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The facade of the former Rio Motel, now the Embassy (under renovation) (Photo By Jana Birchum)

Goodbye to Big Pink
The notorious Rio Motel shuffles into the sunset
BY ROB D'AMICO ,  FRI.,  JULY 26, 2002

Another Austin landmark has bitten the dust.

However, this one's demise has many neighbors dancing gleefully around the campfire, rather than sobbing nostalgically
about the Good Old Days.

Gone is the Rio Motel -- the pink and baby blue stucco lodging at 4800 N. I-35, the venerable motor hotel with the hand-
painted "O" in "MOTEL."
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The entrance to the Rio Club,
closed in 1999 (Photo By Jana

Birchum)

Official APD visitors, ca. 1999
(Photo By Bruce Dye)

The Rio, often described by local and even state authorities as a haven for drug users,
prostitutes, and dangerous felons, is under extensive renovation by a new owner, who
promises to run it as an upscale establishment, under a new name.

"'The Embassy,' it's called the Embassy," says Peter Patel, the new motel manager. His
broken English cheerfully competes with the roar of the interstate and the intermittent wail
of power tools attacking the motel's innards. "At night time it is silent now," he says, pointing
to the parking lot hosting a lone minivan.

Patel had heard the stories about the rowdy Rio of the past decade: how club patrons at the
motel's Rio Club mixed it up and partied with guests in the parking lot, forcing a constant
stream of police calls over the years -- including some 300 arrests from 1996-99. The Rio's
rap sheet included the arrest of a murder suspect, gunplay, and numerous crack-cocaine
busts. Nearby residents -- who had to deal with the drunkards and drug users spilling out
into the neighborhood -- complained, and matters came to a head in mid-1999 when the
city sited the First Workers Corporation day labor site at 50th and I-35. Neighbors feared
the day laborers would add yet another volatile element to the crime potential from the Rio.

The Party's Over
Working with city of Austin officials, in August of 1999 Attorney General John Cornyn finally
filed a nuisance suit to shut down the Rio permanently. The lawsuit, which forced Rio owner Greg Ying to post a $10,000
bond to remain open, never went to trial. At the urging of Austin police, Ying had already closed the main source of concern
-- the Rio Club -- several months earlier, so officials were content to let him take the time he needed to sell the business,
according to a spokesperson for Cornyn.

"Once they closed down the club, we saw a noticeable decrease in partiers in the neighborhood," says Fred Dupuy,
president of the EYE-35 Neighborhood Association that borders the Rio to the west. "That was a big relief. But it never
really started to get better. The area and condition of the motel remained pretty decrepit. And the only types of tenants they
had were mainly people using drugs or selling drugs."

It took Ying almost three years to find a buyer. Hash Patel, a Dallas resident (and the
manager's cousin) who owns three other Texas motels, including the Super 8 in Round
Rock, finalized the purchase of the Rio in late March. He won't divulge the price, but the
Travis County Appraisal District lists the property and motel at $685,000. Ying also declined
to comment on the price, nor would he talk about the motel's past or future.

The new owner notes that he bought the place at a discount, but is investing a significant
amount of money in its renovation. All the motel's four buildings sport new roofs. Some
wings have been gutted, while others received a remodeling.

Urban Renewal
"You see this paneling," Peter Patel says, pointing at a series of walls stripped bare. "They
had to spray roach medicine everywhere ... you know, pest control."

The owner, Peter Patel's cousin, is even more descriptive. "It was uninhabitable," he said in
a phone interview. "It literally was amazing what these people lived in. There was human
feces in there, in some of the rooms. Not dog feces ... human feces." Still, the owner is
confident everything will be sparkling clean and ready for new guests in a month's time.
"I've done similar ... with the Super 8 [in Round Rock]. It was a mess and we improved it
greatly."
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Hash Patel notes that he met with neighbors before he purchased the Rio, and says they remain opposed to any motel at
the site. "But a hotel has been here so long," he says, and adds that all the neighbors will be invited to a grand opening to
showcase the new building.

Peter Patel is confident the business will be a benefit as well and points out again the transformation that is taking place,
including new paint colors. "No pink," he says. But as workers hand-scrape the pink paint from the stucco walls for the next
month, someone somewhere, no doubt, will mourn the loss.

Down the Rio One Last Time
The Rio did have its highlights, from its earliest days as the Clear View Motel in the 1950s, a favorite of travelers to the old
Robert Mueller Airport. As the Motel Rio Best Western and the Austin Travelodge, it played host to families on vacation in
the Sixties and Seventies, before eventually sticking with the name, "Rio Motel," in 1978. The motel's Rio Club bar became
a hot spot for police officers and pool players throughout the Eighties, but started its downward trend shortly thereafter. The
cops returned, and not as customers.

Whatever the future holds for the establishment itself, the new name choice raises a question -- since the Embassy Suites
Hotel is just up the highway, at 290 and I-35, will travelers confuse the two? An Embassy Suites manager who asked not to
be named said they were surprised by the nearby namesake and were looking into the issue. Even the weariest travelers
are likely to notice the difference in the two venues. At the Embassy Suites, palms line a 10-story atrium and waterway. A
lone, dead palm graces the parking lot of the former Rio, its fronds dry and drooping in the midday sun.

Peter Patel isn't sure what will become of the palm. "People say, 'Cut it down.' But it's hard ... it's hard wood," he says,
knocking his knuckles on the hairy trunk. Around him, the construction proceeds, and the face-lift erases the once
unmistakable image of the Rio.

More of the Story
Life After a Night at the Rio
The Rio Motel is gone, but the memories linger.
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Life After a Night at the Rio

The Rio Motel is gone, but the memories

linger.

I had just invested a significant portion of my waking life -- and a tiny

portion of the sleeping version -- researching and writing on a scummy,

dilapidated motel frequented by dangerous drug addicts, whores, and to

put it kindly, people down on their luck. The Rio Motel was my subject,

and I studied its history, talked to its denizens, and even slept, very

briefly, in one of its squeaky beds.

A permanent cheap beer hangover later and a Chronicle cover story

(Sept. 17, 1999) were all I had to show for the night. Not exactly. I also

carried a new fascination. Each time I drove down I-35, the Rio called to

me. I examined its crumbling sign, looked for further signs of

degradation, and even wished I was mired in the life there.

I recalled the scenes of squalor as I questioned the guests ... six or seven

fat people sitting together in one room staring at the TV, fast food

wrappers on their unmade bed. I wondered whether I would ever return.

Then the call came. "Yeah, Rio?" asked a raspy voice.

"No, who are you calling for?" I replied. I thought maybe it was a source,

calling to comment on the Rio.

"I'm calling the Rio ... this ain't the Rio?"
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"No, you must have the wrong number."

I reflected, wondered, then didn't want to know. Then the second call

came a few days later. "Rio? ... Oh, sorry, wrong number." Fascination

quickly turned to paranoia. My wife was curious, as well. "Do you think

they're out to get you for what you wrote?"

"Nah," I said, even though everyone knows that people who say, "Nah"

don't believe themselves.

Then a third call came about a week later. "Is this the Rio?"

It was time to think things through. Who did I piss off? Luckily, I scanned

my notes and noted the Rio phone number. Amazingly, it was one digit

off ours on either side of the dash, and the natural cadence that our

number carries makes it an easy misdial. We've gotten a few more calls

over the years, but never in the cluster of three that followed my story.

With the death of the Rio, so dies my fascination. And no longer can I

point to the pink pastel walls and exclaim, "I slept there."

I remember an interview I had with Mayor Kirk Watson at the time.

"Finally," I said, "I have to ask you. Have you ever stayed at the Rio?"

"You may have to ask, but I don't have to tell," he replied.

Oh, there will be other trouble spots, but none quite so visible as the Rio

Motel on I-35.

A note to readers: Bold and uncensored, The Austin Chronicle has been

Austin s̓ independent news source for almost 40 years, expressing the

community s̓ political and environmental concerns and supporting its
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active cultural scene. Now more than ever, we need your support to

continue supplying Austin with independent, free press. If real news is

important to you, please consider making a donation of $5, $10 or

whatever you can afford, to help keep our journalism on stands.
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