits in Austin’s LHDs are binding. LHDs can also incentivize historic 

preservation by providing tax abatements. There are currently three LHDs in Austin. A 

LHD in Austin must have a preservation plan, which can prescribe regulations related to 

architectural character, design, scale, and materials for the exterior of a contributing 

structure or new construction, and public facilities, such as signs, landscaping, street 

furniture, street lighting, utility facilities, streets, and sidewalks (Austin Land 

Development Code §25-2-356). A certificate of appropriateness from the HLC is required 

before non-routine work can begin on an Austin historic landmark or building in a LHD. 

Routine repairs using like materials and re-painting the exterior with existing colors 

qualify as routine work (City of Austin 2012c). Like NRHDs, minor projects may be 

approved by the HPO without review by the HLC, and zoning compliance approval from 
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Zoning Review staff is required before applying for a certificate of appropriateness. See 

Table 1 for an overview of permits related to historic buildings and districts in Austin.  
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Table 1: City of Austin Historic Preservation Permit Requirements (City of Austin 
2016a). 
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Chapter 3:  Historical Context 

RAINEY STREET 
Timeline  

1885-1937: Majority of houses constructed 
1985: Designated a NRHD 

2005: Rezoned as Central Business District 
2007-2009: Economic recession 

April 2009: The first bar, Lustre Pearl, 
opens at 96 Rainey 

October 2009: The second bar, Clive, opens 
2010: Icenhauer’s, the third bar, and the 

first from a different business owner, opens 
July 2012: Banger's Sausage House & Beer 

Garden opens 
March 2014: Original Lustre Pearl, 96 

Rainey, closes 
March 2016: The Parlor opens at 88 

Rainey, the new Lustre Pearl opens at 94 
Rainey  

 Table 2: Rainey Street Timeline (Riemer 2016).  

Rainey Street was platted in 1884, and many of the homes were built from 1885 

to 1920. According to the National Register Historic District nomination, the original 

owners of the buildings that contribute to the historic character of the district had 

occupations such as butcher, stonemason, and grocer (Freeman 1985, 48, 49, 55).  

During the New Deal, the federal government created the Home Owners’ Loan 

Corporation to help homeowners who were in default or who had lost their homes. The 

HOLC, local realtors, and lenders studied 239 American cities and developed security 

maps that assigned neighborhoods one of four grades (Hillier 2003, 394-395). According 

to a Home Owners’ Loan Corporation 1935 Map, Rainey Street is in a “declining area,” 

the third lowest grade, as noted by the orange rectangle around the yellow area in Figure 
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3. At the time that the HOLC map was developed, the area may have been thought of as 

declining due to its proximity to the Colorado River and Waller Creek. Austin has a 

history of catastrophic floods, and it would be risky to lend to people who lived in an 

unstable area (Tretter and Adams 2012). One of the areas noted as “best” is Hyde Park, a 

whites-only streetcar suburb north of the University of Texas that was developed between 

1890 and 1930 (Tretter and Adams 2012, 195).  



 22 

 

 

Figure 3. Home Owners’ Loan Corporation 1935 Map, with Rainey Street within the 
orange rectangle, “definitely declining,” north of the river (map accessed from Urban 
Oasis, Rainey locater added by the author).  

The narrative of the Rainey Street National Register Historic District nomination 

describes the 21 contributing buildings as vernacular Victorian and early twentieth-

century cottages (Freeman 1985, 47, see Figure 5). At the time of nomination, all of the 
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structures within the District were used as residences. Based on the last names of the 

original owners of the contributing structures provided in the nomination, many were of 

European heritage, with many Germans (with names such as Becker, Leser, and 

Schmidt). By 1984 when the nomination for Rainey Street NRHD was prepared, based 

on their last names, many of the owners were likely of Hispanic heritage, most likely of 

Mexican origin7 (with names such as Regalado, Medina, and Morales). As noted by 

Figure 4, there were no racially restrictive covenants around Rainey Street (orange 

rectangle), which may help explain why Latinos, who were often discriminated against 

and were not always considered to be “white,” subsequently owned properties. The most 

desirable places, according to the two maps, are the areas north and west of downtown 

with restrictive covenants.   

                                                
7 Though they could also have resided in Texas long before it was a part of the United States.  
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Figure 4. Rainey Street (orange rectangle, added by the author) did not have any racially 
restrictive covenants (Tretter 2012, 62).  
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Figure 5. Original Rainey NRHD Map, with diamonds indicating contributing buildings, 
and squares indicating non-contributing buildings at the time of nomination. There are 21 
contributing, and 13 non-contributing buildings (Freeman 1985, 46).8 Waller Creek is the 
thick dark line near Neches Street.  

                                                
8 In the original nomination, several structures built in the 1920s were considered to be non-contributing 
because of their age or condition. The original nomination may have focused more on architectural 
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The Past Ten Years 

Although the Rainey Street neighborhood was rezoned in 2005, many high rises 

and large projects were put on hold throughout the recession from 2007 to 2009, but by 

2013, economic conditions had recovered to the point that developers were able to 

proceed (Swiatecki 2013).  Under the new Central Business District zoning, there is no 

cap on the number of bars or restaurants. Bridget Dunlap led the transformation of 

Rainey in 2009, with the introduction of Lustre Pearl, the first bar on the formerly 

residential street. Clive, Bar 96, and Container Bar, followed Lustre Pearl and created a 

bar scene (Shevory 2011). Lustre Pearl closed in March of 2014 when the lot was 

purchased (Dunlap owned the business, not the land), and the parcel became part of the 

eight-story, 327 unit Millennium Rainey residential complex (Swiatecki 2014). The 

Millennium Rainey Street will bring luxury apartments to the corner of Driskill and 

Rainey, taking over a site that was formerly occupied by 13 structures. The original 

Lustre Pearl was relocated to East Cesar Chavez and Linden Streets and is a bar, and 94 

Rainey was remodeled by North Arrow Studios to become the new Lustre Pearl Rainey. 

Based on guidelines developed by the National Register, a place, object, or 

structure is historically significant if it is associated with historical events, significant 

people, architecture, or archeology. In addition to being associated with history, people, 

architecture, or archeology, a place is historically significant if it has historic integrity, 

which is the ability of a property to convey its significance, and is reflected in the 

workmanship, location, design, setting, materials, feeling, and association of the place or 

object. A structure is contributing to a local or national historic district if it is significant 

and has integrity. Previously, some homes were not old enough to be considered 

                                                                                                                                            
integrity, rather than historical integrity. Several structures that were non-contributing in the 1985 
nomination were later considered contributing by other preservation professionals (see Table 2). 
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significant as they were not fifty years old in 1984,9 and may have lacked integrity 

because of their exterior appearance. As the NRHD changed with the introduction of 

many bars and a few restaurants, staff of the Texas Historical Commission visited Rainey 

Street and conducted an informal survey in 2012 (Figure 6). By 2012, some of the houses 

that had not been considered contributing (shown as squares) were considered to be 

contributing, and both formerly contributing and non-contributing structures were 

considered to be non-contributing. Both formerly contributing and non-contributing 

structures had been demolished (see Table 3 for more information).  

                                                
9 A structure built in 1937 would only be forty-seven years old in 1984, when the National Register 
nomination was prepared. A structure less than fifty years old may be added to the National Register if it 
can be argued that it is “exceptionally important” to history. See National Register Bulletin 15 for more 
information.   



 28 

 

 

Figure 6. 2012 Assessment of the Rainey Street NRHD by Texas Historical Commission 
Staff (provided to the author). 21 contributing buildings (orange), 7 non-contributing 
(light blue), 2 potentially contributing (yellow), 7 demolished (dark blue). 

During SXSW, much of the area near the convention center and downtown, 

including Rainey Street, becomes an active and crowded place. Parking lots and buildings 

are converted for event sites, mobile food corrals, and bike parking. As the festival grows 

in popularity, and Austin grows in population, more high-rise buildings are likely to be 

constructed in the Rainey Street neighborhood because the area is close to downtown and 

the convention center.  

Rainey Street may have become a popular destination because it has become the 

center of “new” and “fun” Austin. Many of the bars have backyards, and the low scale of 

the buildings creates the sense that one is “hanging out” in a backyard, not in downtown. 
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It feels like “old Austin” in the sense that it is less like a growing city (despite the 

encroaching high rises), and more like a casual place because of the single story houses 

that remain. Whether people live in Austin or are visiting, being able to visit multiple 

houses that have been converted into bars in a single night’s visit likely appeals to them. 

Will the area feel “authentic” and “fun” when the houses have been completely replaced 

by high-rise apartments and condominiums?  
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Chapter 4:  Development and Nightlife in Austin  

CENTRAL AUSTIN BAR SCENE 

“Dirty Sixth” 

Dirty Sixth is a segment of East Sixth Street between Congress Avenue and 

Interstate 35. It is given the moniker “dirty” because of the plentiful bars selling only 

shots, and very large, cheap well drinks. It is known as a place to go to get drunk, and is 

popular with undergraduate college students and tourists. Dirty Sixth has a shady past, 

but the last brothel closed in 2011, and has been a craft cocktail bar, Midnight Cowboy, 

since 2012 (Le 2013). Not everyone is fond of the nickname for this segment of Sixth 

Street—in fact the Austin Convention and Visitors Bureau disagrees with the term “dirty” 

and is concerned about the type of visitor it is attracting (Grattan 2013b). 

In addition to being a center of Austin’s nightlife, Dirty Sixth has been a National 

Register Historic District since 1975 (see Figure 7). Sixth Street National Register 

Historic District is significant because of the concentration of Victorian-era masonry 

commercial buildings (Williams and Landon 1975). There are approximately 45 

bars/restaurants/music venues that cater to Austin’s nightlife in the Sixth Street NRHD, 

the majority of which are concentrated between Red River and Brazos Streets.  
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Figure 7. Original Sixth Street NRHD Map, with the west portion (top) and east portion 
(bottom). The dark areas are contributing to the district (Williams and Landon 1975, 27-
28). 

“West Sixth” 

Along the portion of West Sixth Street from West Avenue to San Antonio Street, 

is an area of Austin’s nightlife known as “West Sixth.” According to the food and travel 

website Thrillest, West Sixth is number six on the list of the twelve “bro-iest” 
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neighborhoods in the U.S. (Meltzer 2015). The term “bro” is an abbreviation of the word 

brother that has come to have several meanings, but lately it has become a pejorative term 

for those who do not identify as a part of this subculture and the associated party lifestyle. 

The term is associated with young men who may work in the financial sector, dress 

conservatively but casually (e.g. boat shoes), and who may have been in a fraternity 

while in college. There are approximately 15 bars in the four-block West Sixth area. 

 

“East Sixth” 

East Sixth is considered the portion of Sixth Street that is east of Interstate 35, 

with an eastern boundary of Chicon Street. There are approximately 16 bars in the nine-

block East Sixth area, including a few on side streets or Fifth Street. Thrillest has referred 

to East Austin, which includes the area beyond East Sixth, as one of the twelve “coolest” 

neighborhoods in America (Hoeller 2015). East Sixth has a mix of neighborhood uses, 

with housing, businesses, and offices interspersed with bars, restaurants, and food trucks.   

 

CITY OF AUSTIN DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE CENTER 

People pursuing a remodel or change of use for a property in Austin head to the 

City’s Development Assistance Center (DAC) for site plan exemptions, outdoor music 

venue permits, and other permits (City of Austin 2016d). For her doctoral thesis on 

Austin’s commercial strips, Jennifer Minner spoke to the manager of the DAC, 

Christopher Johnson. According to the Code of the City of Austin, parking is not required 

for a change of use in a CBD for a building that is smaller than 6,000 square feet, and 

thus the increase in commercial activity on Rainey Street (in the form of new bars and 

restaurants) did not lead to an increase in required off-street parking (Minner 2013, 207). 
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Thus, Rainey has the outward appearance of a residential street, but the commercial 

activity of one of Austin’s commercial corridors, such as 6th Street. 

  

Rainey Street, Development, and Code  

In 2005, two big changes occurred that affected nightlife in Austin. Not only was 

development spurred by the upzoning of Rainey Street, but Austin instituted a smoking 

ban in public places, including bars and restaurants (Steinberg 2015). According to 

Johnson, of the Development Assistance Center, the large increase in outdoor seating at 

Austin’s bars and restaurants was driven by the smoking ban, as he noticed many more 

requests and inquiries at the DAC in regards to outdoor patios following the smoking ban 

(Minner 2013, 208). The smoking ban in Austin may have created the bar and restaurant 

atmosphere today that many will describe as quintessentially Austin—essentially year-

round outdoor living. Smoking is allowed 15 feet away from a doorway, which can 

include the periphery of a patio or rooftop (Stevens 2005). Most bars on Rainey, Dirty 

Sixth, West Sixth, and East Sixth have outdoor patios, and several also have open-air 

rooftops.  

Adapting old buildings for new uses can be easily facilitated through a site plan 

exemption from the city. According to Johnson, a radical change to a building can qualify 

for a site plan exemption, and not a demolition if the framework of the building is 

maintained. Such radical change, with new materials, but much of the existing 

framework, plus an exterior that is compatible with the historic streetscape (for existing 

“historic” properties), explains the current look of Rainey Street. It is a different form of 

adaptive reuse because the intent is not necessarily to preserve the building. Rather, it is a 

way to get change approved quickly so that there are few delays to opening a business.   
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Figure 8: Rainey Street’s Proximity to Downtown Austin, with 2013 building footprints 
(Riemer 2016). 
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Chapter 5:  Interviews  

I did a qualitative assessment of the Rainey Street NRHD by interviewing two 

sets of people—actors and witnesses. The actors include the designers, builders, and 

business owners who helped shape the Rainey Street that has developed over the last ten 

years. The witnesses are comprised of historic preservation practitioners, who work for or 

are involved in historic preservation advocacy organizations, and/or work in real estate.  

The history and current status of all properties within Rainey Street NRHD are in 

Table 3. Properties associated with interviewees are in purple colored text. The table 

shows how the integrity of buildings, and hence their contributing status, can change over 

time. It also provides a record of the current status of lots, which is useful for the future 

as businesses may change, or may be removed to make way for different real estate 

ventures, such as high-rise apartments or condominiums. N/A indicates that there was no 

previous data for the property (as it was not included in a previous historic properties 

survey); NC means that the property is non-contributing to the NRHD; D means that it 

was demolished; the survey priority rankings are from one to three;10 C indicates 

contributing to the NRHD; see Figures 5 and 6 for Rainey NRHD maps. Properties have 

been demolished regardless of whether they were considered contributing in a recent 

historic properties survey. Properties can also be considered not contributing and then 

subsequently considered contributing, likely because of rehabilitation work that removed 

architectural elements that hindered the integrity of the building.  

 
 
 

                                                
10 Presumably a “1” indicates a high-priority for research, whereas a “3” indicates a lower priority. The 
survey was prepared by Bell, Klein & Hoffman and Hardy, Heck, and Moore (Steve Sadowsky, personal 
communication, March 9, 2016).  
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Table 3, The past and current state of Rainey Street NRHD, continues next 4 pages. 

 

                                                
11 If a building was not listed as contributing in the original NRHD nomination, nor in subsequent surveys 
by the government agencies or their contractors, then no date is provided.  
12 This address was 67 Rainey historically, but today it is 61 Rainey. 
13 Significant architectural modifications between 2004-2011 according to the 2011 chart produced by the 
City of Austin.  
14 Significant architectural modifications in 2011 according to the 2011 chart produced by the City of 
Austin. 

Address 

Original 
building 
constructed 

NR
HD 
site 
# 

1985 
NRHD 
Status 

1984 
Survey 
Priority 

2000 
Heritage 
Society 
of 
Austin 
Report 

City 
Staff 
2004 

City 
Staff 
2011 

THC 
2012 

Spring 2016 
status 

60 Rainey N/A11 29 NC N/A N/A N/A  N/A D 

City-owned 
lot for car and 
bike parking. 

61/6712 
Rainey 1930 30 NC 3 C C NC13  C Craftpride 

69 Rainey 1929 31 NC 3 C C NC 14 NC Javelina 

70 Rainey 1885 32 C 3 C C NC D 

Recently a 
food truck 
court, now a 
35-story 
building with 
160 condos is 
under 
construction. 

71 Rainey 1902 33 NC 2 C C C C 

Private 
residence 
(unoccupied?) 

72 Rainey   34 NC 

N/A 
(moved 
in 1985) NC NC NC  D 

Recently a 
food truck 
court, now a 
35-story 
building with 
160 condos is 
under 
construction. 

73 Rainey 1914 35 C 2 C C C C 

G'Raj Mahal 
Café & 
Lounge 
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Table 3, continued. 

 

Address 

Original 
building 
constructed 

NR
HD 
site 
# 

1985 
NRHD 
Status 

1984 
Survey 
Priority 

2000 
Heritage 
Society 
of 
Austin 
Report 

City 
Staff 
2004 

City 
Staff 
2011 

THC 
2012 

Spring 2016 
status 

74 Rainey   36 NC 3 NC NC NC D 

Recently a 
food truck 
court, now a 
35-story 
building with 
160 condos is 
under 
construction. 

75 Rainey 1893 37 C 1 C C C C 

Private 
residence 
with 2 food 
trucks parked 
in front. 

75 ½ 
Rainey 1915 38 C 2 C 

NC 
(due to 
vinyl 
siding) NC C Half Step 

76 Rainey 1917 39 C 2 C C  C  C 

Private 
residence 
(unoccupied?)
  

77 Rainey  1920 40  C 3 C C C  C  Lucille 

78 Rainey 1913 41 C 3 C C C C 

Recently 
painted 
single-family 
home. Owned 
by JMI? 
Likely to be 
incorporated 
in new 
development. 

79 Rainey  1934 42 C 2 C C C D Banger's 
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Table 3, continued. 

Address 

Original 
building 
constructed 

NR
HD 
site 
# 

1985 
NRHD 
Status 

1984 
Survey 
Priority 

2000 
Heritage 
Society 
of 
Austin 
Report 

City 
Staff 
2004 

City 
Staff 
2011 

THC 
2012 

Spring 2016 
status 

80 Rainey  1927 43 NC 3 C C C  C? 

Cleared lot. 
Owned by 
JMI? Likely 
to be 
incorporated 
in new 
development. 

81 Rainey  1895 44 C 2 C C C C 
Banger's 
office 

81 ½ 
Rainey  1927 45 NC 2 NC NC NC  C? 

Cleared lot, 
will be part of 
Banger's  

82 Rainey  1906 46 NC 2 C C NC NC 

Owned by 
JMI? Likely 
to be 
incorporated 
in new 
development. 

83  1895 47  C 2 C C NC  NC Icenhauers 

84 Rainey  1891 48 C 1 C C C C 

Recently 
painted 
single-family 
home.Owned 
by JMI? 
Likely to be 
incorporated 
in new 
development. 

85 Rainey  1905/1935 49 C 2 C C NC NC El Naranjo 

86 Rainey 1889/1920 50 C 1 C C C C 
The Black 
Heart  

87 Rainey 2004 N/A N/A N/A N/A NC NC 
New/
NC 

No Va 
Kitchen & 
Bar  
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Table 3, continued. 
 

Table 3: The past and current state of Rainey Street NRHD. Data sources: City of Austin 
2011b, Dase and Ward 2000, Galligan 2012, Travis Central Appraisal District, personal 
observations. 

Address 

Original 
building 
constructed 

NR
HD 
site 
# 

1985 
NRHD 
Status 

1984 
Survey 
Priority 

2000 
Heritage 
Society 
of 
Austin 
Report 

City 
Staff 
2004 

City 
Staff 
2011 

THC 
2012 

Spring 2016 
status 

88 Rainey 1889  51 C 1 C  C C C Parlor Room 
88 ½ 
Rainey 1996 N/A N/A  N/A  NC  NC NC NC 

The Drafting 
Room 

89 Rainey 1904 52 C 1 C C C C 

Housing: 
Millennium 
Rainey 

89 ½ 
Rainey 1927 53 NC 3 C C C C 

Housing: 
Millennium 
Rainey 

609 Davis 1920 54 NC 3 C NC NC NC Clive Bar 

90 Rainey 1885  55 C 1 C C NC D 
Container 
Bar  

91 Rainey 1892  56 C 2 C  C C C 

Housing: 
Millennium 
Rainey  

92 Rainey 1927 57 C 3 C C C C Bungalow 

93 Rainey 1895 58 C  1 C C C C 

Housing: 
Millennium 
Rainey  

94 Rainey 1928  59 NC 3 C C C C 
New Lustre 
Pearl 

95 Rainey 1908 60 C 2 C NC C C  

Housing: 
Millennium 
Rainey    

96 Rainey 1895 61 NC 2 C NC NC C Bar 96 

97 Rainey 1889 62 C  1 C C C C  

Former site of 
original 
Lustre Pearl, 
now part of 
the 
Millennium 
condominium 
development 
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DESIGNERS, BUILDERS, BUSINESS OWNERS 

Lustre Pearl, Container Bar, Clive, Bar 96 

  

Figure 9: New Lustre Pearl, 94 Rainey Street, February 1, 2016 (Riemer 2016). 

 

Figure 10: The original Lustre Pearl was at 97 Rainey Street, which is now where the 
high-rise building is on the corner, March 13, 2016 (Riemer 2016). 
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Figure 11: The original Lustre Pearl, 97 Rainey Street, in its new location at 114 Linden 
Street, March 27, 2016 (Riemer 2016). 

 

Figure 12: Bar 96, 96 Rainey Street, February 1, 2016 (Riemer 2016). 
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Figure 13: Clive, 609 Davis Street, the second bar on Rainey, with Hotel Van Zandt in 
the rear of the photo, February 1, 2016 (Riemer 2016). 

 

Figure 14: Container Bar, 90 Rainey Street, Dunlap’s third bar on Rainey, February 1, 
2016 (Riemer 2016). 

Lustre Pearl was the first bar to open on Rainey Street and was located at 97 

Rainey, which is now part of the Millennium Apartments. The building at 97 Rainey was 
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saved from demolition, and was moved to the other side of Interstate 35. Lustre East is 

now located at Linden and East Cesar Chavez, and opened in November 2015. To be 

moved, the building had to be cut in half and reassembled. 

I interviewed Bridget Dunlap, the owner of Lustre Pearl, Lustre East, Bar 96, and 

Container Bar, and the restaurants Burn and Mettle (Mettle will soon be changed to a new 

restaurant), both located east of I-35 on East Sixth (personal communication, January 29, 

2016). The original Lustre Pearl had a big backyard, which was rented separately, 

originally for $850 per month, and was later priced at $1.7 million when it was for sale 

around 2013/2014. Dunlap did not own the land the bar was located on, but had the right 

of first refusal.  

  

Why Rainey? 

Dunlap had done a similar project in Houston in 2007, with a bar named Pearl, on 

Washington Avenue in an area known as the Washington Corridor, between Montrose 

and the Heights. She sold that business, and the bar eventually closed. When Dunlap 

arrived in Austin, she saw that the building that would become Lustre Pearl was for rent. 

It seemed like the obvious place to open a business, due to its proximity to downtown, 

and the freeway. The Four Seasons Residences (at the end of San Jacinto and along Lady 

Bird Lake) was under construction. Lustre Pearl, established in December 2008 and 

opened in April 2009, was a quarter of the size of the bar she had previously operated in 

Houston. In addition, the location was appealing because it had been zoned CBD, which 

meant there were fewer restrictions on what one could do. She opened four businesses 

along Rainey Street in a fairly short time frame: Lustre Pearl, Bar 96 (96 Rainey), Clive 

(609 Davis Street), and Container Bar (90 Rainey). 
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The Beginning of Rainey As We Know It 

Implementing the first change of use for the neighborhood was not easy, and 

Dunlap faced opposition. “There was a big fight. They [the residents] took me to City 

Council. They were upset, they thought this bar [Lustre] was going to be their local bar. 

They were ok with that. But I knew it wasn’t going to be their neighborhood bar. That’s 

not what I do.” 

Dunlap does not own the land or the buildings where her businesses are located, 

so she did not pursue or receive any property tax abatements. Instead of buying one piece 

of property, she chose to rent and establish four businesses.  

 

Development Approval Process 

Dunlap finds the process of establishing a business and making changes to a 

building to be very arduous. “They [the City] make it really hard, and it keeps getting 

harder every year.” 

 

Design/Role of the Building 

For Lustre East/the original Lustre, Dunlap just fixed what the health department 

required, but largely left the building as a stabilized ruin, adding a chandelier, and 

painting names in the different rooms (e.g. “Clive”). Why work with old buildings? 

Dunlap originally pursued businesses in the cheapest places she could find. The original 

Lustre rented for $2,000 per month, and Clive was the same price. But, Dunlap also 

appreciates the aesthetics of old buildings—“I love these old houses.” Dunlap would not 

open a business in the ground floor of a vertical mixed-use building because it would feel 

too much like a strip mall. Although a tall building and a strip mall are not the same, 
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Dunlap much prefers the scale of a one to two story single-purpose building with a yard. 

She likes having a yard around her businesses. 

 

Historic Preservation Is Not Easy 

Dunlap finds that the “historical process” costs more and is more time-consuming. 

As the first person to open a business in a former exclusively residential street she 

encountered many people who did not like what she proposed, even though it was 

allowed under the zoning. The building that used to exist on Container Bar’s site was 

bulldozed, even though it was a historic building. Dunlap was not involved with the 

property when the home was bulldozed, but felt that the historic preservation community 

was critical of her, even though she was only developing a site that someone else had 

cleared. Even when she maintained a lot of the “integrity” of the house that became 

Lustre Pearl, she faced criticism.15 It seems that some people were unwilling to accept a 

change in use for the building. The original Lustre Pearl appears to have more integrity of 

materials because very little of the original exterior was removed.   

 

Transferable Success? 

Dunlap has recently been recruited to help with economic development in Tulsa 

and Cleveland. In Cleveland, the City was “going to give me houses and $200,000. The 

buildings were beautiful, big, old, brick houses.” But developing a business requires 

being present, and Dunlap has a child, and would rather not leave to develop a business 

elsewhere. Dunlap cites “cute” places in North Carolina, among other places that are 

                                                
15 Dunlap’s use of the term “integrity” is significant because that term is significant to historic 
preservation, though she is not necessarily aware of the National Register’s definition of “integrity.” 
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developing new businesses with historic aesthetics. “Everybody wants some Austin in 

their city.” If she were to develop a business in another city, she would rather have some 

of her expenses taken care of, rather than a tax abatement, because she is not planning on 

buying land. Overall, she is happy in Austin.  

 

Rainey’s Future 

Although Dunlap was not happy when the original Lustre was removed from 

Rainey (and at the time its fate was uncertain), she does not want to criticize progress, 

because “that’s what people bitch at me about. Progress is part of life. The city is growing 

rapidly. Did I like them taking my Lustre? No. And they had no idea. These guys are 

from Houston and …they don’t care.”  

Although people complain to Dunlap about how Rainey has changed in the past 

few years (from a hip little enclave to a “douchey” bar scene), she does not have a 

problem with its current state. “It’s called progress… it’s growth… I’m here to make 

money. I’m not here to entertain thirty people a night.” The bars will likely remain 

because they are “turning dough.” With the addition of Millennium Rainey, Hotel Van 

Zandt, and two more apartment buildings, “it will be fine, but it will be completely 

touristy.” Dunlap does not know how anything that becomes popular can ever “remain 

the same.” Businesses have been successful on Rainey, but Dunlap notes that the 

“integrity” of the original neighborhood does not remain.  
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Lustre Pearl, Craft Pride, Javelina, Parlor Room 

 

 

Figure 15: The original Lustre Pearl in its new location, 114 Linden Street, March 27, 
2016 (Riemer 2016). 

 

Figure 16: The rear of the original Lustre Pearl in its new location, 114 Linden Street, 
March 27, 2016 (Riemer 2016). A new building on the right houses the main bar. 
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Figure 17: Javelina, 69 Rainey Street, February 1, 2016 (Riemer 2016).  

 

Figure 18: Craft Pride, 61 Rainey Street, February 1, 2016 (Riemer 2016).  
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Figure 19: 88 Rainey Street, February 1, 2016 (Riemer 2016).  

 

Figure 20: 88 Rainey Street, as Parlor Room, March 13, 2016 (Riemer 2016).  

Jesse Lunsford is the founder of Rainey Ventures and a real estate broker. I 

interviewed him to get the perspective of a property owner in the “new” Rainey Street 

(personal communication, February 17, 2016). He owned the property where the original 
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Lustre Pearl was located, and currently owns Javelina, Craft Pride, and Parlor Room, 

which opened in March 2016, in addition to Jacoby’s (a restaurant on East Cesar 

Chavez), and Lustre East.  

 

Stumbling Into New Territory 

After selling his first successful commercial real estate property, Lunsford was 

looking for other in-place properties, such as retail centers, when he found and bought the 

little house at 97 Rainey in 2006. It was “such a neat location, the house wasn’t in good 

shape at all, but I knew at the very minimum, nothing bad could happen there, because I 

could remodel it and live in it, and then I’d have a house downtown. I ended up looking 

at doing some different things with it.” The parcel was very small, so his options were 

limited. “I looked at doing four condos on there, and maybe selling them off. Then I 

thought ‘we’ll do a bar.’” It took two years to transform the property, but it ended up 

being a wise investment. “It did very well and then everyone was like ‘let’s do more.’” 

 

Recognizing a Need  

Lunsford had been in the real estate market as a broker and he knew what people 

commonly requested, and recognized a need for restaurant or bar space. Often, there were 

not any restaurant or bar spaces available, or if there was, it was “expensive and 

difficult.” Following Lustre Pearl, Lunsford developed the bars Javelina and Craft Pride, 

and 88 Rainey is his latest business, which opened as Parlor Room in March 2016.  
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Design/Role of the Building 

When Lunsford arrived in 2006, Rainey was a “very dilapidated street.” 97 

Rainey (Lustre Pearl) was vacant and unlivable. 69 Rainey (Javelina) was vacant, and in 

worse condition than 97 Rainey, with dirt instead of floor in some places. 61 Rainey 

(Craft Pride) had tenants, and was in slightly better condition than 69 and 97 Rainey. 

None of the buildings had air conditioning. 88 Rainey, which he bought later, had tenants 

as well. 

The designs of Lunsford’s buildings were driven by a desire to qualify for site 

plan exemptions. Site plan exemptions require working with the existing building 

footprint, and basically doing a remodel. Lunsford sought a site plan exemption because 

it would be easier to get the project approved as the process should be faster, and thus 

tenants could occupy the building sooner. A regular site plan is harder, according to 

Lunsford, because it requires doing an overhaul of the site, and considering issues such as 

drainage and parking.  

Javelina is on a small, 4,500 square foot lot. The building was placed right on the 

property line in the middle of the property. It was also a very narrow building. Lunsford 

and his design team wanted to create an inside/outside feel so that it would feel more 

open, and thus a bigger space. They did a gable roof instead of a hipped roof. The porch 

existed, and they wanted to have people enter there. The front wall remains from the 

original building. In order to qualify for a site plan exemption, “you keep a wall.” 

“Really, Javelina had very little to offer that was worth preserving. What was worth 

preserving was the scale of the building.” The only way to keep the scale was to keep 

most of the building, which would enable site plan exemption and a quicker review. 

Since the property was in a NRHD, the building permit had to be administratively 

reviewed by the city historic preservation officer, who then determined that it should be 
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on the agenda for the Historic Landmarks Commission. Lunsford and his team went to 

the Landmarks Commission with a modern design, but the Commission “wanted 

something that would at least mimic what had been.” 

Lustre Pearl was a “better building” than Javelina, with more worth preserving. 

According to Lunsford, Javelina was more of a “shack for poor people.” Craft Pride was 

also of poor quality and design, though it did have “pretty” wood, which they restored 

and used. On Craft Pride, little is original, except the front façade, though materials 

(wood) were reused. The historic wood was cut into small pieces and used like blocks on 

the wall. The flooring could not be kept. Before it was Craft Pride, it was not necessarily 

“special,” though Lunsford notes that it is a corner lot with beautiful trees, and great 

outdoor space, and “perfect” for a bar.  

 

Design Approval 

Lunsford finds that the Landmarks Commission is one of the first stops when 

developing a historic property, though it’s “awful” because they only meet once a month.  

 

The Transformation of Rainey was Inevitable 

Lunsford finds the transformation of Rainey was inevitable, and cannot believe he 

was the instigator. “The zoning was the best zoning that Austin offers” because it allows 

for much greater flexibility. CBD and Downtown Mixed Use zoning both allow liquor 

sales, but CBD does not require a conditional use permit for cocktail lounges (City of 

Austin 2014, 51). In addition to greater property flexibility, 97 Rainey “had a beautiful 

view of downtown.” Rainey Street would have happened, and though Lunsford was the 

first person to utilize the new CBD zoning by opening a bar, somebody else would have 
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likely brought in a business soon. “I can’t believe I was the first person to [open in 2009].  

I don’t know why people didn’t do that [before 2009]. It seems obvious in hindsight.”   

 

Lustre Pearl East 

Lunsford only owned the house at 97 Rainey, and did not own the backyard that 

Dunlap used for Lustre Pearl. “I tried to buy it, but I could never get it. I should have 

bought it when I bought the house.” When Dunlap came on as a tenant she basically 

“took over the backyard.” Eventually, developers bought all the lots around 97 Rainey, 

including the backyard. “Bridget and I talked about it, and she wasn’t sure how it would 

work without the backyard. Ultimately, I sold the parcel, but told them I wanted to save 

the house. If I had had both parcels I would have been more inclined to keep [97 

Rainey].” Lunsford moved the house on 97 Rainey to another parcel he bought a few 

miles away, off of East Cesar Chavez.  

 

Accepting Change and Finding Success 

Although Lunsford does not “love” the high-rises, he accepts them. “Another 

person who builds on Rainey says ‘it’s all changing so fast, it’s almost silly to get 

attached to things.’ I just love Rainey Street the way it is.” Lunsford is optimistic, and 

feels that the high-rises have not necessarily ruined Rainey. “Maybe it would be better for 

the city for them to all be high-rises, because we need the density. It is waste. But it is so 

nice to have those little places. People love it. Sales are great.” 
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Icenhauer’s 

 

Figure 21: Icenhauer’s, 83 Rainey, February 1, 2016 (Riemer 2016). 

Icenhauer’s, 83 Rainey, opened in 2009, and was the third bar on Rainey. Michael 

Hsu Office of Architecture prepared the rehabilitation plans for the house that became 

Icenhauer’s, and most recently prepared studies for 78, 80, 84 Rainey Street. I spoke with 

Maija Kreishman, one of the partners of the firm, and Michael Hsu, the principal of the 

firm (personal communication, January 20, 2016).  

 

Role of the Building  

Icenhauer’s has its current look due to the City’s insistence that the historic 

structure remain, but it was not a literal historic restoration project because it had been 

modified as recently as 2010 (City of Austin 2011b). According to Kreishman, the porch 

was in a state of disrepair and not historically significant, and in several places they took 

opportunities to modernize parts of the house. The city HPO or HLC must review 
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building permits for work in Austin’s NRHDs before the building permit may be 

released. City preservation staff and the HLC advised them to keep the wing and gable, 

and retain the roof form. The HLC accepted the idea of taking out the double-hung 

windows and put in one single light of glass, to allow for more visibility. Essentially, the 

designers gave the building a “facelift,” in addition to landscaping the front yard to make 

it more approachable. Overall, they strove to make a “significant break,” to not emulate 

the older parts of the building.  

The Landmark Commission, “wants you to differentiate new and old, unless you 

have a purely zoned historic or historic landmark property. They tend to prefer that you 

make a break, so that in the future, it would be known that we weren’t trying to copy 

things. The design went over very well with the [Commission].” 

The study prepared for 78, 80, 84 Rainey Street proposed saving the more 

“significant” homes at 78 and 84, leaving the space in the middle for a 2-story event 

center, and the back of the lots for a hotel. 78 Rainey was built in 1913, and has been 

assessed as contributing to the NRHD from 1985 through 2012 (City of Austin 2011b, 

Texas Historical Commission 2012). 84 Rainey was built in 1891, has also been assessed 

as contributing to the NRHD from 1985 through 2012, and in a 1984 survey, was given a 

preservation priority rating of “1,” indicating it was a priority for future research, and 

likely also a high priority for preservation (City of Austin 2011b, Texas Historical 

Commission 2012).   
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Figure 22: 78 Rainey, February 1, 2016 (Riemer 2016). 

 

Figure 23: 80 Rainey, February 1, 2016 (Riemer 2016). A house used to be on the lot, 
closer to the street.  
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Figure 24: 84 Rainey, February 1, 2016 (Riemer 2016). 

Role of the Client 

The HLC and city staff may have preferences, and can determine whether 

building, demolition, and relocation permits are released (though permits can be issued if 

there has been no action from the HLC or the HPO if 75 days have passed from the first 

HLC meeting in which the property was on the agenda, or 180 days have passed from the 

receipt of an application for a structure in a NRHD or pending local historic district), but 

ultimately the landowner plays a significant part in the outcome for a historic building. 

Kreishman notes that they had a “very unique client (JMI Realty) across the street at 78 

Rainey that was interested in saving the character of those houses. I’m not sure every 

developer would feel the same, unfortunately.” 

 

Role of Code 

Hsu cited Subchapter E of Austin’s Land Use Development Code, as being at 

odds with development on Rainey (City of Austin 2016e). Under Subchapter E, small-
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scale development at the street level goes against the code. The code demands a 

prototypical pedestrian-oriented city boulevard, but the existing building fabric is 

residential, with setbacks. “Our strategy to keep the texture at the perimeter at the street 

small, was against the code.” The existing houses were set farther back than the code 

would recommend, because the code was developed to support design standards for 

commercial and retail development. But Rainey is not the typical commercial street. It is 

a residential street in which commercial uses have been added. Hsu notes that density is 

the “right thing” in most places, such as the boulevards of Lamar and Burnet, but it is 

difficult in a place such as Rainey, which Kreishman notes is not an artery, and so it is 

not possible to provide parking on both sides of the street, and allow for sidewalks on 

both sides.  

 Hsu described Rainey as an “orphan” street, with the characteristics of established 

Austin neighborhoods such as Bouldin Creek or Hyde Park, except it is within the CBD. 

One thing that a CBD allows for and has been very profitable on Rainey Street, is the 

concentration of bars, particularly bars without a restaurant. Kreishman finds that it is 

“next to impossible to have just a bar outside of the CBD.” Hsu comments on the paradox 

of bar location, “everybody drinks, everyone wants a bar in their neighborhood, but if 

you ask people, no one wants a bar in their neighborhood. That’s why you see bars 

downtown, it’s kind of the only zoning that allows for bars.” According to Hsu, 

economics, the economic cycle, and land use have created the current look of Rainey 

Street.  
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Banger’s 

 

 

Figure 25: 79 Rainey, Banger’s Sausage House & Beer Garden, February 1, 2016 
(Riemer 2016). 

 

Figure 26: 81 Rainey, Office of Banger’s Sausage House & Beer Garden, February 1, 
2016 (Riemer 2016). 
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Figure 27: 81 ½ Rainey, lot owned by Banger’s Sausage House & Beer Garden, February 
1, 2016 (Riemer 2016). 

Banger’s Sausage House and Beer Garden opened July 31, 2012. It is one of the 

few combination bar/restaurants. I spoke with the owner of Banger’s, Ben Siegel 

(personal communication February 12, 2016).  

 

Why Rainey?  

When Siegel and his partners were looking for a place to establish their 

bar/restaurant in 2011, they considered the primary bar districts at the time, which were 

West Sixth, and South Congress, and they wanted to avoid “Dirty Sixth.” Siegel had 

moved away for a while, and one of his partners was getting his MBA at UT, and told 

Siegel about Rainey. “We came down here and it was still very much a neighborhood in 

transition. You had four bars” (Icenhauer’s, Lustre Pearl, Bar 96, and Clive). “It was kind 

of far from a sure a thing.” Siegel has a background in commercial real estate brokerage. 

In 2011, “basically everything was for sale at that time. I had the ability to do a real estate 
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deal, in conjunction with a restaurant deal.” They bought 2 parcels, 79 and 81 Rainey, 

and in February 2014 they purchased 81 ½, which is currently vacant, and will eventually 

be incorporated into the restaurant/bar/entertainment venue.  

 

Historic Preservation and Planning Are Not Aligned in Austin 

 Banger’s had already almost completed the site plan process, and the building 

permit process, but they did not encounter historic preservation review until they applied 

for a demolition permit. “My contractor and architect didn’t realize that this was a 

National Register Historic District,” and apparently the fact that they were proposing 

changes in a NRHD was not relevant to the staff guiding them through building permits 

and site plans. They chose to completely re-design and re-engineer the whole project to 

comply with the suggestions of the Landmarks Commission, in order to get their building 

permit released in a timely manner. Siegel finds it frustrating that they were not made 

aware of all the requirements prior to meeting with City Historic Preservation staff and 

the Landmarks Commission. “[It’s a] very dysfunctional system, and really at odds with 

the Downtown Austin Plan. If you read what the Downtown Austin Plan says, it calls for 

real dense high-rise buildings in this pocket right here, and how can you have that in a 

[NRHD]?” Furthermore, there are not any “historic homes in this entire district” because 

none of the properties are individually landmarked with the City or on the National 

Register.  

 

Design/Role of the Building 

 Siegel and partners chose to demolish 79 because it “had to be condemned. It was 

past salvageable.” Before being asked to consider a design that would be more 
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compatible with the existing character of the street, they planned to build a “barn-like 

structure, like a big hall, and not something that was house-like.” They planned to keep 

the house at 81 Rainey, but move it to the back of the lot, with the beer garden and stage 

facing the street. “It was really all for the better, the good news is that anytime you have 

to design something twice, it’s probably going to be better the second time.” For instance, 

if the live music stage was facing a condominium building, “we would have had exactly 

one show, and then we would have been shut down.” Now the stage faces the freeway, 

and they have never had a noise complaint.  

  The lots that they acquired are conducive to a sausage house and beer garden, and 

Siegel finds that such a business would not make sense in the ground floor of a high-rise. 

A business in a high-rise could not be out in the open. A high-rise works better for a 

market or coffee shop, but not as well for a business that wants to facilitate people’s 

enjoyment of outdoor dining. Banger’s thrives by providing both good food and plentiful 

outdoor space. The outdoor space also facilitates barbecuing, which would not work as 

well in a fully enclosed building.  

 

Historic Preservation is Nonsensical 

After Siegel had the demolition permit for 79, and the house moving permit for 

81, the historic preservation staff had to check three boxes to determine whether 81 was 

“historic.” “Did anyone of historic significance live here? Is the architecture of the house 

historically significant? Were the people who lived here good representations of the 

people that lived during the time that they lived? How could you not be an example of a 

person that lived during a time that you lived?” Siegel felt “blackmailed” into keeping 81 

Rainey where it was, because if he did not follow staff recommendations, the City could 
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make the house a landmark. “I’m not a big developer, so I didn’t have the bankroll to get 

in a six month pissing contest with the city. I’m happy where we’re at, but there’s nothing 

historically significant about this house. It’s not a particularly attractive house, nothing 

happened here.” 

 

 Funding 

If 81 Rainey had been a local Austin landmark it would be eligible for property 

tax abatement, but Siegel would rather not get entangled with such preservation 

incentives because he is concerned about “surrendering a tremendous amount of my 

property rights, which I value more than tax credits.”  

 

Noise Complaints Stifle Growth/Change 

Siegel finds that the City did not intend for Rainey Street to turn out the way it 

has. “It’s not what they wanted. One of the big barriers to entry, of allowing this to 

happen again, is the power that one person holds to complain.” Normally, residential 

houses are surrounded by other residential houses, if one is able to open a bar near 

residences, “you’ll bother a lot of people. People will complain. And all you need is one 

person complaining consistently, and they can effectively shut your business down.”  

Some bars on Rainey are not allowed to play live music anymore, but Banger’s has been 

“lucky” because their stage does not face houses. Siegel feels that ninety percent of the 

people moving into the high-rises are excited are “like ‘yeah that’s awesome, there are 

things to go to’” for people who are excited to live downtown, whereas there may be ten 

percent who are “bad actors…‘I don’t want the noise,’ you moved to the middle of 

downtown, go somewhere where it’s quiet. That’s what’s frustrating about noise 
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complaints. One person really has so much power.” The threat of negative attention from 

the City and a possible revocation of an Outdoor Music Venue permit are of concern to 

Siegel as amplified sound in an outdoor beer garden is an essential component of his 

business.  

 

Convention Center Connection 

In February, the carmaker Audi rented out several bars on Rainey following a 

conference at the Austin Convention Center, and when I spoke to Siegel he was preparing 

to host people from the conference. Something like that is facilitated by the Austin 

Convention and Visitor’s Bureau and “really sophisticated event companies.” The 

Convention Center is planning on growing. Siegel says that “if Microsoft or Audi say 

they want to do an annual meeting” and bring 1,000 people or so, and then throw a party 

after a two-day meeting, “where can we do that at? Options for doing a 1,000-person 

party in this town are really limited. We want to be one of those choices, and want to be 

able to absorb a lot of that convention business. We really want to be ambassadors to 

Austin, of Austin culture.  It’s a difficult line to toe. On the one hand, you want to be a 

local spot. One of the biggest compliments we’ll get is ‘when I have people in town, this 

is one of the places we bring them [to].’” At the same time, they want to cater to tourists 

and hotels, so visitors think, “this is so Austin.” To coincide with the growth of the 

Convention Center, more hotels are being built to accommodate larger conferences. “All 

this hotel development that’s going on is really unbelievable for my business.” The 

Austin Convention and Visitor’s Bureau can show the conference organizers around and 

say, “look at this awesome, really unique entertainment district,” where people can have a 
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good time, when they are not at the convention. According to Siegel, Rainey is a “big 

sell” to convention organizers.  

 

HISTORIC PRESERVATION PRACTITIONERS 

Real Estate: Alyson McGee 

Alyson McGee works for JB Goodwin Realtors, and has previously worked for 

the City of Austin as a preservation planner, and has also done preservation consulting 

(personal communication February 12, 2016). 

 

Rainey’s Zoning Change 

Although McGee was not living in Austin when the zoning change occurred, 

she’s spoken to others in the preservation community and found there was not really 

opposition to it from preservationists because they thought that it was logical to shift 

away from a purely residential street, due to its geographic location. People thought that 

the CBD zoning, which would allow commercial uses, would mean the houses would be 

rehabilitated to allow for mixed uses, such as boutiques, cafes, and restaurants, like La 

Villita in San Antonio. People imagined that a Rainey with CBD zoning could be 

pedestrian-oriented and artsy. Since CBD zoning has no height limitations, there was 

tremendous pressure on developers and property owners, and the land became highly 

valuable, and the buildings were “just impediments.” The preservation community did 

not foresee the development pressures downtown Austin would face. 
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Substantial Change to the NRHD 

In 2012, developers agreed to relocate five houses (89, 89 ½, 91, 93, and 95 

Rainey), and Lustre Pearl (97) was moved, to allow for the Millennium Rainey Street. 

Also, in 2011, the City HP staff re-surveyed the NRHD, and found that it was teetering 

toward having less than fifty percent contributing buildings. Losing six houses would be 

significant for such a small NRHD.16 The HP staff was determined to fight the 

developers, but they realized that they did not have the political will. “When the City did 

the CBD zoning, [they] intended for high-scale, dense development in that area.” McGee 

is disappointed with how Rainey Street has turned out. She finds that it “sets a bad 

precedent” on how to treat historic neighborhoods (personal communication, April 29, 

2016). If a majority of the existing buildings within a district were not built during the 

historical period of the district, and do not retain their historic appearance, then it is not 

logical for the district to remain on the National Register.  

 

Mitigation? 

 McGee and colleagues talked with the developers about getting funds from them 

to help relocate the historic homes that were in the way of their proposed development. 

According to McGee, the Latino community considers Rainey to be part of their history, 

and thus it would be logical to move the homes to places that would appeal to that 

community. Therefore, East Austin was an appropriate area for relocation. Guadalupe 

Neighborhood Development Corporation took three of the houses. The staff got the 

                                                
16 According to the Texas Historical Commission, “most historic districts include noncontributing 
properties, but the number and scale of noncontributing properties must not overwhelm a district’s sense of 
time, place, and historical development” (2016). 
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developers to agree to fund the movement of the buildings.17 It was not necessarily an 

enforceable agreement, but the Landmarks Commission agreed not to delay their decision 

on the relocation permits if the developer agreed to support the movement of the 

buildings. Since the properties were in a NRHD, the Commission could have taken six 

months to make a decision.18  

 

Lessons for the Preservation Community 

Do not assume that zoning changes will lead to a certain result. McGee finds that 

it is important to consider what zoning can allow. A zoning change can make the land 

more valuable than the building it contains. Zoning with conditional overlays, or a type of 

zoning with more restrictions on height would have been better for preserving buildings.  

Without height limitations, a one-story house in an area with CBD zoning is of no value 

(to people more interested in land, rather than what is on the land). 

 

Real Estate: Lin Team 

Lin Team has worked in real estate in Austin since 1997, and developed the 

“Buying and Selling Historic Properties” class for Preservation Austin and the Austin 

Board of Realtors. Although Team was not directly involved in Rainey Street, she does 

                                                
17 It cost Jesse Lunsford about $100,000 to hire someone to move and reassemble 97 Rainey/Lustre Pearl 
(personal communication, April 26, 2016). 
18 For sites at least 50 years old that meet at least two of the criteria for designation as a local landmark and 
are located in a NRHD: a building, relocation, or demolition permit cannot be issued until the HLC decides 
not to initiate historic zoning on the property; or the HLC approves a certificate of appropriateness, or 
makes recommendations on a building permit; or 75 days have passed from the first HLC meeting in which 
the property was on the agenda; or 180 days have passed from the receipt of an application for a structure 
in a NRHD or pending local historic district (Austin Land Development Code §25-11-213). 
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find it to be an example of the ineffectiveness of the NRHD program (personal 

communication, February 17, 2016). 

 

Downsides to NRHD Program 

Team finds that the NRHD program has no power to prevent tear-downs, and thus 

a number of Austin’s NRHDs are becoming more like Rainey Street, in that they are 

slowly vanishing. 

 

1985 NRHD  

When Rainey Street was added to the National Register in 1985, people likely 

thought that it could or should be saved.  According to Team, they did not foresee the 

future downtown development pressures.  

 

Parallels to Willow Spence NRHD 

The Willow Spence NRHD is very close to Rainey Street, but on the east side of 

I-35. Like Rainey Street, Willow Spence was, and to a large extent still is, home to a 

substantial Mexican-American community, and the area has become very valuable 

because it is centrally located. For example, the appraised value of 910 Willow Street, at 

the corner of Willow and San Marcos has increased 90% from 2011 to 2016, from 

$192,860 to $367,265 (Travis Central Appraisal District).19  

 

                                                
19 As of February 2016, the average home sale price in Austin is $333,011 (Austin Board of Realtors 
2016).  
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Difficulties of Establishing a Local Historic District  

Team had been hoping to establish a LHD in Willow Spence, but there does not 

seem to be much political support, and much of the historic fabric has already been lost.  

 

Restrictive Covenants 

Restrictive covenants can be used to protect buildings from future changes, even 

if they do not qualify as a local historic landmark. But somebody has to “hold” the 

covenant. The Heritage Society of Austin (predecessor of Preservation Austin) used to 

make loans, which were connected to restrictive covenants. According to Team, the last 

time the Heritage Society implemented a restrictive covenant was in 2004.  

 

Lessons from Rainey Street 

Do not lean on the National Register. Team finds that, “if the City is serious about 

wanting to save any of its historic fabric, it has to do more than it’s doing.” Furthermore, 

the City needs to initiate local historic districts, and not require neighborhoods to do the 

labor of preparing the application. 

 

Advocacy: Kate Singleton  

Kate Singleton is the Executive Director of Preservation Austin, and has worked 

for the City of Dallas, and the Texas Main Street program. She has been in Austin since 

2014 (personal communication, February 1, 2016). 
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Moving Buildings 

Singleton finds that moving buildings is the “last, best” approach. It can work if 

the context the building is placed in is correct. For example, a house from Rainey could 

be used to “replace” a house in Central East Austin that was demolished, because it could 

fit within the existing neighborhood, in terms of size and style.  In preservation, “you 

always want to see the buildings stay where they were built.” Preservationists seek to 

avoid creating “building zoos” because location and setting are aspects of a building or 

district’s integrity.  

 

Benefits of Converting Houses 

Converting houses to bars allows them to stay in the neighborhood longer, though 

it is possible that they may not stay much longer. The bars are income-producing, though 

“all the people in and out” may be a little rough on the house. Keeping the front façade, 

and providing outdoor dining, is not “too bad,” from a preservationist perspective.  

 

Current State of Rainey 

Singleton finds that the current state of Rainey is “not optimum,” but not a 

“complete failure.” Many buildings are both on-site and being used. Property owners are 

taking “decent care” of the little houses. It is wise that Singleton takes a positive stance 

on preservation that is less than ideal so she can focus on understanding past mistakes in 

order for there to be better preservation outcomes in the future.   
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Need for LHDs 

Local historic districts can provide real control, in addition to financial incentives, 

such as tax exemptions. Texas’ State Historic Tax Credit is a good incentive (though 

could it be used for any building currently on Rainey?). 

 

Similar Neighborhoods in Austin 

Singleton finds parts of East 11th to be similar, even though that street has 

basically always had a mix of uses. 

 

How Preservation Austin Can Help 

PA is good at matching people with needs to programs and local experts, in 

addition to connecting them to information on financial incentives.  

 

Lessons from Rainey 

It is important to have a healthy historic preservation program because the 

development pressures in cities, particularly in the inner core, are so great, that it is 

possible to “lose the very thing that brought people to the city in the first place.” 

Singleton cites “Dirty Sixth,” East Sixth, and Rainey as places that contribute to the 

Austin experience. Neighborhoods enhance quality of life and add interest. It is important 

to consider what defines a city, and what makes “Austin Austin.” “If you don’t have the 

music venues, then you can’t have the music.” Furthermore, people who contribute to a 

city’s culture need to be able to live in that city. It is important to preserve things that 

enhance life in Austin. A city with a strong culture is more likely to be financially solvent 

because there is a tax base of people interested in being in the city. Not every house needs 
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to be saved, but Singleton finds that it is important to save iconic places and 

neighborhoods.  

 

Preservation is a Planning Tool 

Singleton notes that if one looks at historic neighborhoods, they are dense. 

Density is not just about building “up.” It is also about creating a walkable neighborhood 

with small lots, and commercial nodes. 

 

INTERVIEW ANALYSIS  

Following the interviews, I found several common themes; I discuss their 

relevance to historic preservation and city planning in the following sections.  

 

The Value of CBD Zoning  

For Dunlap, CBD zoning helped her decide to open a business on Rainey, because 

there were few restrictions. According to Michael Hsu, Rainey Street NRHD could have 

been much more dense, because there was certainly tremendous financial interest in the 

neighborhood following the upzoning. But the economic recession saved the residential 

character of the street (or staved off any major changes for a few years). A bar would not 

have been feasible on a very expensive piece of property. After the economic downturn, 

properties went down to a lower level of use—bars instead of high-rise apartments. One-

story bars are probably not the highest and best use of land near downtown designated 

CBD, but they have been a successful business model.  
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Zoning Versus Property Rights 

Ben Siegel of Bangers emphasizes the importance of property rights, whereas,  

Kate Singleton emphasizes the importance of “property values.” People perceive historic 

preservation as an “inflexible” process. Is historic preservation much different from other 

zoning requirements? Does it not make sense to control what your neighbor does with her 

property in the interest of health, safety, property values, and quality of life? 

 

Design Review in National Register Historic Districts 

City staff can only offer advice on the design of proposed additions, 

modifications, or new construction in NRHDs. Many people have negative associations 

with design review, particularly for “historic” properties. Often permits are released for 

demolition or alterations, even when what is proposed goes against what staff and 

commission members may want. The City Council is ultimately responsible for 

landmarking properties, and can make decisions on appeals after they have been brought 

to the Land Use Commission. The disconnect between historic preservation and CBD 

development is most evident in the fact that the Millennium Rainey was allowed to take 

up a good chunk of the Rainey Street NRHD. It is hard to imagine how anyone could 

consider its design to be compatible with the existing neighborhood. In 2013, staff 

recommended releasing the building permit for 91 Rainey (Millennium condominiums), 

but requested that the applicant consider a design more compatible with the NRHD. At 

the HLC meeting, there were no additional comments from the commission, so the 

permits were released (City of Austin 2013). 



 74 

What Is Historic Preservation and Who Is Responsible For It? 

Everyone who I spoke to, except for the people who work directly in preservation, 

were confused about how historic preservation fits into land development and the 

permitting of projects. I found it interesting that people would lump the Landmarks 

Commission, City of Austin staff, and the larger preservation community together. This 

is reflective of the lack of information that people have about historic preservation. Why 

is it not well known? It is understandable that the development process and planning 

procedures could be confusing. The City of Austin does have instructional videos on 

Land Use and Development, in addition to Watershed Protection, but none of the Land 

Use topics include historic preservation (City of Austin 2016f). This lack of information 

also reflects why only a few people pursue historic preservation tax credits, and why they 

usually rely on professionals to help them obtain those permits. Historic preservation still 

seems to be a niche interest and issue.  

 

Public Health Paradigm of Preservation 

Preservation and planning, and particularly planning in a rapidly-growing city 

need to be aligned. Preservation cannot only focus on saving individual landmarks once a 

demolition permit has been requested.20 The Public Health Paradigm of Preservation 

seeks to move preservation away from a focus on landmarks and monuments. Just as 

public health considers the health of a whole population by focusing on prevention at a 

systems level, it is possible to look at the larger preservation health of a community. 

Education is an important component to public health. The lack of knowledge on the part 

                                                
20 This argument is informed by Dr. Michael Holleran’s “Beyond Landmarks: Public Health as a Paradigm 
for Preservation” manuscript, which is unpublished. Holleran is a faculty member of the University of 
Texas at Austin and the advisor for this report.  
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of planning staff and the development community toward historic preservation will not 

support positive historic preservation outcomes. Advocacy organizations have a role to 

play in increasing everyone’s appreciation for historic preservation. Just as children can 

learn about the environment and recycling in school, they could also learn about history 

and the importance of keeping old sites and buildings. 

  

Value in Preserving Modest Places 

In Austin, there has historically been a lack of interest in “modest” historic 

neighborhoods. Kate Singleton of Preservation Austin cites the fact that other cities 

prioritized creating Local Historic Districts from neighborhoods that were listed as 

National Register Historic Districts as evidence that Austin was limiting its historic 

preservation efforts. By 2004, when Austin re-wrote its preservation ordinance to allow 

for Local Historic Districts, it was behind other cities, and it was hard for Austin to catch 

up (personal communication, February 9, 2016). By focusing on individually listed 

buildings of historic significance, Austin was supporting the landmark paradigm of 

preservation, at the expense of modest neighborhoods that contribute to Austin’s sense of 

place.  Austin is more than a couple of large historic masonry buildings of significance. 

Austin essential character is also shaped by neighborhoods with deep narrow lots, with 

homes built by and lived in by the working and middle-class.   

 

What Was New Is Now Old 

In Minner’s dissertation, Steve Sadowsky is quoted as saying that the 1984 

comprehensive historic survey overlooked the historic significance of bungalows, but 

with time, people start to consider different styles historic and/or valuable (2013, 190). 
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Today, most people would consider the homes in which their grandparents grew up to be 

“historic” in the sense that they are old, though some may have differing opinions on 

whether such buildings should be around, in whole or in part, in the future.  

 

Local Historic Districts  

Preservation is inherently local and should be enforceable. Local Historic 

Districts are key to the preservation of neighborhoods, particularly ones that lack 

landmark-eligible structures. Single-family neighborhoods are a type of zoning, and 

many people enjoy living in the environment separated uses can provide. Not every 

building more than fifty years old, or even ten years old, should be around for the next 

one hundred years, but many are worth keeping for the aesthetics, the sustainability of not 

completely demolishing and building anew, and the link to the past they provide. Local 

historic districts are important for creating a stable future for historic preservation. 

From the perspective of two area architects, Kreishman and Hsu, design review in 

any historic district, whether local or national, is the same. Technically, a local historic 

district has specific design standards, and the recommendations in regards to a building in 

a NRHD are advisory. Kreishman emphasized the importance of meeting with historic 

preservation staff and the Landmarks Commission early on, so as to design something 

staff and the Commission can support. 

 

Heritage Tourism/ “Authentic” Places 

A recent New York Times travel article on Austin highlights Geraldine’s, the bar 

and restaurant inside the new Hotel Van Zandt, located behind Rainey Street, at Davis 

and Red River Streets. In addition, in a subsection entitled “Historic Homes,” the 
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“numerous watering holes on nearby Rainey Street” are mentioned, including Container 

Bar. Furthermore, “many popular Austin destinations were constructed inside Rainey’s 

historic bungalows, like Javelina, a friendly roadhouse with communal tables and outdoor 

seats that face the evening parade” (Rail 2016). Despite the numerous changes to the 

NRHD, many of the bars still retain a historic façade (or the look of one), which can be 

noted by visitors and residents alike. Heritage tourism may not be the biggest draw to 

Austin, especially in comparison to San Antonio, but when people do arrive in Austin, it 

is obvious that not all buildings were built in the last five years.  

 

Saving/Adapting What We Can 

Hsu finds that there are more general adaptive reuse projects in Austin, rather than 

“historic” adaptive reuse projects. Kreishman finds that the historic preservation staff and 

HLC are open to buildings being updated because during the updating process the 

building will be maintained, which supports the retention of Austin’s limited historic 

fabric. According to Kreishman, their firm does a lot of adaptive reuse, which is not 

necessarily on “historic” buildings, but it is “something we really enjoy, because it’s a big 

part of what makes Austin Austin. Everything new, bright and shiny, with a chain 

restaurant in it, is not what [Austinites are] looking for. The character of those buildings, 

even if there’s a huge makeover, that maintains some previous life that is interesting to 

Austinites.” 

In comparison to other Texas cities, Hsu finds that Austin does not have a lot of 

historic fabric, and because of this deficiency, Austin is maybe more protective of its old 

buildings, even when they lack merit. He cites Sears Catalog houses in the Bouldin 
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neighborhood as mediocre buildings not worth saving. Hsu believes that preservation 

needs to be balanced with “nostalgia.” 

I see substantial value in Austin’s existing old buildings, and find many examples 

where old wood frame structures are being torn down as evidence that Austin is not 

focused on saving its heritage. Other cities, such as San Antonio, may capitalize on 

heritage tourism, but it is still possible for Austin’s adaptive reuse projects to be 

connected to tourism. Reused old spaces, whether they are gas stations or single-family 

homes, help to create Austin’s identity as a small town that recently grew into a big city. 

 

Incentivizing Preservation 

The architects and business owners I spoke with were not very familiar with 

historic preservation tax credits, nor had been directly involved with them.  Hsu noted 

that at that their firm they do not work directly with tax credits, but some of their clients 

may pursue them. He was familiar with the backlash against tax abatements for 

landmarked historic properties in Austin.21  

Kreishman brought up the issue of commercial properties and limitations on what 

one can do with their historically designated property. Tax credits are not enough to 

offset the perceived lack of control with what one can do with their property. Commercial 

property owners are fearful of a perceived lack of flexibility, and are worried about strict 

guidelines in regards to what they can do with their property.  

 

                                                
21 Local historic landmarks are eligible to apply for local property tax exemptions, and many of the 
recipients of the exemptions are wealthy homeowners (Dunbar 2010).  
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Some Buildings Are Lost 

Inevitably, some buildings are demolished to make way for new things. As 

architects, Kreishman finds that their firm must “evaluate what feels like the right thing 

to do, knowing that we can’t stop growth, we have to do it responsibly, and in an exciting 

way.” 

 

Places Change 

How much of the current state of Rainey is reflected in the people who spend time 

there? Does it matter whether more patrons are tourists than locals? Kreishman finds that 

the crowd has changed as more bars have opened. Many see Rainey as a “destination,” 

and its proximity to the convention center, in addition to the expanding convention center 

and new hotels in close proximity, have solidified the neighborhood as a destination 

when one comes to Austin. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusions 

POSSIBLE FUTURES FOR RAINEY STREET  

Suggestions For Retaining the Current Character of Rainey Street 

The market will not protect buildings (Kaufman 2009, 395), and thus regulation is 

likely a better option. The original buildings dating to the 1890s and early twentieth 

century were retained in the past because no one was interested in developing the land. 

Today, Austin, especially in proximity to downtown, is a very popular real estate market. 

If Rainey Street were a locally designated Historic District, the historic buildings would 

be better protected, but is local designation politically feasible? According to Singleton, 

of Preservation Austin, the previous City Council wanted Local Historic Districts to be 

initiated by the neighborhood, but many neighborhood residents are not prepared to 

develop a LHD without proper help (personal communication, February 9, 2016). Design 

standards need to be developed by professionals, and have to be administered by staff. 

Furthermore, the City is needed to handle public meetings and notifications.  

Supporting the development of Local Historic Districts is a major policy focus for 

Preservation Austin. Since historic preservation can be viewed and enjoyed by everyone, 

and the role of the City is to foster a better city for everyone, the City should support the 

development of local historic districts because they help Austin retain its authenticity and 

its connection to its past. Today, it would not make much sense to create an LHD for 

Rainey Street because the site has lost a lot of its integrity due to the extensive 

modifications to the buildings. Something is needed to signify to those with power that 

Rainey is of importance in its current state. If things continue as is, then the NRHD will 

be a hodgepodge of high-rises, with maybe a few one to two story modified old 

buildings. At the least, Rainey Street can be an excellent case study of how quickly 
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zoning can change a neighborhood. When buildings are demolished, it is imperative to 

understand why, and if there are lessons for the preservation community. 

 

Ideas For Enhancing Rainey’s Past 

Historic Markers  

Historic markers are useful for telling a story, but do not have much meaning 

when there is not a building (Kaufman 2009, 259). A display with a map could be 

installed along Rainey Street to give visitors a better idea of the neighborhood’s past. 

Rainey Street National Historic District is a place name that exists on social media. It 

would be odd if there was no record of what used to be there and people continued to 

“mention” it on social media such as Instagram (see Figure 28). If Rainey Street is 

described as a “Historic District” in the digital world, does it not make sense to make that 

historic connection more definite and permanent, with at least a small sign? Although it 

will be sad if only documents and photos of Rainey’s past remain in the future, at least 

there will be a means to learn about what existed, why it changed, and how it related to 

other parts of Austin, and even other cities.  
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Figure 28: Instagram Post using the Rainey Street Historic District geolocation (Von 
Ashewege 2016). 

Art Exhibit 

The relocated Lustre Pearl has photos of the former residents standing outside the 

house. Photography is a useful historic preservation tool because historic preservation 

connects to people through visual means.  

 

SO, WHAT IS IT? 

Rainey Street is a successful nightlife corridor. It allows for flexibility. It is 

different from South Congress, West Sixth, Dirty Sixth, and East Sixth because it has 

been adapted for commercial activity so recently.  It is more of a clean slate. Although 

lots are narrow, they are fairly deep, and walls can be taken out of the existing buildings 
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rather easily, so long as the street façade is maintained or retains a certain look that will 

satisfy historic preservation staff and the Landmarks Commission. 

It is an example of atypical historic preservation in practice. Many of the business 

owners like the look of the old buildings, and have retained components, or have built 

new or mostly new buildings that retain the form and structure of the original 

neighborhood. Banger’s was essentially forced to retain a historic building and build a 

structure that was compatible with the existing streetscape because the owner did not 

want to delay development any longer and chose to comply with historic preservation 

staff and the Landmarks Commission. 

It is adaptive reuse at a district level, but with a lot of leeway. Each house was 

different, and was built by different people, and so it has been adapted into a 

neighborhood of repurposed houses. It is not a subdivision with a common builder. 

Essentially, each house is unique, though simple.  

 

FINAL CONCLUSION 

Rainey Street National Register Historic District may not be Austin’s best 

example of a historic district, but many important lessons can be learned from how it has 

changed. Rainey Street is an interesting research subject because it is an odd hybrid of 

new and old. Overall, one can gather that there is a serious disconnect between “regular 

planning” and “historic preservation planning” within the City. Historic preservation is 

still not on the forefront of many people’s thinking, but it is a topic that everyone should 

be educated about because we all benefit from and appreciate historic preservation, often 

without realizing it has allowed the things we like to remain in place to this day. Historic 

preservation is largely driven by the actions of dedicated individuals, especially when 
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there are limited incentives, and conversely, limited hindrances.  It is hard for a city to 

grow “gracefully,” especially at a rapid pace, and with polices that are contradictory.  

Rainey Street NRHD shows one how a city has managed massive growth and 

historic preservation. I would say that the two have not been managed well, but managing 

historic preservation in a competitive real estate market is an issue everywhere. If not all 

public officials support historic preservation, then it is difficult to develop policies that 

will further historic preservation, furthermore, the staff that specifically manage historic 

preservation may be overwhelmed with the work they already have. Not a lot of cities 

have historic preservation staff, but bigger cities, and especially ones with a focus on 

heritage tourism, such as San Antonio, do. Austin has grown very quickly, but not 

enough development review and historic preservation staff have been added. In order to 

grow, but limit the destruction of older buildings and neighborhoods, the city of Austin 

needs to develop a stronger historic preservation program.  

I can tolerate the changes that have occurred on Rainey Street because it has not 

yet been completely demolished. The loose adaptive reuse that has taken place may work 

for other cities with existing buildings and competitive real estate markets. 

Preservationists face criticism for being inflexible because they are essentially trying to 

stop change. I support loose adaptive reuse because I am optimistic about the ability for 

change and historic preservation to coexist, but I caution that preservationists still must 

remain firm in their convictions and work to educate people on the value of the existing 

built environment. The future of the historic homes of Rainey Street is uncertain, but 

loose adaptive reuse may be the best future for them.  
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