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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Railroad stations in the past were great centers of 

activity, but of the 40,000 built between 1830 and 1950 only 

an estimated 20,000 are still standing (14:6). One such 

railroad station is the El Paso Union Depot. Originally 

built in 1905 it once was considered by some to be the finest 

building in the Southwest (39:np), but as the years have 

passed and the railroads have declined, the structure, like 

many of its counterparts across our nation, has lost much of 

its importance and function. Because of the station's vast 

amount of space and close proximity both to the Civic Center 

and El Paso's new city hall, however, its utility could be 

renewed by adapting it to serve as an educational, cultural, 

entertainment or retail center. 

Statement of the Problem 

The problem of this study is to provide a detailed 

plan for the adaptive re-use of the old El Paso Union Depot 

for use as a dining, tourist, historical, and retail facil

ity. 



Need for the Study 

A designated national historic landmark, the Union 

Depot, is (1) one of the remaining 20,000 railroad stations 

in the United States of unique architectural and technologi

cal accomplishments; (2) not being utilized to its fullest 

potential; (3) in a state of progressive decay and in need 

of preservation. 

Characteristically, the western United States has 

failed to recognize its own cultural resources, and for the 

most part a western preservation movement did not emerge un

til the mid-twentieth century. Historic preservation in the 

west is mostly of Victorian America and the periods of his

tory arid architecture following it. The New England colo

nial heritage is not more significant than that of the west, 

but the western heritage is more difficult to place in per

spective. However, interest and support for preservation 

at the local level and for historic district zoning and adap

tive use of buildings is beginning to grow (21:ix). 

There was a time when it was thought that our nat

ural resources would never be depleted or in danger even 

of becoming scarce, but a need already exists for conserving 

our land, energy, and water resources. To re-use materials 

and buildings can be a large part of the conservation move

ment (14:5). 

Abandoned or under-utilized railway stations are 

gaining attention as a result of this growing awareness 



because these stations have the potential for continuing to 

serve the public, just as they served from the 1830's to the 

early 1950's. As mentioned, however, of the more than 40,000 

stations constructed during this span of one hundred twenty 

years, approximately half of that number are still stand

ing (14:6). The abandonment and often the destruction of 

these stations are due to the result of a progressive de

cline in passenger rail service, increased automobile and 

airplane travel and a preference by the railroad companies 

for building smaller stations, rather than maintaining old 

ones at ever rising costs (14:14). Yet it is the old build

ings which link us with our historic architectural past. 

Railroad stations were the centers of activity in American 

communities from the middle of the nineteenth to the middle 

of the twentieth century. Whether in the most populated 

cities or in small towns, the train depot held a principal 

position and reflected the energy of a growing nation (22: 

8). 

These railway terminals in the nineteenth century 

often were constructed in the centers of towns and were the 

focuses of their communities (27:145). Because of where 

the stations were built, they are probably in premium lo

cations today, and any endeavor that will make it possible 

for them to remain in active use will have a positive ef

fect upon real estate values in the area. Yet, when an 



historic building or site has aroused interest, a self-

destructive sequence often follows. The recognition of 

the structure or site as a choice location often generates 

a change in zoning laws (when necessary), and this in turn 

often encourages removal of the old structure. Ironically, 

the value and location of the site makes a more capacious 

building highly desirable, and this practicality often pre

cipitates the demolition of the old building that had cul

tivated the importance of the location in the first place 

(8:53). 

Nevertheless, while one must recognize that new values 

do evolve and establish themselves, the objectives of con

temporary design can be realized through the creative re

use of older buildings and by the integration of these build

ings with new ones (8:55). Because the uses for which old 

buildings were designed no longer exist, the structures 

may become deserted, and as consumers' needs are the pri

mary concern in building construction, these factors often 

work against utilizing these structures of the past. The 

notion that the needs of the public can be served by his

toric buildings by altering and adapting their spaces is a 

rather new conception in our "throw away" society (8:55). 

Unused or seldomly used railroad stations are capa

ble of housing a great deal of activity, but the medium and 

large sized stations present a greater challenge for the 

re-use of their spaces than do the smaller depots (14:36). 



The complexity of the structures and the problems of main

tenance and heating, plus the need to adapt the spaces to 

the needs of many types of occupants, pose major obstacles, 

but the environment can be rearranged and developed through 

creative treatments and prove to be more suitable than 

razing an old structure and building a new one (8:56). The 

economic facts of the late twentieth century have provided 

new perspectives regarding preservation and renovation, and 

this new outlook is enhanced by the various attributes that 

old buildings embody concerning aesthetic, historic, and 

humanistic values (37:vi). 

Economies in the future will play a preponderant 

role in determining whether or not historic buildings will 

be re-used. A building with character cannot be renovated 

and maintained simply because it is beautiful. It should 

serve a specific purpose and be a self-supporting enterprise 

in order to secure its future existence (31:35). Construc

tion costs, whether for new construction or for preserva

tion, are a primary concern in any project as the costs for 

labor and materials are always rising. Preservation and 

adaptive re-use provide some attractive economic advantages. 

The existing framework of a building can be utilized, thus 

requiring fewer new materials than a new structure and has 

the added advantage of reducing labor costs. Just the 

lowered costs for materials can assure that re-use projects 

will be highly competitive with new construction (19:92). 

\ 



The average cost to adapt an older building for re-use is 

$40.35 per gross square foot as compared to $70-75 per gross 

square foot for a new downtown structure of 15 to 20 stories 

and operating costs are about $2.85 for renovated space and 

$3.90 per square foot for new space (28:86-87). 

Finally, it should be noted that the Union Depot 

exemplifies a portion of the history of El Paso, a history 

full of variety and spanning 400 years. Many landmarks re

main in the city and provide its citizens with a sense of 

identity for the area's cultural and economic growth (13:1). 

These landmarks should be preserved. 

Definition of Terms 

These terms should be clarified in order to under

stand this research. 

Preservation: to retain the original structure in 
its existing form (42:1). 

Adaptive re-use: to utilize a structure for a pur
pose other than that for which it was built (42:1). 

Restoration: to bring back or refurbish the build
ing's architectural qualities in a precise and cor
rect way (19:89). 

Sources of Data 

Information for this thesis was gained partially 

from primary sources. Information was recorded through 

the use of a camera by photographing the interior spaces 

and the exterior details of the building, and a set of de

tailed architectural drawings of the structure was obtained 



from Mr. Sam Middleton, architect, of El Paso. Newspaper 

articles from the period and photostatic copies of photo

graphs were also collected and utilized. 

Secondary sources of data included pertinent books 

on El Paso's history, on railroad history, on historic 

preservation and on railroad depots. 

Limitations of the Study 

This thesis is concerned primarily with the re

design of the main floor of the station; a detailed concep

tion of the second floor is not included. It simply is 

suggested that the second floor be utilized as a retail 

area, to correlate with the total adaptive re-use composi

tion. Also, no attempts have been made to present projected 

costs for the project, precise details of construction, 

specifications for its mechanical systems, or detailed plans 

for its exterior landscaping. 

Cases of Other Successful 
Adaptively Used Buildings 

Generally, industrial buildings have been ignored 

and not considered architecturally important. As early as 

1619 Christian IV of Denmark converted an old anchor forge 

into a church for his navy, thus demonstrating the flexi

bility of industrial architecture. The monarch found this 

building to be suitable for the purpose because it had been 

built to bear heavy loads and to accomodate several 
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activities in a large space. However, in the past, indus

trial buildings generally have been considered an unfit site 

for commerce or the professions (25:1). 

Recently, industrial architecture has been dis

covered as providing suitable, viable spaces for housing, 

schools and other uses. The strongest examples supporting 

adaptive use are provided by some of the successful re-use 

projects already implemented throughout our nation. 

San Francisco provides a rich source and model for 

such projects, the quantity of which makes it the capital 

of preserved America (25:25). Jackson Square, an area of 

aging industrial buildings and warehouses, was adapted in 

1951 by antique and decorative supply dealers who were seek

ing for themselves inexpensive rental space. Through their 

neighborhood trade association, they established restaur

ants, taverns, offices and a theater, and in 1972 the city 

declared the area an historical district. This helped to 

maintain the physical character of the district because the 

city's ordinances protected the area from disfigurement by 

unsuitable modernization. 

The influence of the city's Ghirardelli Square can 

be noted in many other adaptive projects, as it is probably 

the best known adapted industrial complex in America and 

has been widely imitated (35:197). The Ghirardelli Choc

olate Company was sold in 1962, and a private citizen bought 

the property to prevent demolition and subsequent 



redevelopment. Designers, architects and landscape archi

tects were then commissioned to restore and convert the 

factory buildings into restaurants, shops and theaters. The 

result is a multi-leveled complex with exciting open spaces, 

courtyards and a great variety of unique shops (35:199). 

Contemporary uses for old buildings in other parts 

of the country are exemplified by the following: a resi

dence converted from an old carriage house, Boston Massa

chusetts (7:154); a restaurant from the old Katonah Rail

road Station, Katonah, New York (32:89); a college of art 

from the Mount Royal Station, Baltimore, Maryland; a the

atre from a powerhouse at Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, New 

York; and a tourist reception center from the Central of 

Georgia Railroad Station, Savannah, Georgia (25:51, 120, 

67). 

Another case in point is the Terminal Station in 

Chattanooga, Tennessee. The structure provides a prototype 

for the adaptive re-use of large stations and affords pos

sibilities regarding the utilization of numerous spaces. 

Built in 1906 the station had closed by 1970, and its even

tual destruction seemed inevitable until an investment group 

was formed by some area businessmen. The group began the 

conversion of the station into restaurants, shops and a town 

hall theater, and the finished product included a model rail

road display. A motor inn also built on the site features 

forty-eight restored Pullman cars, each containing two 
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living/bedroom suites. This project has brought new life 

to the downtown area of Chattanooga (13:36). 

Another recent example of an adaptive re-use pro

ject is the transformation of the Dallas Union Station from 

a desolate structure into a complex of restaurants and bars. 

As the sixty-four year old station only serves one Amtrak 

train, it was leased by the city to the development firm 

that renovated it. 

These innovations linked it with the new Hyatt-

Regency Hotel by tunnel under the trackage and created a 

park like setting in the station's Grand Hall featuring a 

succession of kiosks, restaurants and bars for the enjoy

ment of its patrons. Or its visitors may choose to relax 

in the wing chairs on the mezzanine at the piano bar (2:76-

80). 

The ever present threat exists that Amtrak will va

cate the larger structures in favor of building small pre

fab stations. Such desertions leave fine, old buildings 

standing with great amounts of usable space. Delivering 

these older buildings from their sad, wasted space to a re

vitalized one is the task of developers, legislators, plan

ners, architects and communities, and of local, state and 

federal governments (14:14). 
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Summary 

Of the many depots constructed during the heyday of 

the passenger railway, about half of them, twenty thousand, 

are still standing. One of the finer and larger of these 

is the Union Depot of El Paso, Texas, and a design for pre

serving it through re-use as a functioning structure is the 

purpose of this thesis. Adaptive re-use is not uncommon in 

the United states, but it has recently gained considerable 

ground as the public increasingly has become aware that old

er buildings can offer exciting and adaptable spaces and 

builders have recognized them as an alternative to expensive 

new construction. Obviously, re-use also preserves our 

precious resources and our historic old buildings. 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

History of City of El Paso 

In 1581 Spaniards first came through the area that 

is now El Paso to examine the missionary and mining possi

bilities of the province of New Mexico. The expedition 

aroused interest in New Mexico, opened the way for its colo

nization by Juan De Onate in 1598 and resulted in the even

tual establishment of Spanish rule throughout the Southwest. 

The Onate campaign crossed the Rio Grande river at 

a site west of present downtown El Paso which he named "El 

Paso del Rio del Norte," i.e., the crossing or fording of 

the river of the north (13:2). Though not as widely rec

ognized, this expedition is comparable in significance to 

the expeditions of Champlain in Canada, La Salle in Louisi

ana, and the pilgrims in Plymouth. 

In the year 1659, the Mission of Nuestra Senora de 

Guadalupe was founded on the south bank of the river and 

provided a base for the first settlement at the Pass of 

the North. Spanish colonists and Tigua Indians fleeing 

from the Santa Fe area during the Pueblo Indian revolt in 

1680 resettled in the area. They brought with them the 

names of the New Mexico river pueblos, names which now 

12 
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adorn the El Paso area, e.g., San Lorenzo, Ysleta and Socor

ro. In 1682 the Mission of Corpus Christi de la Isleta and 

the Mission of Nuestra Senora de la Concepcion de Socorro 

were established on the south side of the river and were 

moved to their present locations a year later, but with the 

shifting of the river in the nineteenth century they are 

now on the Texas side. This establishes them as the first 

missions founded on the soil of what is now the state of 

Texas (13:2). 

Since that time there has been a concentration of 

population at the Pass. By the middle of the eighteenth 

century, the population had reached approximately 5,000, 

mostly Spaniards and Indians, and was the largest community 

in the territory in the jurisdiction of New Spain, having 

more than twice the population of Santa Fe or San Antonio. 

The area produced wheat, corn and beans and flourished due 

to the copious supply of water provided by a series of irri

gation canals and a dam across the Rio Grande. 

The region's population decreased significantly 

during the second half of the eighteenth century, however, 

when Apache attacks caused frightened people to seek a more 

protected environment. The Spanish frontier defenses left 

El Paso to establish military posts, or presidios, on the 

Gulf of Mexico, a part of a strategy for protecting the en

tire border extending from the Gulf of xMexico to the Gulf 

of California. El Paso del Norte was regarded as having 
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an adequate population to organize armed forces for its own 

defense (13:3). 

Zebulon Pike, reputed to be the first Anglo-American 

in the El Paso area, entered it as a prisoner of Spaniards 

in 1807 (13:3). Pike observed its green acreage, orchards 

and vineyards and hundreds of sheep and cattle. In his re

port to Washington after his release, he relayed this in

formation and also commented upon the friendliness and hos

pitality of the people of San Elizario, one of the mission 

villages. His venture into the area became indicative of 

a trend for Anglo-American advancement into the southwest 

(23:180). 

The area was not affected by the Texas Revolution, 

but the late 1840's brought some important developments. 

The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 ended the Mexican 

War and established the boundary between Mexico and the 

United States at the 32nd parallel (13:3). The United 

States and Mexico concurred that the Rio Grande should mark 

the boundary between the two nations (23:9). 

By the early 1850's, four individual settlements 

existed along the north bank of the river—Franklin, Con

cordia, Magoffinsville and Hart's Mill. Franklin was lo

cated on a tract of land north of the river granted to Juan 

Ponce de Leon, an influential resident of the area. Ben 

Franklin Coons bought it subsequent to the Mexican War, and 

he also bought a local trading post. He soon built a larger 
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facility and added a tavern, a blacksmith shop and corrals 

(23:183). 

The second settlement, Concordia, was a tract of 

land granted to Kentuckian Hugh Stephenson. Stephenson had 

been a trader in Chihuahua and settled in El Paso del Norte 

in 1824. After marrying the daughter of a prominent local 

businessman four years later, Stephenson was granted land 

south of the Ponce de Leon holdings. The Stephensons moved 

to and developed the site which is now the Concordia Ceme

tery (23:81). 

James Wiley Magoffin, also of Kentucky, was a United 

States consul in Mexico and became a Santa Fe trader, but 

he was arrested as a spy by the Mexicans in 1846 and jailed. 

Upon his release months later, he went to Washington and 

received $30,000 for his services. With this money he re

turned to the southwest and organized a wagon train from 

Missouri to the Pass. On his arrival he obtained a portion 

of land between Franklin and Concordia where he established 

Magoffinsville, irrigated the surrounding acres and con

structed buildings and houses on them for his employees (23: 

182). 

Magoffin became a prominent businessman in El Paso 

where he sold mules, managed a chain of wagon trains that 

transported goods from the gulf coast region to his stores, 

supervised the farm around his town and raised the first 

locally grown alfalfa crop. Magoffin's success dimmed, 
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however, when he aligned himself with the Confederacy; he 

lost his holdings and later died in San Antonio (23:182). 

The fourth community in the area. Hart's Mill, was 

established by Simeon Hart of New York, who had been trained 

as an engineer and served in the Mexican War. After the 

war, he set out for the El Paso area where he built a flour 

mill, and by 1854 he was shipping flour east to San Antonio 

and west as far as Arizona and was supplying wagon trains 

and trappers (23:184). 

Hart built an estate called Molino around the mill 

that became a popular stopping place for travelers. He fur

ther increased his holdings by purchasing a stage and mail 

line to Santa Fe along with 82 mules, five post coaches and 

a new Concord buggy. By 1860 he was said to be worth 

$350,000, but his support of the Confederacy also resulted 

in grave losses (23:184). 

These four settlements, with a combined population 

of less than 800, incorporated into a town named El Paso 

in 1873 (5:34). 

History of El Paso Railway Traffic 

El Paso was an isolated village of a few hundred 

people in the 1870's, but the arrival of the railroads 

transformed it into an important and rapidly growing center 

of commerce (26:87). 

In 1853 the Memphis, El Paso, and Pacific and the 
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Southern Pacific railroads (not related to the present 

Southern Pacific) were granted rights to build routes through 

El Paso from Memphis to San Diego. The plans were for the 

Memphis, El Paso and Pacific to serve northern Texas and 

the Central Mississippi area, with the Southern Pacific 

serving central Texas and the south (9:29-30). 

The onset of the Civil War forced the abandonment 

of these plans, however, and the need for a Northern Trans

continental line prevailed immediately after the war (26:87). 

The war itself placed a tremendous strain on existing lines 

and finally led to the destruction of much of them as they 

were located in the battle regions. The southwestern rail

ways had suffered as a result of the contest for control of 

the Mississippi River. Important Louisiana lines had been 

destroyed to keep them from eom.ing under the control of the 

Union (9:47). It was not until after the war was over that 

work commenced again on a Southern transcontinental rail

road (9:67). 

In 1869 the first transcontinental railway was com

pleted in the north, and competition furiously began to 

build a second one in the Southwest. The Texas and Pacific, 

successor to the two prewar lines, and the present day 

Southern Pacific began a race for El Paso by 1880. The 

focus was upon El Paso as that city would be the point 

where the rails would cross the Rocky Mountains, but the 

ultimate destination was San Diego. The west bound Texas 
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and Pacific was given a land grant by the Texas Legislature 

in 1873 and construction began. As a result of the Central 

Pacific's endeavor to achieve a rail monopoly in California, 

they bought the Southern Pacific Railroad in 1868, and sub

sequently upset Jay Gould's plan to make the Texas and Pa

cific a transcontinental line by building a line south from 

San Franciso to San Diego (26:88). 

By 1872 the Southern Pacific had completed its rail 

line from San Francisco into Southern California, and, upon 

learning of the Texas Pacific plans to construct a line 

across Texas, they decided to run their lines eastward to 

Yuma, Arizona where the Texas and Pacific would have to en

ter the state of California (43:48-49). Five years later' 

the Southern Pacific crews reached the banks of the Colorado 

River across from Yuma and proceeded with its plans to build 

across Arizona and New Mexico, thus blocking the plans of 

the Texas and Pacific (26:89). The Southern Pacific arrived 

in Tuscon in March of 1880, and by the time the Texas and 

Pacific was laying trackage between Baird and Sweetwater, 

the Southern Pacific crews had reached Deming, New Mexico, 

less than one hundred miles from El Paso (43:76). 

On May 19, 1881, the Southern Pacific ran its first 

regular train into El Paso (34:227). Yet another line, the 

Santa Fe, arrived in El Paso on June 11 (24:102). 

It became obvious to Jay Gould that the Texas and 

Pacific had lost the race to establish the first Southern 
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transcontinental line, so an agreement was made between the 

Texas and Pacific and the Southern Pacific for the former 

to stop construction east of El Paso in Sierra Blanca and 

for its trains to use the tracks no farther west than El 

Paso (26:90). 

By July 1881 El Paso had become a major American 

rail center, and the initial growth of El Paso was due large

ly to that fact. Even at present the railroads remain major 

employers and taxpayers (26:94). 

History of the El Paso Union Depot 

The re-use and preservation of the El Paso Union 

Depot as a useful facility would be a fitting tribute in 

celebration of the long colorful history and growth of that 

city and the role of the railroads in that history and 

growth. 

The El Paso Union Depot was first conceived to al

leviate the considerable inconvenience caused for train 

passengers because El Paso had become a major rail center. 

The several railroad companies that served El Paso had sep

arate facilities, and the distance between them hampered 

transference (39:np); and due to El Paso's significant 

crossroads position these companies had outgrown their re

spective depots. Because of these factors, the growing 

complexity of railway traffic and the repairs needed by in

dividual stations, it was determined that a new centrally 
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located union depot would serve better the city's needs 

(13:9). 

Conflict developed over the construction of the de

pot for several reasons. Property owners raised their 

prices for land as a site was being selected, and another 

struggle ensued over where the station should be located. 

Some citizens felt no need for a single depot. Their ar

gument was that separate stations compelled the travelers 

to walk or take a bus and thus to view the city. This, they 

opined, gave them a favorable impression of the city (15:3). 

Despite all the setbacks, in February of 1903, four 

railroad companies—the Southern Pacific, Santa Fe, Texas 

and Pacific, and Nationale de Mexico—organized a union 

whose purpose was to plan and finance a new depot (13:9). 

In September of the next year, the contract was awarded to 

the construction firm of Frank Powers of El Paso and to the 

architectural firm of Daniel H. Burnham of Chicago (15:3). 

The station was designed and constructed in 1905 in 

the Neo-Classical Revival style, which was the Burnham 

company's forte, with a bell tower and a spire at the north

east corner. The structure was constructed with red brick 

made in Thurber, Texas. The facade features seven bays; 

the corner bays are scored and produce a contrast to the 

smooth surface of the central bays. (See Plate 3.) The mod

est entablature with dentils is situated below the balus

trade- (See Plate 4.) The building's low pitched roof was 
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tiled with red tile to match the brick. (See Plates 1 and 

2. ) 

In 1941, at the urging of the Women's Department 

of the El Paso Chamber of Commerce, the station was remod

eled to take on a more Southwestern mission appearance (15: 

3). The mission style was popular at that time in Texas 

railway station architecture (4:419). 

The red brick was painted creamy white, and the 

tower was altered by adding projecting cornices and pilas

ters to the belfry. The spire was removed and replaced 

with a low pitched red tiled roof to match that of the main 

structure (13:9). (See Plates 1 and 2). 

The Original Interior Plan 

The structure's interior consists of 31,376 square 

feet on the first floor and 8,474 square feet on the second 

floor, amounting to a total of 39,850 square feet. 

Entrance to the waiting room is provided by six 

double doors on the east side and two double doors on the 

south side of the station. The original room layout for 

the first floor consisted of the waiting room, ticket of

fice, parcel check roon, sandwich bar, "white" and "colored' 

restrooms, dining room, kitchen, curio shop, mail handling 

room and offices for the Pullman company and baggage check. 

(See Illustration 1. ) The balconied second floor provided 

office spaces for the various railway companies. (See 
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Illustration 2.) Stairs to the second floor are situated 

at either side of the main entrance. (See Illustration 1.) 

Original Interior Finishes 

The interior walls, with the exception of the mail 

room, were plastered and painted an off white color; the 

balustrade of the stairway and along the second floor bal

cony was also painted off white. (See Plates 5 and 6.) 

The brick walls of the mail room were left unpainted. The 

woodwork throughout the structure was painted the same off 

white as the walls. 

The floors of the waiting room, dining room and 

restrooms were of white, red and green ceramic mosaic tile 

with white being the dominant color. The kitchen floor was 

of quarry tile, and the mail room had concrete floors. 

Summary 

The history of El Paso, Texas reveals the gradual, 

yet steady, growth of that city, its emergence from a small 

missionary village on the Rio Grande River into an expand

ing city of almost half a million people. This growth, in 

turn, is due largely to the construction and operation of 

the railway systems in the western United States. Thus, 

the El Paso Union Depot is representative of this growth, 

history, and the inherent culture of the region and should 

be preserved. 



CHAPTER III 

THE PROPOSED RE-USE PLAN 

The adaptive re-use of the El Paso Union Depot is 

proposed because it will preserve the structure, provide 

an historical and cultural facility for the city and pro

mote civic pride by illustrating the role that El Paso 

played in the building of the railways. 

The station can be used as a cultural center, shop

ping area, visitor's center, restaurant, historical museum, 

office complex, art gallery, educational facility, or any 

combination of these. This thesis suggests that the re-use 

of the station realize the potentials of the building for 

retail shops, tourism, dining and historical purposes. 

This recommendation is based upon consideration of its abun

dant space, the need for a restaurant and tourist center in 

the immediate downtown area and a need for a more acute 

awareness of the city's past. 

Exterior Site Planning 

The land on which the station is located is very 

barren. Therefore, it is suggested that trees and shrub

bery be planted on the north side of the structure, where 

trackage has been removed (see Plates 7, 8 and 9) to provide 
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a more pleasing exterior environment and a buffer against 

the noise of passing trains. As the structure will continue 

to serve its original purpose, a pleasant view will also 

be afforded arriving passengers. 

In compliance with the standards of the National 

Register of Historic Places no exterior alterations may be 

made on the designated historic structure. Therefore, it 

is crucial that the only reforms made on the exterior of 

the station be repairs that refurbish it to its remodeled 

state of 1941, e.g., new paint, the replacement of broken 

window panes, roof tiles and balusters, etc. 

Interior Space Planning 

The first floor is designed to include facilities 

for dining, historical exhibits and tourism. The waiting 

room remains basically unchanged from the original design, 

but more railroad benches will furnish the space. (See Il

lustration 3.) These benches would resemble closely those 

presently in the station and will be placed in the area to 

meet the seating requirements of travelers, since the sta

tion will continue to serve its initial purpose. 

Escalators will be installed toward the south end 

of the waiting room to provide easy access to and from the 

second floor and an elevator, adjacent to the women's rest-

room will provide convenience and aid for the handicapped. 

(See Illustration 3.) 
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The restrooms will be located in the original 

"white" restrooms, but their sizes have been reduced. These 

alterations will not interfere with the requirements of the 

restrooms. The women's restroom, made smaller to provide 

space for the elevator, consists of lavatories, water clos

ets and a powder room; the men's restroom is equipped wth 

lavatories, urinals and water closets. (See Illustration 

3.) 

The restaurant and bar/club share the space origi

nally occupied by the dining room and a portion of the orig

inal kitchen. Special requirements of the restaurant, i.e., 

an entry/reception area, restrooms, a coat room, a host/ 

cashier station, kitchen, dining area and storage space have 

been included in the design (11:620). 

The entry to the restaurant has been enlarged by 

removing a non-loadbearing wall and constructing another 

wall 21 feet east of the original. This provides a larger 

entry/reception area and allows the inclusion of the coat 

room and restrooms. (See Illustrations 3 and 5.) 

The dining area is to the left of the host/cashier 

station and the bar/club is to the right, separated by a 

new non-loadbearing wall constructed to distinguish the two 

areas. The host/cashier area is located in a portion of 

the original kitchen. Storage space is provided in the new 

kitchen in upper and lower cabinets. The coat room and 

restrooms are to the left of the entry of the reception 
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area and are accessible to the guests of the dining and the 

bar/club areas. The restrooms are located in the old sand

wich bar and "colored" restrooms. (See Illustration 3.) 

Located in the area of the old mailhandling room 

is a transportation museum containing memorabilia recording 

the progress of railway development. Portions of old rail

road freight, mail and parlour ears will be utilized to 

house various exhibits. Office space for the museum is lo

cated in the old pullman offices adjacent to the museum 

space. (See Illustration 3.) 

The old curio shop and parcel checkroom is to be 

used as a tourist information center and is designed to 

inform patrons by means of visual and written information 

rather than verbal communication. 

The proposal for the second floor is for a retail 

area of small shops, e.g., stationery shop, confectioner's 

shop, import gifts, custom jewelry, tobacco shop, art sup

ply store, etc. This study does not concern itself with 

what specific businesses will occupy the second floor; it 

only suggests how the spaces should be re-used. A design 

solution for each specific space would come after each is 

leased and a business is specified. 

Design Analysis 

When developing plans for adaptive re-use of vari

ous buildings, a designer may find that some interiors have 



27 

no interior detail worth saving and can best be remodeled 

by completely redesigning the space in a contemporary style. 

Some structures possess interiors, however, that are rich 

in character and to eradicate these spaces would be destruc

tive, virtually as destructive as demolishing the entire 

building. 

Another criterion for the specific design solution 

presented here is the 1976 Uniform Building Code. It states 

that historic buildings need not conform with all the re

quirements of the code when authorized by a building offi

cial. Any improvements or restoration for the continued 

use of an historic building must correct any hazardous con

ditions that exist (38:np). With these considerations in 

mind a more detailed description of the space planning for 

the Depot follows. 

A fountain/planter has been designed in the middle 

of the waiting room and will serve as the focal point of 

the space. It will be faced with ceramic mosaic tiles to 

blend with mosaic tile floor, and the presence of water and 

plants will provide movement and contribute to the pleasure 

of the environment (30:88). The waiting room walls, ceil

ing and woodwork is to be repainted off white, retaining 

its present color. This color reflects light extremely 

well and will serve as a neutral background for the vibran

cy of other colors (3:36). Presently a marble facing cov

ers the lower six feet on each column, but this facing will 
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be removed since it serves no specific purpose and does not 

harmonize with the other finishes in the space. Natural 

lighting will enter the space through the clerestory win

dows above the second floor and through small skylights in 

the ceiling. To supply additional illumination, Victorian 

style street lights will stand throughout the space and the 

medallions (oval framed ornaments) between the clerestories 

will conceal incandescent lamps. (See Plate 10.) Seating 

in the waiting room will be provided by wooden railroad 

benches similar to those presently in the area. 

The tourist information center will be equipped 

with such visual aids as maps, brochures and standing panels 

with written and illustrated information. (See Illustration 

3.) These aids will supply information on the El Paso area 

concerning restaurants, stores, medical facilities, banks, 

points of interest and transportation. The panels will be 

constructed of smoked plexiglass with stainless steel sup

ports. Also audio equipment will be located against the 

south wall in the form of telephone receivers that can be 

programmed to relate current entertainment events, i.e., 

symphonies, plays, art shows, etc. An attendant might also 

be stationed in this area in the event any supplementary 

aid should be needed. 

The entire restaurant area will be designed in a 

contemporary manner since the area has no unique woodwork 

or noteworthy architectural detailing. The restaurant's 
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reception area will contain two wooden railroad benches, 

similar to those in the waiting room, for the seating of 

dining guests who do not wish to wait in the bar/club. (See 

Illustrations 3 and 5.) 

As the host/cashier station is placed between the 

entries to the dining area and the bar/club, the host can 

direct guests into either space with the least amount of 

confusion. (See Illustration 5.) The host station will be 

a built-in unit constructed of oak with a brass rail run

ning along the top edge of the unit; the railing is to be 

reminiscent of those on vestibules of early observation cars. 

The coat room will be used primarily during the 

winter months and especially during peak dining hours. The 

space was designed in accordance with information from Time 

Saver Standards by Joseph De Chiara. The walls and ceiling 

of the reception/entry area and coat room are to be painted 

off white, and the flooring in these areas will be unglazed 

terra cotta tile. The tile is chosen for its qualities of 

durability and easy maintenance and for its compatibility 

with the clay tile on the roof of the structure. The light

ing fixtures in the reception/entry and coat room will be 

recessed ceiling open reflector downlights chosen because 

they provide a clean, uncluttered look to the ceiling and 

will distribute light evenly and avoid glare. (See Illus

trations 4 and 5.) They will operate on a dimmer switch to 

furnish a more subdued and relaxed atmosphere depending on 
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the time of day (30:263). 

Upon entering the dining space, one will find im

mediately to the right a six-inch step up onto a dining area 

with banquette seating against the north wall. Banquette 

seating will allow for more seating than general seating in 

this area; these units are separated from each other by par

titions. (See Illustrations 6 and 7.) The individual units 

will allow for a more secluded atmosphere than general seat

ing, will be suggestive of the character of private dining 

areas, and are designed to accommodate parties of varying 

sizes, i.e., two, four, six, or eight people. The spacing 

between the tables is based on. the recommended distance for 

affording maximum comfort for each guest while allowing for 

service traffic. The area is to seat 114 guests. (See Il

lustrations 3 and 5.) 

To provide space for the heating and cooling units, 

the ceiling of the entire restaurant complex is to be low

ered to accommodate the vents that are to be installed in 

the area created; the walls and ceilings are then to be 

painted a medium gray. 

The chairs are to be upholstered, cantilevered, 

contemporarily styled tub chairs with chrome plated steel 

tubing by Thonet, and the tables will be pedestal based 

with oak tops (see Illustration 10); the furnishings have 

been chosen to blend with the simple design of the dining 

area and for the comfort of its patrons. For the floor 
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covering in the dining area, a commercial grade, level loop, 

light gray carpeting has been selected for its easy main

tenance and noise reduction qualities (18:373). 

The upholstery for the chairs and banquettes are 

to be poppy red, a strong reddish orange color. The color 

scheme is borrowed from the Southern Pacific Railroad's em

blem of red on a charcoal gray engine. The window treat

ments in the dining area will be brushed chrome, narrow slat 

blinds to lessen the sun's glare and to coordinate with the 

chrome finish of the chairs. 

The lighting throughout the dining area will be 

ceiling recessed fixtures to give a clean appearance to the 

ceiling and a more dramatic light over the tables (41:448-

449). (See Illustrations 4 and 6.) 

Accessories in the dining area will include an old 

roll top desk and a china cabinet from, a private parlour 

car to serve as waiters' stations. (See Illustration 7.) 

Napkins should be the same poppy red as the upholstery, and 

the table cloths will be light gray. Framed pictures of 

El Paso in its early days should adorn the walls. 

The bar/club, located to the right of the host/ 

cashier station has a bar oriented at a forty-five degree 

angle to the wall, allowing more area in the space, and is 

to be on a six-inch rise to separate it from the more re

laxed seating areas. (See Illustration 8.) Similar to the 

host/cashier station, it is to be constructed of oak with 
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brass railing at the top edge and a brass foot rail running 

the perimeter. (See Illustrations 9 and 10.) The bar 

stools, made to resemble old tractor seats, are made of a 

stainless steel and brass alloy with a pine seat. (See Il

lustration 10.) The combination of the two metals is done 

to provide the strength of steel and the color of brass to 

blend with the other metal finishes in the room. The fur

niture layout along the north wall in the club is to be in 

the manner of parlour cars in the early days of the rail

road (see Illustration 8) and will feature contemporarily 

designed club chairs upholstered in poppy red. The south 

wall in the club has banquette seatings, but general seat

ing follows through in the rest of the area. (See Illus

tration 8.) The general seating arrangement was designed 

in accordance with space requirements obtained from Time 

Saver Standards by Joseph De Chiara (11). The placement 

of the furniture allows for circulation; the seating capac

ity in the club is eighty-six. 

The ceiling in the bar/club, as in the dining area, 

is to be lowered to accommodate vents to be installed for 

heating and cooling units. The ceiling over the bar and 

the dance floor will be lowered an additional three feet to 

create a hood that will further define each area, conceal 

the sound speakers and the lighting systems. (See Illustra

tion 8. ) 

The same type of recessed ceiling fixtures used in 



33 

the dining area is to provide the lighting in the bar/club 

except for that above the dance floor. The lighting there 

will be theatrical spherical spotlights that will subtly 

change during the course of a recording. 

The bar/club is designed to attract people who will 

frequent it simply for the dancing and relaxed atmosphere 

rather than for the light and sound experience (20:217). 

To provide proper illumination for the work surface of the 

bar, fluorescent tubes will be installed. (See Illustra

tion 9. ) 

The dance floor will be oak stained pine impreg

nated with an acrylic solution to help it resist abrasion, 

and it will require a minimum of maintenance (41:488). The 

balance of the floor space in the bar/club will be covered 

with the same commercial grade level loop, light gray car

peting as that in the dining room. The window treatments 

are to be narrow slat blinds with an antique brass finish. 

This finish will harmonize with the other brass finishes in 

the space. The accessories in the bar/club will include 

old railroad lanterns and, on the walls, m-ovie stills from 

motion pictures relating to railroad history. 

The kitchen, entered either from the dining area 

or from the bar/club for convenience, is to be equipped 

with stainless steel appliances, and its work counters are 

to be either of butcher block or of stainless steel accord

ing to suitability. Recommended specifications, for the 
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kitchen planning, were followed according to Time Saver 

Standards for Building Types (11). Allowances were made 

for salad, vegetable, meat, beverage and pastry preparation; 

dry and cold storage; dishwashing; pot and pan washing; and 

cooking. 

The walls and ceiling of the kitchen are to be paint

ed white for the greatest amount of light reflection, and 

the floors are to be quarry tile for easy maintenance. 

Fluorescent lighting is to be installed so as to spread uni

form illumination over the work areas (18:92). (See Illus

tration 4. ) 

The transportation museum will consist of alter

nating' and stationary exhibits within and around old rail

road cars. (See Illustration 3.) By renovating the cars 

to their original condition, they will reflect the rail

roads at the height of their popularity. Maps, photographs 

and three-dimensional objects will also be displayed in 

frames and in plexiglass and oak display cases. 

The walls of the museum space will be retained in 

their original brick, but they will be cleaned, repointed 

and treated with a colorless silicone solution to keep the 

brick clean and protect them from deterioration (10:88). 

The floor covering in the museum is to be the same type of 

commercial grade, level loop carpeting used in the dining 

and bar/club areas, chosen for its easy maintenance and 

noise reduction qualities. The carpeting in this area, 
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however, is to be beige, a color that does not show soil 

readily. 

Lighting throughout the space will be a combination 

of systems. The central area of the museum will have track 

lighting systems, a progression of incandescent spotlights 

connected to an electrical track that is attached to the 

ceiling. Each spotlight can be moved along the track to 

provide illumination on the varying exhibits. (See Illus

tration 4.) The system will be controlled by a dimmer switch 

to produce diverse effects on the exhibits. The lighting in 

the railcar modules will be ceiling hung fixtures from each 

car's specific period, periods spanning the years between 

1890 and 1920. These fixtures have brass supports with 

etched or frosted glass shades. The entrances to the mu

seum are to be lit by recessed ceiling fixtures to give a 

general lighting effect to these areas. The ceiling of the 

museum is to be lowered also for the heating and cooling 

units and then painted an off white color to reflect light. 

The windows are to be covered by off white, narrow slat 

blinds to decrease natural light. 



CHAPTER IV 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

The notion of preservation is not new, and the adap

tive re-use of older buildings has proven successful many 

times. In spite of the numerous examples of successful pro

jects, we continue to destroy architecturally stable build

ings instead of regarding their historic significance and 

potential profitability. 

This thesis has attempted to clarify the proposed 

plan for the preservation and adaptive re-use of the El Paso 

Union Depot as a cultural, informational, commercial and en

tertainment center. It has detailed the long and diverse 

history of the city of El Paso, Texas; the importance of 

the railroads in the growth of the western United States; 

illustrated economic comparisons between adaptive re-use 

and new construction; and specified a definite plan for the 

adaptive re-use of the El Paso Union Depot. 

In recognizing the problem of negligence on the 

part of avid developers, unmindful citizens and unheeding 

politicians, many of the nation's railroad stations can be 

and have been rescued from ultimate destruction by neglect 

if not by the wrecking ball. The nation built the railroads 

at the same time that the railroads built the nation. The 

36 
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remaining symbol of the railroad's growth is the railroad 

station. 

As a part of the history of El Paso, its station 

should further serve the city. Its designation as a Nation

al Historic Landmark distinguishes it as an historically 

and architecturally significant building, but the depot 

should not remain for the most part unused and virtually 

unrecognized by the citizens of El Paso. If the sugges

tions presented in this thesis are implemented, a number of 

facilities can be housed in a singular complex. The amount 

of space available in the station lends itself to the com

mercial enterprises submitted. 

The plans outlined for the tourist information cen

ter, waiting room, restaurant and club and the museum have 

been designed to attract the citizens of El Paso and visi

tors to the area and to utilize fully valuable space. Hope

fully, the project also will arouse civic pride in the area 

and cultivate an attentiveness to the historical and cul

tural development of El Paso, Texas. 
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Illustration 9. Section, elevation and plan of bar 



DINING FURNITURE 
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BAR/CLUB FURNITURE 
Illustration 10. Furniture specifications 
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Plate 1. Present exterior facade east side 

iyuiii; fi ^l1i(EiilI 

Plate 2. Present exterior view south east 
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Plate 3. Present exterior facade detail east side 

'late 4. Present exterior facade detail east side 
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Plate 5. Present interior balcony balustrade 

Plate 6. Present interior stairway balustrade 
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Plate 7. Exterior view north west 

Plate 8. Exterior view north 
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Plate 9. Exterior view north west 

Plate 10. Interior detail of medallions and clerestories 
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1 TICKET OFFICE 
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FIRST FLOOR PLAN 

Illustration 3. Proposed re-use plan. First floor 
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