
 

 

Keep Austin 

Interview by Rob Hodges, Brochure Development Coordinator in THC’s Marketing Communications Division 

This summer, we caught up with Preservation magazine editor-in-chief James Schwartz, who was visiting Austin to 

promote the magazine and the National Trust for Historic Preservation’s upcoming National Preservation Conference. 

The July/August cover story, “It’s Just Different Here,” examined the revitalization of South Congress Avenue from 

down-and-out roadway to vibrant, funky district that embodies the Keep Austin Weird ethos. Schwartz had a lot to say 

about South Congress Avenue as a case study for successful development in both small and large communities, as well 

as the National Preservation Conference, which takes place in the Capitol City from Oct. 27–30. Excerpts from that 

interview: 

 “A lot of cities put in requests for the conference, and Austin was chosen because it’s a perfect example of an 

American city that is facing great challenges to preservation because the city has grown so quickly. That means 

the pressures for development are great. And the conference staff, which evaluates all the applications, thought 

this is a perfect example of a place where we can pose the question, ‘What is the next American city going to 

look like?’ Like Austin, American cities are growing. What happens when there’s development pressure? How do 

you balance development with preservation? And, frankly, the fact that Austin is a diverse city, and the Hispanic 

culture that is so important here, was also an important part of the preservation tale.” 

 “I think South Congress is really interesting because it was developed from the ground up. It was not imposed by 

a city planner. In fact, the merchants there and the residents, I understand, have resisted city efforts to put light 

rail down the middle of the street. So it’s interesting because it was home grown, it’s been wildly successful, it’s 

a place that honors historic architecture by reusing existing buildings for new uses, it’s a place that reminds 

people that coming downtown is a great thing. You can’t believe how many American cities have nothing going 

on downtown because people have abandoned them for malls in the suburbs. And South Congress is in 

diametric opposition to that. There you have this thriving area with a lot of street traffic and with small, locally 

owned stores. There is not a huge big box store in the middle of it, partly probably because parking is so tough. 

So it’s a great example of what future American cities actually might look like and how they integrate the towers 

downtown with a small neighborhood.” 

 “I think if you look at the places Americans want to go when they’re visiting cities, they go to places with historic 

texture, where the fabric of the city is enhanced by its history. So let’s just take a couple of examples. When in 

New York people go to Greenwich Village, they may only go for a restaurant, and it’s not necessarily [to] admire 

the architecture, but they’re drawn to a place that has a vibrant sense of activity and life and a sense of history. 

It’s the same thing in Washington [D.C.]. People go to DuPont Circle to go to restaurants, or they go up to Capitol 

Hill to enjoy the parks and the areas. And that experience is so different than going to the Time Warner Center 

in New York City where it’s a beautiful building, and you can go to Whole Foods in the basement, but you could 

be anywhere. It doesn’t give you any sense of place. 

So I think that preservation and history are vital to give people a sense of place, to inform them about where 

they are, to show them something different. For instance, for me, going on South Congress today, it looks 

different from where I live [in Washington D.C.]. It makes me ask the question, ‘What was this originally? What 
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is it like when we go around the corner? Oh look, these are one-story houses, these are bungalows, these have a 

different look.’ It tells me something about the story of Austin.” 

 “I would point to [South Congress] as a success story as a case study because it seems to be successfully 

balancing the needs and interests of residents and merchants. I think there is tension there. I think that if you 

are a resident of a neighborhood that is attracting lots of people from outside who are taking your parking 

spaces and making noise at night, it probably is irritating. But it’s so much better than living in a place where you 

don’t feel comfortable walking on the street after 5 p.m. So I think that South Congress is an indication of the 

fact that both residents and business owners can exist in harmony. 

The big concern if you’re a preservationist, of course, is that in preserving old neighborhoods but gentrifying 

them, you’re going to be displacing a large percentage of the population. And I think that that’s something we’ll 

talk about at the conference. How do you avoid displacing the traditional residents, for instance, of East Austin? 

You don’t want to take people and say you can’t afford to live in your neighborhood anymore. That’s not a 

solution. So I think it has to be mixed use.” 

 “I just came back from giving a speech in Alabama to a group called Your Town, Alabama, which tries to teach 

people from small towns to reevaluate the cultural resources they have. And I guess that the case study aspect 

that’s valuable about South Congress to any town is, ‘Don’t believe the naysayers who say it’s an old building in 

a bad neighborhood, tear it down. Don’t look at some of the structures that had different purposes and think 

that’s all they can be used for.’ Where I was earlier today was originally Central Feed and Seed, now it’s a 

restaurant. That’s a perfect example. So I think that you look at your valuable resources. For instance, South 

Congress is within a couple miles of the State Capitol; it’s accessible. 

So if you’re a small town someplace else in Texas, do you have a main street that is in striking distance of the 

highway? Is it a place that people can get to? Does it have a beautiful natural landscape, which is going to draw 

people on the weekend? Are there historic things nearby that would get people to your community? A 

tremendous number of Americans who are going on vacations say that they go to visit historic sites, or places of 

historic interest. What you in your community may be used to—the abandoned cotton mill or the industrial site 

where they used to make steel wire—to you it seems like an eyesore and something you’ve always been used 

to. For a visitor it could be a very compelling place to visit, a place they could learn something about. 

We did a story in the magazine about Fredericksburg, and Fredericksburg turned their main street into a thriving 

tourist destination building off the fact that it was historically vital. A lot of the shops there would not have been 

there a hundred years ago, they’re more straight tourism shops, but they attract visitors, and it creates part of a 

larger experience. They go to museums there, they go shopping there, there are things nearby like the LBJ ranch. 

So I think there probably was a time when people thought Fredericksburg was a forgotten and sleepy town. 

Obviously, that’s no longer the case.” 

 “There is not a one-size-fits-all approach [to heritage tourism], and I actually think that people who are 

interested in heritage tourism are constantly reinventing the meaning of the term and what is it that attracts 

people. Authenticity seems to me to be the one thing that is inviable. An authentic experience is completely 

different from a Disneyesque experience where something has been recreated. For instance, there are plenty of 



 

 

historic sites where interpretation used to be the name of the game. And today, what they’re saying is people 

need to have their own experience. We don’t want to force it down their throat. 

We recently did an article in the magazine about an archeological site in the South, and the chief archivist there 

has deliberately resisted rebuilding buildings from a particular period because she said then she’s imposing her 

view of what this looked like, and she’d rather people come and experience it on their own—walk up and down 

the streets, see what they’re interested in, fill their own mind with what occurred there. The same thing at 

President Lincoln’s cottage, which is a National Trust Historic Site in D.C.—it has not been filled with Victorian 

furniture; it has not been filled with draperies that mimic what we think was there. Instead, people are invited to 

go through, learn about the history that took place there, and let their own imaginations run wild and imagine 

what it was like in the 19th century.” 




