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s¥'3# THE HOUSTON SHIP CHANNEL:
y7e? AN ENERGO-ENVIRONMENTAL
5! HISTORY
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WHAT IS
HOUSTON?




Before there was a
Houston Ship Channel...

m There was swamp, coastal prairie and pine woodlands;
twenty riverine bayou systems crosscut what is now
Houston

m These lands and waters were home to the Karankawa,
Akokisa, and other Indigenous peoples for at least
8,000 years before Spanish and later Anglo conquest

m Although nominally founded as the capitol of the
Republic of Texas by a pair of Yankee real estate
speculators, mosquitos, yellow fever and floods soon
drove politics west toward Austin

m Still, Houston thrived because of the way its watery
lands and landish waters allowed for a combination of
transportation infrastructure (railroads and shipping),
making it the key transit point for the proceeds of the
plantation slave economies in the region

m Cotton, sugar and timber provided the initial impetus for
a deepwater port in the 19t century. Oil, military
matpufacture and petrochemicals cemented it in the
20,




“The steamship trip to Houston is unique, and the like of
it is not to be found elsewhere in the world.

which
narrows down to about 150 yards. It is lined by beautiful
banks, densely covered with bushes, and finally becomes
so canal-like that two boats are able to make way for each
other in only a few places.

All the timber and
underbrush of a tropical climate—cedar, cypress, and the
like—rival one another in rank growth. From among
them 1s wafted the fragrance of the blossoms of the
magnificent magnolia, which I have seen nowhere in such
splendor and profusion.

Colonel B. E. Bee, my companion
on the Sarah, had promptly warned me against Houston.
But such arguments did not impress me at all at that time.
I was too much alive to torment myself with forebodings
of death.” — Gustav Dresel's Houston Journal: Adventures

in North America and Texas, 1837-1841




Houston is a creation of settler liberalism. Its boggy
beginnings, swindles, plagues, and constant flooding are
erased by a teleological narrative of rising property and
prosperity through hard work and technological ingenuity




Yet most of those whose hard work built the city were neither
credited nor granted property let alone offered prosperity
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King Cotton, Queen Sugar, the Texan Plantationocene




The arrival of rail infrastructure in the 1850s
accelerated Houston’s trajectory toward becoming
“the chief cotton concentration point in the world.”

m Cotton bales received in Houston from
surrounding plantations : 39,923
(1854) -> 63,453 (1858) -> 115,010
(1860) -> 2.5 million (1899)

m Frederick Law Olmsted visits Houston
during this period commenting, “The
principal thoroughfare, opening from
the steamboat landing, is the busiest
we saw in Texas. Near the bayou are
extensive cottonsheds, and huge
exposed piles of bales.”
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m By 1910, Houston’s six cotton
compresses are capable of producing
17,000 bales per day




Houston becomes the export and
manufacturing hub for Texas by the end

of the 19 century

LR N
I A
PSR ot T "- X3 |

X A

Houston’s booming lumber, cotton
and sugar exports attracted and
concentrated other kinds of
manufacturing and administrative 1 5
labor—cotton compresses and | " 3
cotton oil seed mills, brass and iron | : )
foundries, car wheel works, railroad
shops—during the last decades of
the 19 century making it the
preeminent urban industrial center

of Texas by 1905




Galveston 1900 Spindletop 1901
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At the turn of the 20t century, Houston’s identity was recast by two fateful events. The “Great Storm of 1900”
left Galveston in ruins, rendering Houston by default the major port in Southeastern Texas. The discovery of
massive oil resources in nearby Beaumont in 1901 then paved the way for Houston to become the nation’s

largest petroleum and petrochemical export hub over the course of the 20™ century. Already by 1911, Houston is
described by contemporaries as “the center of the oil industry.”



Buffalo Bayou is originally only 4 feet deep and 70 feet wide. To
facilitate expanding commerce, civic leaders begin lobbying for a
deep water port as early as the 1870s. The first phase of dredging
and expansion is completed in 1882. It takes until 1914 to complete
the fifty mile Houston Ship Channel, 25 feet deep and 150 feet wide
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Cotton transactions continued to define the
Ship Channel for many years
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But military manufacture and

petro/chemicals production rapidly
increased between the 1930s and 1950s
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In July 1927, the Texas Legislature
authorized The Port of Houston Authority to
act as an autonomous governmental entity




Eventually 45 feet (13.7m) deep and 530 feet
161.5m) wide, the Ship Channel became the
dominant symbol of Houston’s modernity and
prosperity at least until the 1960s

THE FIRST HARBOR ROARD IS ESTABLISHED IN 1913 AND IS
SUCCEEDED IN 1921 BY THE NAYIGATION AND CANAL COMMISSION
COMPOSED OF FIVE MEMBERS AND A DIRECTOR OF THE PORT.
1939 HOUSTON BECOMES AN IMPORTANT PORT. LEADING
AMERICA IN THE HANDLING OF PETROLEUM PRODUCTS <

AND COTTON === AND SHIPPING GRAIN, COFFEE., SUGAR,
"LIVESTOCK, PIPE,MACHINERY, PAPER MOLASSES,IRON AND CHEMICALS.
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When it was overtaken by the Johnson Space
Center and its promise to bring settler
liberalism to the stars




Meanwhile, the Ship Channel grew over the course of
the 20t century into the largest complex of petroleum
refining and petrochemical manufacturing in the western
hemisphere. Houston became an innovator of rapid-
growth petrocultural sprawl







TABLE 2. Total Toxic Concentration Values in East
Houston Communities Are Many Times Higher than
West Houston Communities

Community Total Toxic Concentration

Galena Park 157,653
Harrisburg/Manchester 10,712
Bellaire 32,291

T = 9233 Heat map of cancer-causing industrial air pollution, Pro Publica




The settler liberal narrative of prosperity is
increasingly unsettled by mounting signs of
Anthropocene precarity
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Downtown
Houston,
Hurricane
Harvey 2017




A closing thought:
There are several thousand, The Houston Ship Channel
unsecured, unregulated

petrochemical storage sa tlme bomb

Storm Surge Risk
for Harris County Precinct 1

Category 5 (SLOSH MOMs)
Storm Surge Inundation

containers positioned along -/ Suct

a waterway that could
receive a 6-7 meter storm
surge during a major
cyclone event. If only 10% of
those containers failed it
would be equivalent to the
Exxon Valdez spill taking
place inside the 4™ largest
city in the United States
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