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By Mark Schnell

  Have you heard 
about the beautiful 
18-mile stretch of 
land along the Gulf 
of Mexico featuring 
several New Urban-
ist communities? 
  And have you 
heard about how 

people thought that the first of those 
communities would never be suc-
cessful because people will never get 
out of their cars to walk or bike, and 
they won’t like the houses being all 
“crammed together?” Have you heard 
about how successful, beloved, and 
influential that place has become?
 You might think I’m talking about 
the 18-mile-long 30A corridor, as 
well as Seaside, the birthplace of 
New Urbanism and the first of sev-
eral such communities along that 
corridor. While the description is 
certainly appropriate, I’m talking in 
this case about an 18-mile-long bar-

The New Texas Coast
Three new walkable mixed-use communities
were inspired by  and other
New Urbanist places

rier island on the Texas coast called 
Mustang Island and a community 
there called Cinnamon Shore.
 In 2006, two years after moving to 
South Walton and starting my own ur-
ban design firm, I began a journey that 
has been the realization of a longtime 
dream: I designed a walkable mixed-
use community inspired by Seaside 
and other New Urbanist places. Then I 
designed two more similar communi-
ties on the same island, and in the pro-
cess, helped create a string of commu-
nities that will be reminiscent of 30A.
 I first learned about Seaside, de-
signers Andrés Duany and Elizabeth 
Plater-Zyberk, and New Urbanism as 
I headed to college, and I went on to 
study all of them while in architecture 
and planning school. After college, 
but prior to starting my own firm, I 
worked on some amazing projects 
and helped to create some wonderful 
places. But that first big opportunity 
on my own was something different 
and special. It’s become a place called 
Cinnamon Shore.

 There aren’t any guarantees in the 
world of design and development. I 
had already worked on several proj-
ects that were never built. That’s not 
uncommon with large real estate de-
velopments, but it’s frustrating none-
theless. Cinnamon Shore was far 
from a sure thing.
 Looking back, it’s a little remark-
able that any of it worked out at all. 
I was 33 years old when I designed 
it, with about a decade of profes-
sional experience under my belt. I 
was hired by Jeff Lamkin, a success-
ful young businessman who had re-
cently left the marketing world and 
was just entering real estate devel-
opment. (Interestingly, Duany and 
Plater-Zyberk were also in their early 
thirties when they designed Seaside. 
Robert Davis was already working as 
a developer when he started Seaside, 
but on a smaller scale.)
 The site was full of potential, but 
Mustang Island (which includes part 
of Corpus Christi and the city of Port 
Aransas) had seen more than its share 
of big plans that never amounted to 
anything. There was little precedent 
for New Urbanism in the state, and 
none in the area, except for a larger 
competing project called Newport 
that was struggling to get started just 
a mile down the road. Nobody in the 
area had ever emphasized this level 

of design or used a design code and 
a rigorous design review process. 
Many locals scoffed at the notion of a 
relatively dense walkable mixed-use 
place, arguing that Texans prefer big 
lots with plenty of space, they would 
never walk or bike anywhere, and the 
shops and restaurants wouldn’t be 
viable. Finally, we heard from many 
Texans that their coast wasn’t really 
on their radar screen. We had to give 
them a new and enchanting reason to 
visit.
 We didn’t know at the time, of 
course, but 2006 and 2007 were not 
exactly great years to start any kind of 
large-scale real estate development. 
By the fall of 2008 when the econo-
my crashed, the infrastructure for the 
first phase was built, and there were 
only a few houses finished or under 
construction. 
 Within a very short period of time, 
nearly every project on the island was 
stalled or bankrupt, including New-
port. It was entirely within the realm 
of possibility that Cinnamon Shore 
would meet a similar fate.
 Remarkably, Cinnamon Shore was 
“the little engine that could,” and it 
survived the Great Recession. It not 
only survived, but quickly became 
a leader and model in the region. I 
knew we had turned a corner when I 
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The Lake Colby Pavilion in Cinnamon Shore, a New Urbanist community on the Texas coast, is a civic 
structure in the tradition of Seaside’s gazebo and beach pavilions. Photo by Mark Schnell

Aerial photo of Cinnamon Shore. Photo courtesy Google Earth
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Lifestyle of Leisure
Celebrate the season with these
summer essentials

By Sarah Murphy Robertson

 Whether vacationing here in 
Seaside or enjoying life as a local, 
summertime calls for finding time 
in your schedule for leisure, re-

laxation, and recreation. We hope 
you’ll focus some of your energy on 
simply slowing down while using 
these Trends & Treasures finds

Sundog Books
Rain or Shine:
Reading Rules
 The experts of good summer 
reads at Sundog supplied us with a 
few titles for devouring this season. 
All are suitable for a rainy day spent 
on your porch, a shady swing in a  
hammock or some much needed 
“you” time in your beach chair.
• “The Gulf: The Making of an 
American Sea” by Jack Davis is a 
fascinating regional read examining 
the Gulf of Mexico’s history.
• “Everything, Everything” by Nico-
la Yoon is a pick for your young 
adult bookworms who appreciate 
romance, and was recently adapted 
into a motion picture. 
• “Sweetbitter” by Stephanie Danler 
is a coming of age story set in the 
big city backdrop of the New York 
restaurant scene. 

Salty Beach Outfitters
Fashionably Functional 

Bump + Baby
Cute and Cuddly Comfort

 Summer is always better with 
some tunes. These colorful beach ra-
dios are sure to get your whole crew 
tapping their sandy toes. Play your fa-
vorite tunes on one of Duckies’ sand 
and water-resistant radios. These 
synch with any smartphone or tab-
let so you can play music right from 
your device. There is also an AM/FM 
tuner in case you want to kick it old 
school. $36-$49.50. (850) 231-4800. 
shopduckies.com

Central Square Records
Find New Hobbies 
 In addition to new and used vinyl 
records and turntables, did you know 
Central Square Records has instru-
ments for sale? This summer embrace 
a new hobby and consider trying your 
hand at playing the ukulele or guitar. 
Central Square Records’ staff will help 
you find the perfect one while sup-
plying all the knowledge and accesso-
ries a beginner could need. Ukuleles 
start at just $44.98. (850) 231-5669. 
centralsquarerecords.com

• “Gentleman of Moscow” by Amor 
Towles has been a popular Sun-
dog customer favorite and is set in 
post-revolutionary Moscow.
(850) 231-5481. sundogbooks.com

 Designed for the needs of pro-
fessional fishermen, the lightweight 
and durable nylon fabric of these 
shirts work for anyone having fun 
in the sun. They dry fast and have 
nifty mesh-lined cape vents on the 
back shoulder to keep you cool 
while providing built-in protection 
for long hours outdoors. The Ba-
hama II shirt is sold in solid col-
ors for $48 and the Super Bahama 
shirt comes in prints or patterns for 
$64. They are available in sizes XS - 
XXL. (850) 231-0261

 Expectant and new moms will love 
the 100% Cashmere Ruana  from Bump 
+ Baby. It is the perfect staple in any 
woman’s closet as it is travel-friendly 
and can be worn four different ways 
to effortlessly change up your look. 
All you need to remember is: 1/4 turn. 
Start with the seam so it is in the front. 
Then, do a 1/4 turn to wear asymmet-
rically. One more 1/4 turn and you can 
wear higher in front. Whether you’re 
chillin’ in the AC with your new bun-
dle of joy or taking in a starry night 
beach walk, these are soft and cuddly 
and will become your go-to wrap. One 
size fits all and available in Cream, 
Heather Grey and Turquoise; $138.  
(850) 231-2281. theseasidestyle.com

Duckies
Listen Up

started hearing the buzz from around 
Texas: one builder from Austin told 
me that he decided to visit, and later 
build in Cinnamon Shore after hear-
ing about it from multiple clients, 
and an architect in San Antonio said 
that some of his local clients were re-
questing houses like those at Cinna-
mon Shore. Similar stories continued 
to roll in.
 Now 10 years old, the original 
60-acre Cinnamon Shore is approx-
imately 75 percent built-out. I pro-
vided the master plan, design code, 
and design review services, as well 
as designs for over a dozen houses, 
two restaurants, the rental building, 
the realty building, and several parks, 
pools and pavilions. I have touched 
nearly every aspect of design in the 
community. I recently completed a 
master plan for a 260-acre, $1.3 bil-
lion expansion of Cinnamon Shore 
located two miles south of the orig-
inal. Unlike some urban designers 
who complete a charette and move 
on to the next project, I set out to 
play a long-term role in the commu-
nity. I hope to continue to work on 
Cinnamon Shore over the next 20 
years.
 If any of the Cinnamon Shore sto-
ry sounds familiar in a general sense, 
it’s because some aspects of it are 
reminiscent of the earlier, more trail-
blazing path of Seaside, which was 
founded in 1981. Cinnamon Shore 
has been called “the Seaside of the 
Texas coast,” and I’m honored to hear 
such a comparison. 
 The stories of both communities 
illustrate how challenging it can be 
to create a walkable mixed-use com-

munity in an era of sprawl, but also 
how rewarding. Seaside was started 
at a time when building a walkable 
mixed-use town was almost impossi-
ble to imagine. It introduced a differ-
ent model at a time when sprawl was 
the norm. At Cinnamon Shore, we 
had to overcome plenty of obstacles 
— particularly the Great Recession 
— but we at least had the benefit of 
using Seaside and other 30A commu-
nities as models. Now, thanks in part 
to the success and popularity of these 
communities, and their strength and 
resilience through a crashed econo-
my, the New Urbanism continues to 
be the most exciting and important 
movement in design and develop-
ment. (And I think it’s important to 
note that New Urbanism is not lim-
ited to resort towns. The principles 
apply to all types of communities 
and places. People in this movement 
are working everywhere from urban 
infill locations to rural agriculture- 
focused communities.)
 And, like Seaside, Cinnamon 
Shore has helped pave the way for 
other New Urbanist projects. In the 
years since I first started working on 
the Texas coast, I have also designed 
Palmilla Beach and Sunflower Beach, 
both of which are located two miles 
north of Cinnamon Shore. Palmil-
la Beach is the community that rose 
from the ashes of the defunct New-
port project I mentioned above. Both 
are in earlier stages of development 
than Cinnamon Shore, but they con-
tinue to develop into great places.  
 These three communities will cov-
er 519 acres, which is in the same 
ballpark as the 624 acres of the four 
major New Urbanist communities 
along Highway 30A: Seaside, Rose-
mary Beach, Watercolor and Alys 
Beach. (This figure excludes 220 

acres of Western Lake in Watercol-
or.) They will also be similar in scope 
to these 30A communities, with each 
containing a wide variety of building 
types, uses, and amenities. At build-
out, each will include a mixed-use 
town center.
 My goal in 2006 when I first de-
signed Cinnamon Shore, and again 
later with the other two, was to create 
places that people love. Based on just 
about any metric — lot and house 
sales, price per square foot, vacation 
rentals, local tax revenues, social me-
dia buzz, etc. — that love is becoming 
a reality. And, best of all, these three 
communities are providing an alter-
native development model for Texas 
(and beyond). This is the New Tex-
as Coast: these walkable mixed-use 
communities are enhancing health, 
strengthening the economy, protect-
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ing the environment and connecting 
people with social bonds instead of 
isolation.
 Historically, it’s been true that “ev-
erything is bigger in Texas,” but that 
doesn’t mean Texas communities 
must continue to sprawl. I hope that 
my work will help make everything 
better – rather than just bigger – in 
the great state of Texas.
 The revolution continues, and I’m 
excited and proud to be part of it. c

Mark Schnell is an urban designer 
based in Seagrove Beach. Learn more 
about his firm Schnell Urban Design 
at SchnellUrbanDesign.com.

 The gulf-front houses of Cinnamon Shore are located behind the 25-foot-tall dunes of Mustang Island.
Photo by Mark Schnell


