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H

ere’s the assignment: Design a 60-acre community,
including homes, commercial buildings, public areas,
green spaces and all the required infrastructure. Showcase
and protect the natural estuary. Incorporate the principles of new
urbanism, along with modern convenience and amenities, but make
sure everything looks like it’s been here for a hundred years.
It’s quite a daunting task, but for Everett Schram, it was a challenge
he’d been preparing for his entire life. Originally from Lake Charles,
he has lived in Baltimore, Maryland, for the last three years. His
background includes training and experience in urban planning,
classical architecture, and historical restoration, but his interest in
design is rooted in his childhood in South Louisiana. It’s these deep
roots that made him the perfect choice to sit at the design helm for
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First Person is a monthly Q&A that
features compelling people who
excel in their chosen endeavors.
Ideas for future Q&As? Email edit@
thriveswla.com.
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Tell us about your career path – what led you
to be an architect?
When I was a young boy, I was inspired by
the home of my parent’s good friends, Jack
and Holly Lawton. They had commissioned
architect A. Hayes Town to design their home.
Town is renowned for his distinctive Southern
architectural style, which was heavily influenced
by the Spanish, French and Creole history of
Louisiana. I still remember the first time I visited
their house, as a child, and thinking, “I want to
create special places like this when I grow up.” I
also traveled with my grandmother when I was
young, to visit plantation houses around South
Louisiana, and I was fascinated with them. I’d
have to say that it was the combination of these
experiences that really molded my future career
path and the foundation of my architectural
style.
What training did you complete?
I earned a Professional Bachelor of Architecture
from Louisiana Tech University. I also studied
urban planning at the Imperial College in
London, and classical architecture at the Institute
of Classical Architecture & Art in New York City. I
took extra classes in business management and
interior design while at Tech. I am a registered
professional architect and a member of the
American Institute of Architects (AIA), as well as
several other professional organizations. I am
also licensed by the State of Louisiana Board of
Architectural Examiners.
You have a special interest in restoration. Why
is that?
My whole life, I was inspired by all the special
places around Louisiana, whether that be
Jackson Square in New Orleans as an urban
condition or a plantation home along the
Mississippi River. These places deserve to be
preserved and protected and the new places
we create should pay some homage to that and
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the Walnut Grove traditional neighborhood development (TND),
the first-of-its-kind community in Lake Charles. Located just off of
W. Sallier Street, Walnut Grove will consist of approximately 180
homes and 92,000 square feet of commercial and retail space, spread
over 57 buildable acres.
Walnut Grove’s model home, sales office and design center
opened last month. Several homes and commercial buildings are
under construction and the first commercial tenants, Jack Lawton
Companies and Walnut Grove Development, LLC, moved into the
Lawton Building, the development’s first professional building in
October.
Thrive sat down with Everett to learn more about him and the
vision he and the developers have for Walnut Grove.

connect themselves to the history of this place
so they hold some architecturally intrinsic value.
Tell us about some of the restoration you’ve
worked on in other places?
Most of the restoration work I’ve done in other
locations has been on historic residences,
anything from a Georgetown townhouse to a
historic farmhouse out in the countryside. The
thing I think is most exciting about restoration
work is the idea of maintaining something for
future generations to enjoy.
You always hear the phrase, “They don’t build
it like they used to,” and there is some truth to
that. I think preserving those things for future
generations to understand and learn from, to live
in or near, is an exciting opportunity, not just for
the person doing the restoration or preservation
work, but for generations to come.
Oak Alley
photo courtesy of Louisiana Office
of Tourism

Schram was inspired by visits to plantations like Oak Alley

Where did the idea of Walnut Grove come
from and how did you become involved?
It actually came about as the result of Hurricane
Rita. The Burton Building in Sulphur was
destroyed by the storm, and Jack and Holly
Lawton began looking at sites for a new building
to house the offices of Jack Lawton Companies.
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Their COO, Gus Scharam, suggested the
possibility of doing a real estate development
around their new office, to create more than just
a building. After much discussion and research,
the idea for Walnut Grove was born. The Lawtons
and their executive team conducted a national
search for a design firm to bring their idea to life.
They interviewed multiple firms, including the
one I was with at the time in Washington D.C.
They wanted a team with a depth of experience
in the areas of new urbanism and traditional
and classic architecture, and we offered a wide
breadth of knowledge regarding both. I’m
originally from Lake Charles, so I was also wellversed in local vernacular architecture. This gave
our firm a unique combination of skill sets that
was ideal for the Walnut Grove project.
What is the best way to
describe Walnut Grove?
There are so many ways to
describe everything about
this neighborhood, but the
simplest is probably the best:
Walnut Grove is intended
to be a cherished, walkable
neighborhood that embodies
a true sense of community and
feels as if it’s always been a part
of the Southwest Louisiana
landscape.
What is the architectural style
of Walnut Grove?
It’s actually a mixture of
different architectural styles. We wanted to
connect the architecture to the Lake Area, and to
ensure that it looks and feels like a place that’s
always been here, so we’ve used a lot of different
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A rendering of
Contraband
Alley in
Walnut Grove,
a shopping
area inspired
by Pirate’s
Alley in New
Orleans.

Pirate’s Alley, New Orleans

Creole and Acadian influences throughout most
of the buildings. We have also incorporated
what are called “spice styles,” which is an eclectic
mixture of different design styles, in our case,
honing in on popular traditional styles that were
prevalent from the 1880s-1920s. These are mainly
prominent revival styles of architecture that you’d
see in any Garden District area throughout the
South.
Where did you get your inspiration for Walnut
Grove?
From several areas. I have primarily drawn from
my background in traditional architecture. Also,
partly from the success and support that River
Ranch received in Lafayette. This was the first
new urbanist development in the state and it was
very well received, which was encouraging to us.
Beyond that, we wanted to create a special place,
something that would be appreciated and upheld
for generations to come here in Lake Charles.
What role does local history play in Walnut
Grove’s design?
A huge one. In an effort to connect Walnut Grove
to Southwest Louisiana, our team looked into the
history of the region, trying to come up with a
name for the development. We discovered details
about an original Walnut Grove on the Calcasieu
riverfront, very near our property. From the
Victorian era in the late 1800s, through the year
1926, the first Walnut Grove was one of the most
significant social gathering places for residents
of Lake Charles. After finding out about that, we
also connected the names of streets, parks and
buildings to people and places that impacted
the area in meaningful ways. William Street, for
example, was named to honor W. T. Burton, a wellknown businessman and philanthropist, and the
great-grandfather of Jack Lawton Jr.. Charleston
Park is named to commemorate the original
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name of the town that later was renamed “Lake
Charles.” Contraband Alley, named for Pirate’s
Alley in New Orleans, is a beautifully planned
pedestrian retail streetscape.
We also use historical and regional vernacular
architectural styles to further connect Walnut
Grove to the local history. People may not
recognize the historical names, but architectural
style is something people can immediately relate
to. The buildings throughout the neighborhood,
for the most part, will appear, iconically, part of
Louisiana’s architectural history.
Describe some of the design styles and
construction processes that make Walnut
Grove unique.
The blend of traditional architectural and design
styles with modern amenities and convenience
are a big part of what make Walnut Grove unique.
In addition, we’ve gone above and beyond
standard building codes and regulations. For
example, we’re building everything at least a
foot minimum above the required flood plain
elevations – over 1.5 feet higher than the highest
flood water Lake Charles has ever experienced –
to make sure this neighborhood is protected here
for the long term. We’ve also used many details
in residences and commercial buildings that you
would more commonly see in high-end customs
home. The quality of construction and the
materials and products and vendors are all things
you don’t normally see being done by developers.
Our team, including our design coordinator
Holly Lawton, and myself as the village architect,
and our in-house interior and architectural
designers, have worked to simplify the custom
home process. You’ll get the quality of a high-end
custom home without the inordinate number
of decisions and time commitment you would
normally have in this type of construction process.
We’ve created a design center to help you narrow
down your options and we’ve found all the skilled
craftsmen who we want to work with us to take
the burden off of homeowners.

getting the development to this stage?
The most challenging part of creating a
community like this, especially when it’s the
first one in a given area, is getting people to
understand the concept and vision. We are very
fortunate that Jack and Holly Lawton, along with
their executive team, had this great vision and
commitment to creating a special place and
doing it right. It really takes a village to create
a village, and not to mention, a great deal of
time, patience and unwavering commitment.
What you are seeing now is the result of over
seven years of planning and repeated returns
to the drawing board. Educating people about
exactly what we are trying to create, and why, has
been challenging throughout the process, but
that is also an exciting aspect – we’re bringing
something completely new here; something we
believe will have a lasting positive impact on the
region.

Louisiana, traveling to plantation homes and to New Orleans and
Natchitoches and other places with my grandmother, then going off
and studying in London, New York and living in Washington D.C. All
of these different experiences, including studying urban planning
and classical architecture, inspired me to want to be part of creating a
special place like this. I started studying new urbanism when I was in
high school and was fascinated by the types of neighborhoods and
places that were being created. Working here at Walnut Grove is an
amazingly unique opportunity, especially for someone my age. I feel
like I’ve been given the chance to give back to my home town and do
something that is really special; that really matters.

What have you enjoyed the most about
working on Walnut Grove?
Working on Walnut Grove is a dream-come-true
for me. I know that sounds like a cliché, but it
really couldn’t be more true. Every path I’ve taken
has led me to this point, from growing up in South

Learn more about Walnut Grove at www.walnutgrovetnd.com.

Describe what Walnut Grove will be like in 10 years.
It will be a fully built-out and cherished neighborhood; a place that is
home not just to its residents, but to visitors from across Lake Charles
and the surrounding areas who enjoy being a part of a traditional,
connected way of living. It will be an integral part of the community; a
hub of activity – shopping, dining, events, gatherings and more. I truly
think that Walnut Grove is a neighborhood that will stand the test of
time.

The Lawton Building

A rendering of a residential street, Jabez Drive,
in Walnut Grove. Marion Park is on the right.

What has been the most challenging part of
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