
BELLAIRE,

MEM

 

ORIALHEIGHT 

S 

HEI 

SCROLL  S 
TRANSPORTATION 

Traffic, unlike economy, 

Most congested roads 
Of Houston's lO most congested freeway segments, 

listed below, the top four also are included among the 

state's most congested list. 

moving at sluggish pace 
1. U.S. 59: I-10 to SH 288 

2. U.S. 59: SH 288 to Loop 610W 

3. Loop 610: U.S. 90 to I-10 

1960 
 
 

4 59 

4. I-45: Loop 610N  8 

By Dug Begley Not all by Texas Department of 
Transportation and Texas 

effect in certain areas, 
Schrank said: “These ar- 

to Beltway 8 

5. I-45: I-10 
to Loop 610S 

290 45 Houston 
8 

7 1 90 

Houston’s boom times 
are worsening the area’s 
notorious bumper-to- 
bumper traffic, new state 
congestion figures indi- 
cate, as the area reaps the 
benefits of population and 
job growth that’s putting 
an added strain on local 
freeways. 

“With the economic 

idling 
1Good news 

here: Relief is coming 

to the U.S. 59, Loop 610 

interchange. Find out when 

at  HoustonChronicle.com/ 

trafficerelief 
 

 

portation Institute. 
Two adjoining stretch- 

es of U.S. 59 in downtown 

A&M Transportation 
Institute officials. 

Schrank, a  co-author 
of the report, said changes 
to methodology led to 
some spikes in average 
congestion along certain 
routes. Areas with major 
freeway interchanges   
saw average congestion 
estimates increase, giving 

eas are teetering on really, 
really heavy congestion 
for long hours of the day.” 

 
Stuck on U.S. 59 

Houston’s two worst 
freeway segments are 
along U.S. 59. The stretch 
from Interstate 10 to Tex- 
as 288 ranks second-worst 
in the state, with an aver- 

6. I-10: Loop 610 

to I-45 10 

7. U.S. 290: FM 529 
to Loop 610 

8. Loop 610: I-10 
to I-45 

9. I-10: Beltway 8 
to Loop 610 59 

10. SH 288: U.S. 59 
to Loop 610 
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boom comes the bad 
stuff, and that is conges- 
tion growth,” said David 
Schrank, a researcher for 
the Texas A&M Trans- 

and west Houston fared 
the worst regionally on 
an annual list of the 100- 
most congested freeways 
in the state, compiled 

planners a fuller view 
of the gridlock afflicting 
most areas of the state. 

The additional traffic 
is having a pronounced 

age of 743,006 hours of 
delay annually, per mile. 
The freeway from 288  
to Loop 610 West ranks 

Gridlock continues on 4  

Ken Ellis / Houston Chronicle 

New figures compiled by the Texas Department of 
Transportation and Texas A&M Transportation 
Institute show many of Houston’s freeways to be 
among the most congested in Texas. 
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DOWNTOWN 

Skyscraper 
to change 
from work 
to home 
Historic Old Texaco tower 
being converted into upscale 
apartments by developer 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Nick de la Torre / Houston Chronicle 

Dr. Charles Fraser carefully watches a sonogram of a patient’s heart after repairing a hole in the organ 
during surgery at Texas Children’s Hospital. 

Tiny hearts in right hands 

 

By Nancy Sarnoff 
 

One of downtown’s 
most historic buildings is 
being restored and turned 
into a luxury apartment 
complex, a $95 million re- 
development project that 
could help reshape down- 
town’s image as a place to 
live, not just work. 

A Dallas developer 
closed on the former 
Texaco building Thursday 

 
the building’s redevelop- 
ment. 

“I think as historic 
buildings go, it has every 
bit of significance as the 
Rice Hotel, in terms of its 
prominence in the city, 
location-wise and size- 
wise. It’s a big plus for the 
city to be able to maintain 
that architecture through 
a redevelopment of the 
property,” said Michael 
Hassler, a real estate bro- 

Texas Children’s Hospital 
surgeon-in-chief known 
for taking heartfelt causes 

strawberry. 
“Here you go,” Fraser 

told the group at the 
Texas Children’s annual 
“What’s Up Doc?” fund- 
raising dinner. “The bag 

Fixing 
broken 
hearts 

1 Photo gallery: See Dr. 

Fraser work at chron.com/ 

and expects to start con- 
struction within a month 
on converting the 1915 
structure into 309 high- 
end rental units. 

“It could be as soon as 

ker with CBRE, who was 
involved in the sale of the 
structure. 

Hassler represented the 
previous owner, Kimberly- 
Clark, which once had 

By Todd Ackerman 
 

In a city famous for 
heart treatment, Dr. 
Charles Fraser sensed 
that his table of Texas 
Children’s  Hospital 
donors weren’t grasp- 
ing one key difference 

between pediatric and 
adult cardiovascular 
surgery. 

So Fraser did some- 
thing he’d never done 
before. He pulled out a 
couple unlikely props: 
a 5-pound sack of flour 
and an average-sized 

of flour is the size of lots 
of babies we treat and 
the strawberry is the size 
of most of their hearts.” 

Fraser has been 
operating on strawberry- 
sized hearts at Texas 
Children’s since the pedi- 
atric hospital recruited 

heartdoc 
 
 
 

him in 1995, then one 
of the specialty’s rising 
stars. In what’s consid- 
ered the most difficult, 
stressful job in medi- 
Scroll down past the 
white space to read the 
rest

three or four weeks that 
we’ll have a building per- 
mit, so this is a go,” said 
Kip Platt, development 
partner with Provident 
Realty Advisors, the 
building’s new owner. 

The deal marks an end 
to what had been a series 
of fits and starts related to 

plans to redevelop the 
property into a Marriott 
hotel. Before that, another 
owner wanted to turn it 
into a Ritz-Carlton. 

Mayor  Annise  Parker 
said Friday that she is glad 
to see the building being 
restored. 

Texaco continues on2 

Surgeon’s continues on 2  
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Surgeon’s efforts boost survival rates 
 

Surgeon’s from page 1 

 
cine — re-plumbing tiny, 
fragile, malformed hearts 
on the fly — he’s become 
known as the field’s pre- 
eminent surgeon, an heir 
to the legacy of legendary 
Houston doctors Michael 
DeBakey and Denton 
Cooley. 

Fraser, Texas Chil- 
dren’s surgeon-in-chief, 
and the team he’s as- 
sembled this year per- 
formed their 10,000th 
heart surgery, surgeries 
involving missing valves 
and chambers, failing 
pumps, reversed arteries, 
malfunctioning oxygen  
or blood delivery sys- 
tems, holes in the heart, 
all manner of anatomical 
incongruities. In 2012, he 
fashioned a cavity in the 
chest of a newborn girl 
where he could reposition 
the heart born partially 
outside it. 

They are surgeries, 
most unthinkable 30 
years ago, not for the faint 
of heart, requiring not 
just dexterity, speed and 

colleges, he applied only 
to the University of Texas, 
where his engineer father 
graduated. He played on 
UT’s tennis team, but says 
he picked up the game too 
late, at 15, to play at a level 
among the squad’s best 
players. Decades later, he 
remains so loyal to the 
university he typically 
wears orange ties to work. 

About halfway through 
college, he knew he 
wanted to become a doc- 
tor, which he pursued at 
the University of Texas 
Medical Branch at Galves- 
ton and Johns Hopkins. 
While at Galveston, he 
began dating UT-Austin 
sorority member Helen 
Cooley, the daughter of 
Denton Cooley. They mar- 
ried in his fourth year and 
had four children while 
he trained at Hopkins. 

Fraser spent nearly 10 
years at Hopkins, com- 
pleting residencies in 
general surgery, cardio- 
thoracic surgery and 
pediatric cardiothoracic 
surgery. But it was during 
a fellowship at the Royal 

 
 

Nick de la Torre / Chronicle 

Dr. Charles D. Fraser, Jr., Texas Children’s Hospital’s surgeon-in-chief, uses a square to demonstrate what is 
wrong with a 20-month-old’s heart. The child was born with a hole in the heart. 

ingenuity but the confi- 
dence to so literally hold a 
child’s fate in one’s hands. 
Fraser, 55, is known for 
taking cases few other 
doctors dare. 

“It takes a special 
personality and intel- 
ligence to do this work,” 
said  Michael  Ruhlman, 
author of “Walk on Water: 
Inside An Elite Pediatric 
Surgical Unit.” “If you go 
into this field, you better 
damned well be good 
because someone dies if 
you’re not. Houston is for- 
tunate to have someone 
the caliber of Fraser.” 

 
Small-town upbringing 

In his characteristic 
aw-shucks country boy 
manner, Fraser down- 
plays his aptitude, saying 
it’s something he was 
born with and developed 
through practice. He 
denies the frequent sug- 
gestion he perfected his 
tying skill fly fishing, but 
points to a life-long affin- 
ity for solving problems, 
an academic background 
in mathematics and a bent 
toward art that includes 
occasional  painting. 

Charles Duncan Fraser 
grew up in Midland, 
athletic and studious in 
what he describes as a 
not particularly excit-  
ing childhood. Highly 
recruited by prestigious 

Children’s Hospital in 
Melbourne, Australia, 
that Fraser experienced 
his epiphany. 

 
Epiphany in Australia 

There, Fraser trained 
under Dr. Roger Mee, 
the virtuoso who would 
go on, at the Cleveland 
Clinic, to become the 
subject of Ruhlman’s 
“Walk on Water.” Mee ran 
an operation completely 
different from that which 
Fraser knew at Hopkins, 
where he’d stood at beds 
and watched children   
die, feeling the parents’ 
anguish but not knowing 
something better could be 
offered. 

“I can remember the 
very spot in Melbourne I 
walked with my wife and 
said, ‘I’m either going to 
do it this way or never 
operate on a child again,’ ” 
recalls Fraser. “It was a 
mountaintop  experience. 
What they were doing 
was such a quantum leap 
forward it was hard to 
believe. I drank it all in.” 

It wasn’t just the 
outcomes, which were 
so good counterparts at 
other hospitals doubted 
their validity. It was the 
tenacity about not settling 
for anything less than ex- 
cellence, the importance 
of a highly skilled team 
working together, the em- 

phasis on critiquing and 
tracking  performances. 
Fraser, who followed Mee 
to the Cleveland Clinic a 
year later, would imple- 
ment a similar model at 
Texas Children’s. 

Dr. Paula Bokesch, a 
Boston-area pediatric 
cardiac anesthesiologist 
who worked with the two 
at the Cleveland Clinic, 
says the now-retired Mee 
passed the torch to Fraser, 
the new star. She says 
they share the same disci- 
pline, perfectionism and 
calmness in the operating 
room. 

 
‘Tiny margin for error’ 

Congenital   heart 
defects affect nearly 1 per- 
cent of all births, or about 
32,000 babies a year. In 
the  right  hands,  most 
abnormalities  can  now  be 
repaired,  a  stark  contrast 
to 30 years ago, when the 
majority  of  such  unlucky 
newborns   died. 

But the key is the right 
hands. Most of the hearts 
are the size of strawber- 
ries, but occasionally 
they’re no bigger than 
cherry tomatoes. Arteries 
resemble spaghetti noo- 
dles and tissue can be the 
texture of tofu. Surgeons 
usually have to improvise 
solutions to structural ab- 
normalities that turn out 
to be different than they 

appeared in imaging. The 
clock is an enemy. It is no 
wonder that when Fraser 
first came, colleagues 
tried to convince him it 
would be folly to try many 
of the surgeries. 

“It’s kind of like being  
a jet fighter pilot,” says 
Fraser, an avid reader 
currently fascinated by 
Robert Oppenheimer and 
the Manhattan Project. 
“The high stakes, the tiny 
margin for error, the tech- 
nological precision, the 
speed of things happen- 
ing, the peripheral vision 
you need to be aware of 
everything around you.” 

Most of those qualities 
were evident during a 
recent surgery Fraser per- 
formed on a 20-month- 
old boy born with a hole 
in his heart. As Fraser’s 
gloved fingers dove into 
the already cracked chest 
cavity, there was complete 
quiet in the operating 
room — no chit-chat or 
music —  something he 
says is conducive to pick- 
ing up the procedure’s 
subtlest cues. Assisted by 
an expert team of anes- 
thesiologists,  perfusion- 
ists, nurses and other 
staff, Fraser closed the 
hole with a square section 
of the pericardium and 
the repair was done. Six 
weeks later, his mother 
reports the boy is doing 

great. 
Fraser’s specialty 

involves what’s known as 
an arterial switch, where 
the aorta and pulmonary 
artery are reversed, send- 
ing oxygenated blood 
back and forth between 
the heart and lungs 
and depriving the body 
of oxygen-rich blood. 
He has performed the 
surgery, which calls for 
not just switching the two 
primary arteries but two 
smaller ones, on a 
1½-pound baby, thought 
to be the smallest ever to 
get the procedure. 

Texas  Children’s 
survival rate for arterial 
switch surgeries is now 
100 percent, up from 80 
percent just before Fraser 
came. The hospital’s 
greatest improvement 
concerns a birth defect   
in which the heart’s left 
ventricle is severely un- 
derdeveloped or missing, 
surgery for which it had a 
zero percent survival rate 
in 1994 and a 90 percent 
survival rate now. 

In those early years af- 
ter he was made the heart 
center’s director, Fraser 
took complete control, 
sleeping at the hospital 
most nights, clean- 
ing house of staff who 
wouldn’t agree to focus 
solely on pediatric heart 
surgery instead of both 

adult and pediatric, es- 
sentially building a team 
from scratch. He now has 
five heart surgeons and 43 
staffers. 

 
Finding best heart care 

If there’s anything his 
experience has taught 
him, says Fraser, it’s the 
need for parents to do 
their homework about 
the best place to take their 
child and for hospitals 
to provide objective data 
about their outcomes. So 
variable are hospitals at 
congenital pediatric heart 
surgery, Fraser warns 
parents against taking 
their child to those that 
don’t perform lots of the 
needed surgery or that 
don’t disclose their sur- 
vival and death rates. 

“It’s tragic how some  
of the purported centers 
perform, how mortality 
can drop 10-fold at some,” 
says Fraser, also a Baylor 
College of Medicine 
professor. “The reasons 
why children get or don’t 
get the best heart care 
— where they live, that 
their parents didn’t do 
their homework, that the 
institution misrepresents 
itself, bad fortune — are 
very frustrating. We want 
to rectify that.” 
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mailto:todd.ackerman@chron.com

