
Riding the Tide 
Bill Orr is young and ambitious. His landscape 

contracting business, Houston Landscape Associates, 
is steadily growing while many area landscape 

contracting businesses are falling by the wayside. 

by Maureen Hrehocik, managing editor 

BiH Orr, a Houston landscape con-
tractor, was returning home from 
work one day a few years ago, 
when he saw Spot, his Dalmatian, 
in the middle of the road, l icking 
the hand of a complete stranger. 

He stopped to talk to the man 
Spot had befr iended. As it turned 
out, the stranger, a developer, had 
stopped to admire a piece of land-
scaping Orr had done and Spot 
had s t o p p e d to c h e c k - o u t t h e 
stranger. 

From that purely c h a n c e meet-
ing, Orr and the developer began a 
b u s i n e s s r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t 
resulted in about nine projects for 

the then-aspiring landscape con-
tractor. 

That type of business relation-
ship was important to Bil l Orr 
back in those leaner days. 

After quitting a secure position 
with a Houston landscape design/ 
b u i l d f i r m , L a n d s c a p e D e s i g n 
Associates , Orr started his own 
c o m p a n y , H o u s t o n L a n d s c a p e 
Associates in 1974. 

At first, he was partner with 
two p r i n c i p a l s f rom LDA. T h e 
plan was that Orr would supply 
the ideas and bra in power and 
LDA would provide work for Orr 
from an a l ready-es tab l i shed cl i -

ent list. After six months, though, 
Orr thought he could handle the 
bus iness — and the profits — bet-
ter on his own. 

He worked out of his one-bed-
room apartment; his drafting table 
tucked away in a corner . Busi-
ness-wise, he found that he wasn't 
an e s t a b l i s h e d - e n o u g h n a m e to 
c o m m a n d the type of contracts he 
needed to stay afloat. That ' s why 
any type of help was appreciated, 
even from his dog. Whi le his prof-
i t s d i m i n i s h e d , h i s a m b i t i o n 
didn't. 

Things have changed. Houston 
L a n d s c a p e A s s o c i a t e s w i l l do 
about $1.6 mill ion in business this 
year and averaged $1.5 mi l l ion 
each of the previous two years. 
C o n t r a c t s h a v e b e e n s i g n e d 
already with buildings that have 
yet to start construct ion. T h e 35-
year-old has branched out as 50 
percent partner in another satel-
lite company, HLA Construction, 
w h o s e s u c c e s s p o t e n t i a l O r r 
d e s c r i b e s as " l i k e s i t t ing on a 
powder keg . " 

A thoroughbred 
H o u s t o n L a n d s c a p e A s s o c i a t e s 
has c a r v e d a u n i q u e n i c h e for 
itself in the competi t ive Houston 
l a n d s c a p e c o n t r a c t i n g s c e n e . 
W h i l e m a n y l a n d s c a p e c o n -
tractors are languishing at a dead 
period in the Houston construc-
tion boom, Orr 's company, mainly 
because of the quality of it's work 
and att i tude toward projects , is 
moving ahead. 

" W e ' r e r iding the t i d e , " Orr 
says. 

" W e have a good sense of taste 
and we're not a bit bashful about 
saying to a contractor a change 
needs to be m a d e , " Orr cont inued. 
" W e ' r e best at m o r e e l a b o r a t e 
design plans and pro jec ts with 
more frills, because we pay atten-
tion to detail. We ' re not a mass 
p r o d u c t i o n - t y p e c o n t r a c t o r . 
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An entrance to 6363 Wood way, a Houston complex. Containerized plants add 
softness to well-manicured turf and bedding plants. 
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We've been accused of being too 
slow, but it pays off in the e n d . " 

Orr also said he doesn't be l ieve 
in bidding low just to get a con-
tract. 

" A t t i t u d e to me is e x t r e m e l y 
important , " he explained. " W e ' r e 
more interested in making a pro-
ject a success than in making a 
profit. I try to price my work high 
e n o u g h to a c c o m o d a t e a n y 
changes that may have to be made 
when we get into i t . " 

T h a t a t t e n t i o n to deta i l and 
e x c e l l e n c e has spawned a very 
mutua l ly - sa t i s fy ing re la t ionsh ip 
with Houston's largest landscape 
design company, the S W A Group. 

Building clientele 
Orr shared a cl ient at an office pro-
ject cal led Riverway in Houston 
with SWA. S W A liked what it saw 
and has used Orr 's company fre-
quent ly s ince then. 

K e v i n S h a n l e y , a l a n d s c a p e 
a r c h i t e c t with S W A said, " B i l l 
does very high quality work and 
that's why we 've kept up our rela-
t ionship with h i m . " 

M a n y local contractors credit 
S W A with changing the landscape 
design and c o n t r a c t i n g face of 
Houston. T h e i r trademark style is 
l i terally everywhere in the city — 
park- l ike a t m o s p h e r e s , invi t ing 
people to use the landscape, not 
just look at it; pedestrian bridges 
inter locking the scores of highrise 
office and shopping structures; a 
softening of what was a very ster-
ile and cold downtown Houston 
area. In other words, sophistica-
tion. 

Orr 's company has also been 
i n v o l v e d w i t h J o e R u s s o , a 
deve loper . T o g e t h e j , they h a v e 
worked on three or four " l a n d -
m a r k " projects, according to Orr. 
He is also responsible and par-
t icularly proud of his work at Sage 
Plaza One, another Houston office 
complex . 

Houston Landscape Associates 
h a s d o n e t h e l a n d s c a p i n g for 
numerous Russo office buildings 
in downtown Houston, including 
7500 San Fel ipe, 1616 Voss and 
6363 Woodway. 

Bill F. Orr 

" T h e San Fel ipe building is the 
perfect e x a m p l e of what we l ike to 
do , " said Orr. " Joe Russo be l ieves 
s trongly in what the l a n d s c a p e 
can do in a t t rac t ing t e n a n t s to 
bui ldings . " 

T h e San Fe l ipe bui lding was 
also Orr 's first taste of "hardscap-
i n g , " f o u n t a i n s , w a l k w a y s and 
pedestrian bridge-type construc-
tions and what lead him into a 
partnership with Joe Schofield, a 
contractor. HLA Contract ing was 
born. 

" W e ' v e been at it for a little less 
than a year now and it hasn't been 
easy , " Orr commented . " Joe and I 
have butted heads, but things are 
falling into place. Th is company is 
filling a void in the m a r k e t . " 

O r r e x p l a i n e d t h a t v o i d 
through his own company. 

" M o s t of Houston L a n d s c a p e 
Assoc ia te ' s c o m p e t i t o r s h a v e n ' t 
f igured out h o w to t a c k l e t h e 
hardscape aspect of their work. 
Th is left an interesting n iche to 
fill. T h e y usually have to lean on a 
general contractor to do it. HLA 
Construct ion fills that n iche . W e 
p r o v i d e a n i m p o r t a n t c o n -
venience to the c l i e n t . " 

Business for HLA Construct ion 
is, in Orr 's words, " a s good as I 
want it to b e . " 

T h e company did $3/4 mil l ion 
in business in '83 and Orr is shoot-
ing for $2 to $3 mill ion in '84. 

" T h e ava i lab i l i ty of work in 
this segment of the industry is 
unbel ievable . But, we 're going to 
take it one step at a t i m e . " 

Orr and Schofield want to get 

i n v o l v e d in r e c r e a t i o n centers , 
but aren't known in that market -
yet. 

" R e c r e a t i o n centers are John's 
b a i l i w i c k , " said Orr. 

Orr character izes h imsel f as a 
caut ious bus inessman. 

" I ' m responsib le for sales for 
HLA Construct ion and I've pur-
posely been cautious. I don't want 
to move too fast and undermine 
w h a t w e a l r e a d y h a v e a c c o m -
plished with the c o m p a n y . " 

Orr said he and his partner also 
didn't real ize the t ime commit -
m e n t the n e w c o m p a n y would 
demand. 

" I ' m not a w o r k a h o l i c , " Orr 
admits. " I ' l l work 16 hours a day if 
I need to, but not to the point 
where my family-l i fe suffers . " 

Art in the landscape 
Orr got his B.S. degree in park 
administrat ion with an emphasis 
on landscape a r c h i t e c t u r e from 
T e x a s T e c h in August of '72. 

" I dabbled in business courses 
for a year and did lousy. I took a 
year of archi tec ture and did O.K. I 
took a course in art and did real 
well and applied it to landscape 
a r c h i t e c t u r e . " 

Orr went into landscape con-
tracting for three reasons: he l iked 
it, he knew he could do it, and it 
was easy. He admits his business 
sense was learned by the seat of 
his pants and from c o n s u l t a n t s 
h e ' s s u r r o u n d e d h i m s e l f w i t h 
who understand him and his com-
pany. 

" W i t h most of the consultants 
I 've w o r k e d wi th , w e h a v e an 
almost father-son re la t ionsh ip , " 
said Orr. " I knew I could do the 
landscape side if I could just get 
the business side nailed d o w n . " 

It's people l ike Warren Purdy 
a n d b u s i n e s s c o n s u l t a n t J o h n 
Gannon who have congealed the 
business side of Orr's company. 

" W a r r e n r e a l i z e s that l and-
scape contractors are more doers 
t h a n t h i n k e r s . I s e a r c h e d and 
searched for an accountant who 
u n d e r s t o o d o u r b u s i n e s s a n d 
finally found one who does. S a m e 
thing with our attorneys. T h e y are 
the type of people who take a per-
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sonal interest in what we do. Not 
too many people understand what 
we do and that ours is a profession 
that deals with living things." 

Calculated ambitions 
Orr keeps his own operation lean. 

Ed Olson has worked as senior 
field supervisor and estimator for 
Orr for about seven years. Linda 
Crist has taken over about 60 per-
cent of the estimating and does all 
of the s c h e d u l i n g of m a t e r i a l 
de l ivery and purchas ing . Orr ' s 
wife, Diane, is office manager and 
bookkeeper. There are three fore-
men in the field, each with five or 
six laborers. ( "We ' re capable of 
d o u b l i n g t h a t c a p a c i t y o v e r -
night, " Orr said.) T h e company 
owns five pick-up trucks (two are 
2 - 1 / 2 - t o n dumps) , o n e B o b c a t 
front-end skid loader with attach-
ments and one 300-gallon spray 
tank. 

"Most of the heavy stuff like 
grading, hydro-mulching and irri-
gation, we subcontract o u t , " he 
said. 

His modest office sits on an acre 
of land on Houston's west side. 
T h e backyard is a potpourri of 
o n e - o f - a - k i n d p lant l e f t o v e r s , 
th ings " w e ' v e b e e n too hard-
headed to throw away. " 

Most of Orr 's plant mater ia l 
comes from growers in Louisiana, 
California and Florida. He only 
grows a few larger containerized 
trees in the front yard of his office. 
Orr says his biggest t e c h n i c a l 
problem is the Houston soil con-
dition. 

"Everything is clay and lots of 
b e d p r e p a r a t i o n is n e c e s s a r y 
which makes it difficult. We are 
b l e s s e d w i t h a good c l i m a t e , 
though. 

Orr's company is also blessed 
wi th a p r a c t i c a l and r e a l i s t i c 
owner. 

"I do suffer from blind ambition 
sometimes. I always knew I could 
compensate where I failed. But I 
know my limitations and my rep-
utation is too important to me to 
go beyond those l imits . " WT&T 
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