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Not that long ago, downtown Hearne was looking pretty shabby. The old Hearne Lumber Company buildings were eyesores. An attractive DaVita Kidney Dialysis Center now replaces them. The old city power plant sat unpainted with broken and missing window panes. Its exterior has now been painted, windows fixed, and a new sidewalk replaces its buckled and weed sprouting predecessor.
After a multi-year beautification program, some thirty reproduction 1920s Hearne streetlights now grace downtown. GATX-painted metal park benches (modeled after the Robertson County Courthouse grounds’ benches) rest in strategic locations.  Trash cans and street signs (similar to those in 1940s Hearne) are now in place.

Other crumbling sidewalks were replaced. In recent years, downtown’s streets have been resurfaced twice. Mayor Ruben Gomez has volunteered to repaint a dozen or so downtown buildings. Local property owners helped buy paint and streetlights. Two property owners even re-bricked their buildings.
Several city council, economic development, and chamber board members from nearby towns have called or visited to see how they might mimic downtown Hearne’s improved look. From wanting to know where the reproduction streetlights were purchased, to inquiring about the new “Welcome to Hearne” signs, to looking at the depot’s historic photographs collection (which inspired downtown Hearne’s embellishments), to visiting Camp Hearne and the depot, people are noticing Hearne’s deference to its past.
Some eight years ago, as plans for preserving Camp Hearne and restoring the depot were moving forward, local volunteer Cathy Lazarus spearheaded efforts to get Texas A&M to prepare a heritage tourism plan. A&M professors often visited Hearne with their students and graduate students. Architectural surveys of historic buildings were prepared. The paperwork for Hearne to become a “Certified Local Government” (CLG) or “Main Street” (MS) city through the Texas Historical Commission (THC) was prepared. Baylor history professors also came to town several times to offer advice.
About this time, Hearne became a “Preserve America” community. This White House initiative recognizes communities that protect and celebrate their heritage; use their historic assets for economic development and community revitalization; and encourage people to experience and appreciate local historic resources through education and heritage tourism programs.

Due to financial and other constraints, the City of Hearne decided to proceed with its own downtown beautification program (above) and not apply for CLG or MS status.  The THC, however, sent a team of historic preservation experts to town to analyze downtown Hearne’s buildings. They identified three major issues: (1) lay-on facades, (2) paint, and (3) mortar or stucco.  

Many lay-on facades have helped preserve original building exteriors. If these were removed, the underlying, often un-painted, natural bricks would be exposed. On some buildings, however, since the lay-in façade is all that is protecting the interior of the building from the elements (second-story exterior windows and doors have often been removed), major property owner construction expenses would be entailed. Some of these facades also contain asbestos (the abatement of which further adds to potential rehabilitation costs).

While it sounds easy, removing paint from ornamental crevices can be difficult, particularly since you cannot use solvents or sanders that will etch old bricks and cause them to deteriorate. Due to their adhesive qualities, mortar and stucco are the hardest problems to remedy.
Shortly after THC experts left town, the Hearne Chamber gutted and renovated its building, in part, to demonstrate the potential many of downtown Hearne’s commercial buildings possess. While paint could easily be power-washed off two 1950s exterior walls, solvents and sanding were discontinued when older bricks on a third wall showed signs of etching. Since power-washing was destroying old mortar, most bricks had to be re-pointed. Similar turn of the century reddish/orange bricks and mortar adorn many downtown Hearne buildings.
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