33S Ol WIH LH9NVL

"ATLNIY3441d ATIOM FHL
YILSIS S:IAVM MNOlddva

Darrick Wade felt the weight of the world on his
6-year-old shoulders. The usual vibrancy around his
house had been muted - and he didn’t know why.

After months of anticipation, Darrick and his
4-year-old sister, Roxy, had been so excited as they
welcomed their newborn sister, Laurie, just weeks
earlier. But today, his mother couldn’t stop crying.

“It changes your world as a kid, when your mom’s
struggling to keep it together,” he recalls. “I just
remember being really worried; I was sensitive already,
and that kind of thing bothered me.”

Finally, Darrick’s father broke the news. “He told us
they had just learned Laurie couldn’t hear or see,” Wade
recalls. “He told us that was a big deal, and it would be
changing the way we live.”

And it did - but not only in the ways the Wade family
expected. Growing up with Laurie enhanced her older
brother’s natural senses. He learned to experience the
world differently, giving just as much power to touch,
smell and taste as to sight and sound.

That shift in perspective made all the difference
in Wade’s career as an architect. His unique focus on
sensory design sets him apart from his peers in an
overwhelmingly visual field. Now the assistant dean
for external affairs in Texas Tech University’s College
of Architecture, Wade credits his sister for helping him
break away from the rest of his field.

‘SOMETHING WAS WRONG’

While pregnant with Laurie, Wade’s mother
contracted rubella - the vaccine hadn’t yet been
developed and the infection presented significant
risks, including the possibility of miscarriage,
stillbirth or birth defects.

“It wasn’t long after Laurie was born that my
parents realized something was wrong,” Wade
explains. “Laurie wasn’t responding to sounds
or light, so they had her tested and found that
she was deaf and blind and had a heart defect, too.”

As Laurie grew, her issues slowly came into
sharper focus. She wasn’t entirely blind, she
was able to see some movement - one of her
favorite activities was to wave a tree branch
in front of the sun to experience the light and
the shadow - but she suffered from severe
cataracts and underwent multiple surgeries.

She also wasn’t entirely deaf, and over time
learned some very limited communication. The
family ultimately moved to Austin to bring her
closer to a facility that could take Laurie in as
a student.

In some respects, the family’s lives centered
around Laurie. Wade’s parents founded a
nonprofit organization called the Deaf-Blind
Multihandicapped Association of Texas. And
yet, as far as Wade could see, he had a fairly
normal childhood - he played sports and music
and enjoyed the same things his friends did.

“My parents collected information about
other families like ours, and we had retreats
every year,” he recalls. “They would get all the
siblings together and say, “‘What kind of trauma
are you guys dealing with?’ And it was kind
of odd, because we never felt like we were; it
was just life. None of us really felt like we were
having to sacrifice anything.”

There were struggles, however. Laurie was
impulsive, and sometimes she would throw her
hearing aids or glasses. When that happened in
apublic place, the family had to stop everything
and comb the area to find them, because they

AN APTITUDE FOR ARCHITECTURE

Laurie’s education continued at home, and when it came time
for her older brother to head off to college, it was practically
an unspoken assumption that he would attend Texas Tech.

Wade’s grandfather studied engineering in one of the

were too expensive to replace.

“We went back, I don’t know how many times,
to the little grocery store in our neighborhood,”
‘Wade remembers. “One time, we found her
glasses hanging in a display rack because she
had tossed them and that’s where they landed.”

The biggest problems involved understanding
what Laurie wanted, because she was almost
entirely nonverbal.

“I taught her how to say the word ‘limb’ one
time - probably the only word she’s ever said,”
Wade recalls. “She always wanted a branch
out of the tree, and I got tired of getting them
for her. So I said, ‘I’'m not going to do it until
you say “limb.” I started teaching her how to
say ‘limb,” and she finally could. It felt like a
big accomplishment, even if it didn’t amount to
much in the long run.”

Wade began to think he wasn’t meant to be an architect and contemplated
changing his major. To distance himself from the situation and give himself
time to reach a decision, he went home to Austin.

4/\ While there, he took Laurie up to Mount Bonnell, to a

university’s earliest classes, and his great-aunt graduated Ch/[‘ wall overlooking the Colorado River - one of Wade’s
and went on to teach in what was then the Department 2o, favorite places to just sit and think. He was
of Home Economics. His parents both graduated from [7-(/5e 5 deep in thought, considering his future as
Texas Tech, too. \ ‘s an architect, when Laurie started

“You know how we Texas Tech folks love to hate
the University of Texas, and my dad’s no exception,”
Wade laughs. “When we moved to Austin, he said,
‘If you want to be disowned, son, you just go to
g7

So, instead of being cast out of the family,
Wade followed in the footsteps of the
generations before him. He attended Texas
Tech and studied architecture like his dad.
But three years into the five-year program,
he reached an unexpected turning point.

He was in a seminar course with

architecture professor Elizabeth
Sasser, who’d also taught his father.
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A PLACE FOR LAURIE

‘With new purpose and a new vision of what
architecture ought to be, Wade returned
to Texas Tech with a goal: He would use his
thesis to prove his idea - to himself as much
as to others.

With Laurie and others like her as his
hypothetical client group, he decided to design
a neighborhood of group homes.

“There was a different fragranced flower or
plant associated with each entryway - mint,
honeysuckle, et cetera - so you could tell
whose place you were at even if you couldn’t
see, just by walking toward the door,” Wade
explains.

Some elements were meant to be touched
directly, with hands or feet; others were felt
indirectly, like sunshine and breeze on skin.
An arbor extended toward the sidewalk from
the front of each house, creating a room
bounded only by shade, with its own rhythm
of warm light and cool shadows. Inside the
house, columns and pilasters provided tangible
pathways from room to room. Gathering
spaces had fans in the center to direct air
movements and rooms varied by floor patterns
and materials, evident both by the sounds of
steps and by their feel underfoot.

In short, sight and sound were not the
predominant considerations in Wade’s
architecture; the entire neighborhood was
created to be experienced equally through all
senses. The project was an instant hit: Wade
was awarded the JPJ Memorial Traveling
Fellowship and later presented his work at an
international conference in Denmark.
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this exploration, we
were supposed to come
to a conclusion in the class as
to what good architecture is,” Wade
remembers. “The conclusion the class
drew was that good architecture is based on
visual things, and I couldn’t buy that. I said, ‘That’s not
resonating with me, and if the reason we do architecture
is so somebody thinks it looks good, I can’t get into that; I
might as well go do art.” That really bothered me.”
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THE FEEL OF ‘HO\ME ﬂ
In many ways, the same sense of place Wade created
as a Texas Tech undergraduate extends into the designs
he’s made throughout the last 30 years of his career.
‘While not all of his clients face the same challenges
as Laurie and her peers, he believes that everyone can
benefit from a more sensory experience.

In Colorado, one of his creations was included in the
local Parade of Homes. On the first day, one visitor came
in, looked around and sat down. Hours later, he got up
and left without a word. The same thing happened the
next day, and the next. Finally, Wade asked why the
man kept coming back just to sit in this house.

“I just love the way I feel here,” he said.

Because a sensory experience is difficult to prove
empirically, Wade judges his own success by moments
like that.

“Im most proud of the fact that my clients love the
work, and most of the time, they didn’t see it coming,”
Wade says. “They ended up with more than they
thought they could have, and it’s not because it was
more expensive or because it has a fantastic feature; it’s
just the way they feel.

“On the awards I won for the houses in Colorado,
almost all of the judges said that to be there and
experience it is what won the award.”

That experience, he emphasizes, adds richness to a place.

“The students I hire can tell you exactly what the
building they’ve designed is going to look like before
they finish the project, even before the first shovel goes
into the ground,” Wade explains. “But can they tell us
what it’s going to feel like?

“I don’t think we can ever replace the texture of real
material, the feel of the sun peeking through some slot
in the wall that we’ve created just for that. Those kinds
of things we sometimes take for granted.”

And without Laurie’s influence in his life, Wade may
never have found such a unique vision.

“Living with her taught me to see beyond what I would
have othe “There are things I watch her
do when she comes to visit. I can guarantee you she’
going to go sit in the backyard and just be. When she’s
in the room of the shade, she’s going to move - she’s
going to know she’s inside it, and yet, she has not
walked anywhere.

“We don’t notice those little things. They’re
insignificant to us because our eyes have bed the
rest of our s. Our eyes wish they could touch the
moon, but our hands could teach us a lot more about
the moon than our eyes ever have.”

He admits many architects would
disagree with his interpretation, but that
interpretation is what makes his work unique.

“WhatIbring to the College of Architecture

is not visible,” he emphasizes. “There’s
visible evidence of it, but what I'm interested
in is the pursuit of a full, embodied experience.”



