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The Rice Hotel, an 18-story, E-shaped masonry structure with 
a f i v e - s t o r y annex and motor lobby, occupies more than three-fourths of 
the block i n downtown Houston bounded by Main Street, Texas Avenue, 
Travis Street, and P r a i r i e Street. Located i n the heart of the central 
business d i s t r i c t , the hotel i s w i t h i n sight of a great va r i e t y of con­
temporary buildings, a number of which are of excellent a r c h i t e c t u r a l 
q u a l i t y , and of several areas of planned new construction. 

The Rice, with i t s p r i n c i p a l (south) elevation on Texas Avenue, 
i s distinguished by a supported cast i r o n canopy extending the f u l l 
length of the structure on i t s Main Street and Texas Avenue facades; a 
matching second f l o o r canopy forms a gal l e r y over the Texas Avenue en­
trance to the lobby. At the second story l e v e l i s a series of sealed 
arched openings supporting a f r i e z e and cornice formed by the decorative 
t h i r d f l o o r . The arched openings o r i g i n a l l y contained windowS; but were 
sealed sometime a f t e r 19'4-2, aŝ  suggested by photographs of the period. The 
main shaft of the b u i l d i n g , r i s i n g above the three story base course, i s 
designed i n the shape of an "E" formed by three connected wings. The cen­
t r a l and east wings were part of the o r i g i n a l 1912-13 structure designed 
by the a r c h i t e c t u r a l f i r m of Mauran, Russell, and Crowell of St. Louis, 
Missouri^ the west wing was a 1925-26 addition designed by Alfred C. 
Finn, a r c h i t e c t , of Houston. From the fourth f l o o r l e v e l to a s t r i n g ­
course above the fourteenth f l o o r , the building i s of dark buff b r i c k , 
with a quoined t e r r a cotta t r i m around the windows on a l l major facades. 
A f r i e z e and cornice f o r the entire b u i l d i n g are formed by the highly 
decorated f i f t e e n t h , sixteenth, and seventeenth f l o o r s . The s t e e l , glass, 
and masonry eighteenth f l o o r was a 195̂ 1 addition designed by Staub and 
Rather, archit e c t s , of Houston. 

The f i v e - s t o r y annex and motor lobby located on Travis Street 
was designed by J. Russ Baty, a r c h i t e c t , of Houston and was added to the 
hotel i n 1958. Constructed of concrete and masonry, the exterior of the 
annex stands i n marked contrast to the older portions of the Rice Hotel. 
The concrete motor lobby, occupying the f i r s t f l o o r l e v e l , i s separated 
from the masonry upper portion of the building by a cantilevered canopy 
extending outward below a concrete f r i e z e and cornice. The upper f l o o r s 
are designed i n a series of i d e n t i c a l bays divided by a corresponding 
series of i d e n t i c a l , undecorated, and unbroken v e r t i c a l brick s t r i p s . I t 
should be noted that the in c o m p a t i b i l i t y of the annex i s minimized by i t s 
location at the back of the hotel property and by i t s scale, which i s 
considerably smaller than that of the h o t e l . 

Due to the various remodelings which have taken place i n 
every decade since the construction of the e a r l i e s t portion of the hotel 
i n 1912-13, very l i t t l e remains of the o r i g i n a l i n t e r i o r s . Those ele­
ments which do remain have been combined with newer motifs to create a 
notable eclectic q u a l i t y throughout the public areas of the Rice. The 
functions of the spaces, however, were largely unchanged from the time 
the hotel opened i n 1913 u n t i l i t s closing on August 23, 1977. The b u i l d ­
ing has had as many as 1000 guest rooms and suites, two enormous ballrooms, 
and f a c i l i t i e s f o r f i v e restaurants, a beauty shop, a barber shop, and a 
variety of small r e t a i l spaces. There are numerous i n t e r i o r elements of 
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special i n t e r e s t : the lobby, extensively remodeled i n 1963 but retain i n g 
a number of older elements, some of which, such as the walls and piers, 
date from 1912; the many a r t deco d e t a i l s throughout the ho t e l ; and the 
bar i n the Old Capitol Club, which i s said to be the o r i g i n a l bar used i n 
the f i r s t Capitol of the Republic of Texas, The old Capitol b u i l d i n g , 
which stood on the s i t e now occupied by the Rice Hotel, housed the Texas 
Congress from A p r i l 1, 1837» u n t i l September 10, 1839, and was demolished 
i n May, 1881. 

A Houston a r c h i t e c t u r a l f i r m , the McGinty Partnership, i s 
currently developing plans f o r reuse of the bu i l d i n g , either as a luxury 
hotel or as a residential-commercial complex. 
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The Rice Hotel, one of the most advanced and best known Texas 
hotels since i t s opening i n 1913, stands on a s i t e occupied from 1837-39 
by the f i r s t Oapitol of the Republic of Texas. Since 1841, the property 
has been used exclusively f o r hotels, with the exception of a b r i e f period 
i n 1842 when i t was again the s i t e of the Texas Capitol. The his t o r y of 
the s i t e and the present Rice Hotel has been both long and c o l o r f u l and 
has become an inextricable part of the h i s t o r y of Texas and of Houston. 

When the second session of the f i r s t Congress of the Republic 
of Texas met i n Columbia i n 1835, o f f i c e and housing f a c i l i t i e s were found 
to be so inadequate that o f f i c i a l s decided to move the c a p i t a l to Houston 
and appropriated $15,000 f o r the construction of Congressional buildings 
there. The new Capitol was to be completed f o r the Legislature by A p r i l , 
1837, but as most of the materials had to be shipped to the newly surveyed 
c i t y , members of Congress were forced to begin t h e i r deliberations i n 
unfinished surroundings. Once completed, however, the Capitol became a 
center of c i v i c , p o l i t i c a l , and r e l i g i o u s a c t i v i t i e s i r n t i l Houston was 
abandoned by the Legislature i n favor of Austin on September' 10, 1839* 
Ownership of the old Capitol building was retained by John K. and Augustus 
C. Allen, founders of the c i t y of Houston and among those most instrumental 
i n the selection of the c i t y as the c a p i t a l of Texas. 

The bui'lding continued to be used f o r public functions " u n t i l 
l a t e 1841, when i t was leased to N, Norwood who opened i t as a "house of 
entertainment," a popular term f o r hotels at that time. Following the 
Mexican invasion of 1842, the "Capitol Hotel" again became the Capitol 
building when President Sam Houston moved the c a p t i a l back to the c i t y of 
Houston from March to September of that year. Afterward, the building 
continued to be operated as a h o t e l . Later known as the "Houston House," 
i t remained i n the ownership of the Allen family u n t i l Jmie 27, 1857, at 
which time Mrs. Charlotte M. Allen sold the property to R. S. Blount f o r 
S12,000, I t had become one of Houston's "f a v o r i t e hotels" by the end of 
1855, and by 1877, the establishment, renamed the "Barnes House," was 
enjoying a statewide reputation as a resul"u of i t s swashbuckling caterer, 
Peter Louiselle. 

The old Capitol was razed i n May, 1881, by Col. A. Groesbeck, 
who had purchased the s i t e and who subsequently erected the elaborate 
f i v e - s t o r y brick and stucco "Capitol Hotel," which became a center of 
social and c i v i c l i f e i n Houston, Six months a f t e r Groesbeck's death i n 
1886, William Marsh Rice, who was l a t e r responsible f o r the founding and 
endowment of Rice University, bought the Capitol Hotel f o r taxes and added 
a f i v e - s t o r y annex, renaming the buil d i n g the "Rice Hotel." William Marsh 

(cent.) 
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Rice died i n I9OO, leaving the property to Rice University, but the hotel 
continued to be operated u n t i l 19'1'1, when Jesse H, Jones, a young 
Houston entrepreneur, purchased the buil d i n g and leased the property 
from the school. The buil d i n g was demolished, and on February 12, 1912, 
Jones obtained a permit to erect a seventeen-story structure on the s i t e ; 
that structure i s the major portion of the present Rice Hotel and was 
o f f i c i a l l y opened on May 17, 1913. A pre-opening banquet, held at the 
Rice on May 16 by the recently formed Rotary Club of Houston, was attended 
by 593 men and was reported the following day to have been "the most 
elaborate banquet i n the c i t y ' s h i s t o r y , " 

The o r i g i n a l promotional brochure proclaimed on i t s t i t l e 
page the following: 

The Rice Hotel 
Main Street & Texas Avenue 

Houston, Texas 

A Modern Fireproof Hotel Costing 
Two and One-Half M i l l i o n Dollars 

B u i l t by Houston Capital 
Under the Leadership of 

Jesse H, Jones 
1912 

Jesse Jones was indeed a leader. Born i n Tennessee, Jones 
was a f i n a n c i a l wizard who b u i l t not only the Rice Hotel but also many 
of the commercial buildings that surroiind i t . I n 1932, Jones was ap­
pointed to head the Federal Reconstruction Finance Corporation and sub­
sequently served as President Franklin D, Roosevelt's wartime Secretary 
of Commerce, U n t i l his death i n 1955, Jones was heavily involved i n the 
promotion and development of Houston, and his many contributions to the 
c i t y and to the State of Texas remain legendary i n scope. 

The 1912-13 b u i l d i n g , i t s e l f , was a landmark. Designed by 
the St, Louis a r c h i t e c t u r a l f i r m of Mauran, Russell, and Crowell, the 
Rice Hotel was one of the f i r s t two multi-story buildings i n Houston 
constructed with a skeletal steel or cast i r o n frame carrying the weight 
of walls, f l o o r s , and c e i l i n g s . The handsomely finished structure ex­
ci t e d such public i n t e r e s t that a crowd of some 10,000 persons toured 
the building on the day of i t s o f f i c i a l opening. 

Continued improvement of the hotel's f a c i l i t i e s and services 
over the following years i s exemplified by the Rice Hotel Cafeteria, 
which opened i n 1922 as the f i r s t air-conditioned public room i n Houston; 
i t s expansion i n 1924 made i t the largest hotel cafeteria i n the United 
States; and by the 1970's. Rice promotional brochures were b i l l i n g the 
room, with i t s capacity of 840 persons, as the largest hotel cafeteria 
i n the world. 
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I n 1921, Jesse Jones retained Alfred C, Finn, a Houston 
arc h i t e c t , to design a l t e r a t i o n s f o r Jones' seventeenth f l o o r apartment 
at the Rice. This was Finn's f i r s t work on the h o t e l , and his associ­
ation with Jones continued over a period of many years. I n 1925-26, the 
Rice was enlarged according to Finn's design to a capacity of 1000 guest 
rooms and suites by the addition of a west wing. Both the scale of the 
wing and i t s d e t a i l matched the e a r l i e r portion of the structure, and i t 
was t h i s addition which gave the hotel i t s d i s t i n c t i v e E-shape, During 
the course of t h i s p r o j e c t , the cast i r o n canopy was c a r e f u l l y extended 
with ironwork produced at the Herzog Ir o n Works of St, Paul, Minnesota; 
t e r r a cotta t r i m f o r the wing was provided by the Atlanta Terra Cotta of 
East Point, Georgia. 

The importance of Finn's involvement with the Rice can be 
more f u l l y appreciated by examining his remarkable career. A Fellow i n 
the American I n s t i t u t e of Architects, he was born i n B e l l v i l l e , Texas, 
i n I874, the son of a blacksmith. Without benefit of a college education, 
he trained f o r the profession with the f i r m of Sanguinet and Staats of 
Dallas, where he came under the personal tutelage of Charles D. Staats, 
conaidered at the time to be one of the f i n e s t architects of the South­
west. Finn opened his own o f f i c e i n Houston i n 1913, and from that time 
exerted a powerful influence on the architecture of the c i t y of Houston. 
I n addition to the west wing of the Rice, l o c a l buildings he designed 
included the San Jacinto Monument, the Gulf Building, the Shrine Crippled 
Children's Hospital i n the Texas Medical Center, the Ezekiel Cullen Build­
ing at the University of Houston, St. Paul's Methodist Church, the U, S, 
Naval Hospital, the Sakowitz Building, and the City National Bank Building. 

I n 1928, the Democratic National Convention was held i n 
Houston, having been induced there by a S200,000 contribution from Jesse 
Jones, and City tax records indicate that the hotel may have altered some 
of i t s rooms i n order t o increase accommodations f o r the delegates, most 
of whom made t h e i r headquarters at the Rice, I t i s known that Jesse 
Jones had a shed b u i l t on the hotel roof to be used as a bunkhouse during 
the convention, and although b u i l t as a temporary structure, t h i s bunk-
house became, during the Depression, part of the famous "Top Deck of the 
Rice," the most popular dance spot i n the c i t y . I t i s of in t e r e s t that 
during the convention. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who nominated Al Smith 
f o r the Presidency, was a guest i n the h o t e l . Also of in t e r e s t are two 
memorable incidents of l o c a l color, i f not h i s t o r y , which occured at the 
time: an i r a t e cattleman emptied his p i s t o l i n t o the door and shaft of 
an elevator a f t e r the crowded car had passed him by once too often; and 
a female rodeo star rode her horse up the staircase to the mezzanine, and 
hitched i t to a large potted plant while she went to the powder room. 
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During the next decade, many other things added to the char­
acter of the Rice, The famed Rice Hotel Barber Shop was opened i n 1930 
and became during i t s forty-seven year tenure i n the same location some­
thing of an i n s t i t u t i o n i n i t s own r i g h t . I n 1935? the Crystal Ballroom 
became the f i r s t ballroom i n Houston to be a i r conditioned, measurably 
increasing i t s popularity. One of the most unusual events at the hotel 
during the 1930's, was the 1935 meeting of the Texas Cattlemen's Associ­
ation. Some 500 cattlemen, many of them carrying guns, turned the 
fashionable Crystal Ballroom i n t o an air-conditioned "chuck wagon," roped 
downtown shoppers from the hotel balcony, and held a square dance i n the 
lobby. I n May of that same year, more than 1400 persons, the largest 
crowd i n the Hotel's h i s t o r y , f i l l e d the "Top Deck of the Rice" to hear 
Gus Arnheim and his orchestra. Other famous bands which played on the 
popular Rice Roof Garden, as i t was l a t e r called, included Freddy Martin, 
Ted Weems (with singer Perry Como), and Lawrence Welk. Such events and 
associations have afforded Houstonians much entertainment and a c t i v i t y 
over the years and developed w i t h i n them the strong and somewhat remark­
able devotion that now exists f o r the Rice. 

Major i n t e r i o r remodelings of the lower f l o o r s of the hotel 
i n 1958 and 1940 resulted i n a number of changes, the most notable of 
which were the development of the Empire Room, a large dining room of 
art deco design, and the covering of the lobby t o enable expansion of 
the mezzanine. During the 1940 remodeling, the Rice became the f i r s t 
hotel i n Houston t o make major use of fluorescent l i g h t i n g and pl a s t i c 
upholstery, which were introduced when the coffee shop was converted to 
the "Skyline Room," 

In January, 1942, the "Roof Garden of the Rice" closed i n 
response to the blackout imposed during World War I I and never reopened. 
Following the war, the hotel continued to expand. I n 1946, the Rice be­
came the f i r s t h otel i n Houston t o provide an escalator f o r i t s guests, 
and by 1947 the entire hotel had been a i r conditioned. 

The eighteenth f l o o r was added to the Rice i n 1951. Designed 
by the Houston a r c h i t e c t u r a l f i r m of Staub and Rather, the s t e e l , glass, 
and masonry addition was occupied by the Petroleum Club of Houston u n t i l 
the early 1950's and has remained v i r t u a l l y unaltered since i t s con­
s t r u c t i o n . 

John Staub, of Staub and Rather, has, l i k e Finn, exerted con­
siderable influence on Houston architecture. A Tennessean by b i r t h , 
Staub was trained at the Massachusetts I n s t i t u t e of Technology and f i r s t 
came to Houston to open an o f f i c e f o r Harrie T. Lindeberg, a New York 
ar c h i t e c t . Staub remained i n Houston and became a Fellow of the American 
I n s t i t u t e of Architects and a man best known f o r his r e s i d e n t i a l designs. 
In addition t o the eighteenth f l o o r of the Rice Hotel, his commissions 
have included Bayou Bend (the former home of Miss Ima Hogg and today a 
museum) and the River Oaks Country Club. 
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Following the death of Jesse Jones i n 1955, the Rice Hotel 
became the property of The Houston Endowment, Inc., a philanthropic 
foundation established by Jones, which continued to operate—and to 
remodel—the h o t e l . I n 1957? the Empire Room was converted i n t o the 
Old Capitol Club and the Flag Room, both of which remained i n use u n t i l 
the closing of the Rice twenty years l a t e r . I n 1958-59, a S3,000,000 
f i v e - s t o r y , concrete and masonry annex designed by Houston architect 
J. Russ Baty was added to the rear of the ho t e l ; t h i s f i n a l addition 
which housed, among other f a c i l i t i e s , an air-conditioned motor lobby and 
the immense Grand Ballroom, was o f f i c i a l l y opened on A p r i l 18, 1959. I t 
i s of i n t e r e s t that Baty at one time worked i n the o f f i c e of Alfred C. 
Finn. The l a s t major i n t e r i o r work undertaken by the Endowment was an 
$8 m i l l i o n modernization program begun i n 1951 and involving, to varying 
degrees, most areas of the h o t e l . This included a Si75,000 lobby remod­
e l i n g , which was designed by Richard Kent, Inc., of New York; J. Russ 
Baty was the ar c h i t e c t . 

On August 21, 1962, the seventh Mercury-Atlas Mission Confer­
ence of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration's Manned 
Spacecraft Center was conducted i n the new Grand Ballroom and featured 
the P i l o t ' s F l i g h t Report of M. Scott Carpenter. Guests i n the hotel 
included a l l of the United States' o r i g i n a l astronauts and others respon­
sible f o r the development of the space program. Other events during the 
1960's included v i s i t s by President John F. Kennedy i n 1952 and 1953, 
a major policy address by Vice-President Lyndon B, Johnson i n 1953, and 
ceremonies held on January 10, 1964, o f f i c i a l l y dedicating the Sam 
Houston S,05 Commemorative Postage Stamp, For the f i r s t day of issue 
sale of the stamps, a "Republic of Texas Capitol Station" was estab­
lished i n the h o t e l . 

I n 197'1» the Rice Hotel was donated by the Houston Endow­
ment to Rice University, owner of the land on which the building stood. 
The University continued to operate the hotel u n t i l 1975, when i t closed 
the f a c i l i t y rather than comply with a new Houston f i r e code, and an­
nounced plans to s e l l or demolish the bu i l d i n g . 

The closing of the hotel by Rice University was observed by 
hundreds of Houstonians who crowded i n t o a*Last Dance**at the Rice. The 
evening included dancing and cocktails i n the glass enclosed eighteenth 
f l o o r that was once the Rice Roof and l a t e r the Petroleum Club, and 
afterward dinner and more dancing i n the Crystal Ballroom. Tickets 
were $150 per couple, or $1000 f o r a tab l e , and proceeds were given to 
the Contemporary Arts Museum of Houston, 

Demolition seemed inevitable u n t i l , at the l a s t minute, 
Rittenhouse Capital Corporation of New York agreed t o purchase the Rice. 
After a major refurbishing program, the Rice reopened i n A p r i l , 1976, 
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as the Rice Rittenhouse Hotel but was closed by court order the f o l ­
lowing year and was sold a t a fore c l o s u r e auction i n September, 1977, 
In March of 1978, Rice Preservation Corporation, which bought the 
Hotel and Lease a t au c t i o n , s o l d the property t o Community Investors 
IX, L t d. Simultaneously, w i t h i t s a c q u i s i t i o n of the b u i l d i n g , 
Community Investors IX, L t d . purchased the land from i t s owner, Rice 
U n i v e r s i t y , and plans reuse of the b u i l d i n g . 
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Rice Hotel Harris, Texas 78002947 
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Advisop 1 ,̂, H^el 
Council On 
Historic 
Preservation 

1522 K Street, NW Reply to: Lake Plaza South, Suite 616 
Washington, DC 20005 44 Union Boulevard 

Lnkowoofl, CO »0228 

A p r i l 22, 1981 

Mr. James J. Smith 
Director 
Economic Development Division 
609 Fannon, Suite 2021 
Houston, Texas 77002 #^/\n%/ 

O r Y 
Dear Mr. Smith: 

We have received the City's notice of A p r i l 11, 1981, that the City 
proposes to r e h a b i l i t a t e the Rice Hotel, an undertaking funded by an 
Urban Development Action Grant (UDAG) provided by the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development. Because t h i s undertaking may have an 
effec t on the Rice Hotel, a property included i n the National Register 
of Historic Places, we request the City investigate t h i s matter to 
determine whether the nature of the effe c t requires that you obtain the 
comments of the Council i n accordance with Section 106 of the National 
Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (16 U.S.C. Sec. 470f, as amended, 90 
Stat. 1320). Steps to determine t h i s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y are set f o r t h i n 
Section 800.4 of the Council's regulations, "Protection of Historic and 
Cultural Properties" (36 CFR Part 800). A copy of the Council's 
regulations i s enclosed for your use. 

As you are aware, i n u t i l i z i n g UDAG funds for an undertaking which may 
affec t a National Register l i s t e d or e l i g i b l e property, the City assumes 
the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of a Federal agency regarding Section 106 compliance. 
We note that the City's l e t t e r states that the prime developer w i l l 
obtain the comments of the Texas State Historic Preservation Officer and 
the Council. We remind the City that request for the Council's comments 
must come from the City even i f some other party agrees to produce the 
necessary documentation. I f you have further questions or require 
assistance, please c a l l Robert Fink at (303) 234-4946. 

Thank you for your cooperation. 

Sincerely, 

Louis S. Wall 
Chief, Western Division 

of Project Review 

Enclosures 



ENTRIES IN THE NATIONAL REGISTER 
TEXAS 

STATE 

Date Entered 

Ngme 

Johnson, Joseph 1., House 

Colorado County (ourthouse Historic 
D i s t r i c t 

Rice Hotel 

JUN 2 3 1978 

Location 

Seguin 
Gvadalupe County 

Cclumbus 
Colorndo County 

Houston 
Harris County 

Also Notified 

Honorable Lloyd M. Bentsen 
Honorable John G. Tover 
Honorable Atreham Kazen, Jr. 
Honorable J.J. (Jake) Pickle 
Honorable Barbara C. Jordan 

NR Mott/bjr 6/26/78 

State Historic Preservation Officer 
Mr. Truett Latiaier 
Executive Director 
Texas Historical Cotamission 
P.O. Sox 12276, Capitol Station 
Austin, Texas 78711 



PH0668389 

NATIONAL REGISTER DATA SHEET 
[T)NAME as i t appears on federal regrister: 

Rice H o t e l 
( g ) O T H E R N A M E S 

^ N P S R E G I O N ' 

SW 

c o u n t y c o d « -

201 
(g) LOCATION street & number c i t y / town 

917 Texas Ave.(Main S t . and Texas Ave.) Houston 
v i c i n i t y of 

I OWNER •fRlvME DSTAIt aMUMICIPAl 

state 
TX 

county 
H a r r i s 

I EXISTING SURVEYS DHABS DHUCR DNHt @ f u N D E D ? DYES DNO 

• r[D[R*t(»ttncy name) 

18th 
immu lATiMAi lESisnit msioiic eiSTKitr? 
Ons. nm y 
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