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The shopping center that lies at the 
intersection of West Cray Avenue 
and South Shepherd Drive on the east-

ern edge of River Oaks seems to be of 
a kind that is so ubiquitous in the 

urban landscape that it is easily 
taken for granted. Hundreds, 

perhaps thousands, of develop-
ments more or less like it line 

arterial routes in cities of all 
sizes coast to coast. Yet 

when its first stores 
opened in November 

1937, the River Oaks 
Shopping Center was 
an anomaly in 
Houston and ot a 
type extremely rare 
in the United 
States. One of the 
most ambitious of 
its kind, the pro-
led became a 

R 

veritable icon 
among real 

estate develop-
ers, architects, 
and planners 

who championed 
the shopping ecu-

ter as the optimal 
means of guiding 

business growth in 
• nub ing sections ot 

the city. The scheme 
was a hybrid of 

projects in Kansas City, 
Washington, D.C., and, 

perhaps, l.os Angeles, syn-
thesizing what were consid-

ered the strengths of each. At 
a pivotal point in the evolution 

ot the shopping center, after the 
path-breaking experiments had 

been made and not long before the 
type became a standard form of retail 

development. River Oaks was the 
nation's most publicized example of the 
genre, a potent symbol of the promise 

this kind of business development held 
for the future. 

The River Oaks Center was the brain-
child of Hugh Potter, a key figure in the 
organization of the River Oaks Corpor-
ation by Potter and Will and Mike Hogg 
in 1924.' That enterprise introduced to 
Houston the concept of a large-scale, 
comprehensively planned residential 
community that created a matrix for 
growth not only through unified physical 
arrangement, but also through covenants, 
guidelines, and review — all effected 
through the River Oaks Corporation. 
The developers sought to create high land 
values by controlling a sizable tract on 
which a number of amenities were pro-
vided and al the same time lo prevent the 
kinds of development that were consid-
ered undesirable by the prosperous target 

f clientele. Having a business center — 
called a community center in 1930s 
Houston — was an important part of the 

strategy and represented both sides of the 
planning equation. Sikh ,i complex «.is 
an amenity that gave residents the conve-
nience of having basic goods and services 
nearby. To further its appeal, the center 
should harmonize with the residential 
character of the area. At the same time, 
it should stand apart from the dwellings 
it served. Business was to be contained 
and clearly never be able to encroach 
upon the domestic environs — ,i tear har-
bored by many affluent householders of 
the period.-

In determining the scope of the River 
Oaks project, Potter and the I logg broth-
ers examined a number of residential 
developments across the country. 
Probably the most intlnenli.il source uas 
the enormous Country Club District in 
Kansas City, Missouri, underdevelop-
ment by |. C. Nichols since 190S. By the 
early 1920s, Nichols had risen to nation-
al prominence among residential real 
estate entrepreneurs, and the Country 
Club District was widely considered the 
preeminent example of its kind. Nichols, 

the foremost advocate of the shopping 
center as a component of planned com-
munities, did more to advance the con 
cept of the complex as an integrated busi-
ness development than anyone else ol his 
generation. Believing that it was essential 
for a single party to own, build, and 
manage the center, he carefully selected 
tenants so that each would reinforce the 
business presence of the others and so 
that the assemblage would provide the 
optimal scope ol goods and services tor 
the target audience. He also insisted that 
the developer should undertake an 
aggressive merchandising policy tor the 
complex to attract consumers from 
beyond his tract as well as from within 
it. Nichols's ideas began to take concrete 
form after World War I with several 
neighborhood centers and, most impor-
tant [y, with the Country Club 1'la/a, a 
250-store complex whose plans were 
unveiled in 1922 and on which construc-

tion commenced the following year.1 The 
Plaza served as a wellspring in the evolu-
tion of the shopping-center concept over 
the next quarter century and as a physical 
model for a number of centers for at least 
half that period. 

l and was set aside for a business cen-
ter during the early stages of the River 
Oaks planning. Much like the Plaza, the 
new center lay at a major entrance to 
the tract, the intersection of Westheimer 
Road and River Oaks boulevard (now 
the site of St. John the Divine church I. 
Construction was delayed, however, 
until such time as the local population 
was sufficient to sustain the ensemble. 
When Potter assumed complete control 
ot the River Oaks Corporation in 19.10, 
he abandoned the project, perhaps be-
cause he thought the site was too small 
and too close to residential lots.4 A new 
location was selected at a strategic point 
on the eastern edge ot the tract. The retail 
center would not only be separated from 
River Oaks by a north-south arterial. 
Shepherd Drive, but would also straddle 

**+' 

River Onki Shopping Center, aerial view, ta. 1939. 
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Top: River Ooki Shopping Center, plon, to. 193?. 
Center: Pork and Shop, Woshinrjlon, D.C., Arthur Heotori, architect, 1430. 
Above: Drive-In Market project, Richard Neulro, architect, ca. 1918. 

West ( .ray, ,! p r i t i i i i r j i e to and 
from downtown. 

The first phase of the complex was 
to provide sonu- specialty as well as 
everyday goods and services. [Uuldings 
were CO be added along West Gray as 
demand urea, evciuu.ilK to result in .in 
important nucleus of commercial activity 
for the metropolitan area, echoing the 
role of Kansas City's I'la/.t. Preliminary 
studies for the shopping center began 
around 1932, but the scheme was not 
finalized until five years later, when 
Potter judged that the economic climate 
had sufficiently improved.' 

The delay proved crucial ro the shop-
ping center's design and. ultimately, to 
its national recognition. Two young 
Houston architects, Oliver C. Winston 
and Idw. i rd A matt, were commissioned 
to prepare plans and spent several 
months developing studies. Arrant/ dud 
soon thereafter, and his place in the firm 
was taken by Stayton Nunn. In 1934, 
Winston became project planner for the 
Public Works Administration's housing 
division in Washington. D.C. Winston's 
"unusual interest" in the River Oaks pro-
ject and what must have been a good 
working relationship with his client led 
Potter to invite him to complete the 
process once an investor, 11. (,. frost, 
committed to financing the enterprise in 
the early fall of 19.16. Winston was able 
to take only a month's leave ot absence 
from his federal post, so while he concen-
trated on the design, responsibility for 
the working drawings and supervision 
went to Nunn and his associate, Mi l ton 

McGinty.'1 Whatever its characteristics 
at the outset, the scheme probably 

changed to a marked degree 
after it was reactivated, 

with results that were 
quite unlike any retail 

complex undertaken 
by Nichols and that 

were n conspicu-
ous departure 
from the norm 
in Houston. 

The federal 
city provided an 
important basis 
lor the change. In 

191(1, Washington 
became home to the 

first successful adap-
tation of the shopping 

center as an integrated 
business development to the 

drive-in concept, in which off-
street accommodation ol customei 
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automobiles is the primary determinant 
of site size and location as well as the 
arrangement of buildings. The Washing-
urn complex, called the Park and Shop, 
consisted of ten stores serving routine 
consumer needs and organized around a 
forecourt with parking space for 44 cars. 
H ie scheme was quickly embraced by 
architects, planners, and others concerned 
with reform in housing and community 
design, for the same basic reason that 
Nichols championed the shopping-center 
concept: it was an ideal antidote to strip 
development, capable ol containing 
commerce and making it a compatible 
neighbor in residential surroundings. The 
editors of Architectural Record cited the 
Park and Shop as a model for retail 
design in their May 1932 issue, as did 
Clarence Stein and Catherine Bauer in a 
February 1934 Record article that was 
among the most widely read on the sub-
ject for the period.* 

Through his work at the PWA, 
Winston undoubtedly understood the 
esteem accorded to the Park and Simp m 
housing circles. He also probably knew 
that the concept was gaining rapid accep-
tance in the marketplace. Because ol the 
Depression the Park and Shop had no 
immediate successors, but seven similar 
complexes were begun in the Washington 
area in 1915 and 1916. Given his federal 
responsibilities and his renewed charge at 
River Oaks, Winston is likely to have 
inspected at least some of these projects 
firsthand and perhaps talked to the archi-
tects and real estate brokers involved 
with them. 

In its final form, the River Oaks 
center was bifurcated, with buildings 
on either side of West Gray Avenue. The 
arrangement was probably stipulated at 
the outset by Potter and reflected the 
planning approach taken at the Country 
Club Plaza and a number of its offspring 
that rendered the complex a visual portal 
to the community. But Winston's design 
broke from this pattern in all other 
.ispcUs, rhe pair ol main buildings were 
mirror images, each framing a forecourt, 
as if two of the Washington centers were 
set face to face. True to rhe drive-in con-
cept, facilitating onsite automobile circu-
lation and parking generated the specifics 
of the layout. I iowever, the architect 
avoided simply reiterating the Park and 
Shop model. Two of the most distinctive 
features of Winston's scheme, its abstract, 
minimalist vocabulary and its semicircu-
lar form, which gave motorists entering 
ilie forecourt a clear view of all the 
stores, imparted a sense of fluidity that 

Sorheido-Chevy Chase Shopping Center, Belhesda, Maryland. Porter & Larke, arthileds, 1936-37. Right wing now demolithed. Photo 
early 1940s. 

stood in distinct contrast to even the least 
lnsti>rici/ing Washington centers then real-
ized, where form and composition engen-
dered a feeling of static reserve. 
The River Oaks storefronts were indeed 
a departure from retail design generally. 
The conventions ot streamlining were 
rejected for the kind of dynamic interplay 
between nonrefcrcntial elements, volume, 
and light championed by the avant-garde. 

Among the likely sources of inspira-
tion for the salient expressive qualities 
of River Oaks was the work of Richard 
Neutra, then the most well-known, force-
ful, and accomplished advocate of avant-
garde modernism in the United States. 
Neutra's oeuvre provided a specific prece-
dent tor the Houston center with several 
unrealized designs for drive-in markets, 
the southern California forebears of the 
Park and Shop. The semicircular form 
that was the leitmotif of River Oaks is an 
enlarged version of that found in one of 
Neutra's most distinctive and publicized 
marker projects of the late 1920s,'1 As 
Neutra recommended for his markets, 
Winston treated the front as a transparent 
surface, using signs and tool canopy 
above to particularly dramatic effect at 
niglii through coved lighting. The corner 
fill ing station, seldom incorporated in 
Washington centers bur common to drive-
in markets, including Neutra's design, fur-
ther suggests that California examples 
provided a point of departure. Winston 
may well have known Neutra's marker 
schemes when the initial studies for 
River Oaks were done, but it is doubtful 
whether Porter would have accepted 
so unorthodox a solution at the time. 
Modernism in the commercial realm had 
become much more widely accepted by 
the public in 1937. Most important, how 
ever, the Washington centers validated 
the economic soundness of applying the 
drive-in concept to the shopping center. 
I lie .ifipe.il ni oftstreet parking to con-
sumers more than compensated for the 
cost. Thus through the combined efforts 
of an enlightened developer and a talented 
architect, the ideas of J. C. Nichols and 
housing reformers, as well as examples in 
Washington centers and California, were 
fused in an arresting design thai was at 
once heralded as a I louston showpiece. 

The Rivet Oaks Center was indeed a 
departure Irom local patterns of outlying 
retail development, even though the city 
could boast of several innovations in that 
sphere over the previous decade and a 
half. Houston played a pioneering role in 
the invention of the supermarket, which, 
like the shopping center, was an integrat-
ed business operation ol substantial size 
and oriented to residential areas rather 
than the urban core. As early as 1923, 
one of the city's major food retailers, 
Henke & Pillot, built such a market on 
an unprecedented scale (over 30,000 
square feet) in the South Lnd at 2800 
Travis Street. Two subsequeni emporia 
built it 192f>and 1931 (3000 Washington 
Avenue, 400K Polk Avenue) were bol-
stered by enormous parking lots, one 
with space for 450 cars. A major com-
petitor, |. Weingarten, built more units, 
each sinnewli.it smaller, bin likewise gen-
erously endowed with oftstreet parking.,l1 

Only l.os Angeles could boast so many 
advanced examples of the type. By the 
time construction began on River Oaks, 
work also was under way as well on 
the rower Theater ami its adjoining 
community center, the first of several 
complexes developed by the Interstate 
Circuit of Dallas." Yet none of these 
endeavors possessed the River Oaks 
Center's dynamic spatial qualities or its 
sophisticated abstract expression. Nor 
did they offer the same scope of goods 
and services. 

Appreciation for the novelty of the 
River Oaks Shopping Center WMS bol-
stered by ,m unceasing barrage ot news-
paper accounts published between 1937 
and 1940, most of them undoubtedly the 
work of the River Oaks Corporation. 
Collectively this coverage formed one of 
rhe most extensive compendia of argu-
ments lor shopping-center development 
to be found during the decades between 
the wars.12 Potter stressed the need to 
relate the complex to residential districts, 
the importance of physically containing 
commercial activities the convenience 
afforded by oftstreet parking, the value 
of harmonious design, and the benefits of 
putting quality products and services in a 
single location — as il the shopping cen-
ter were a new household product. In fact 

he hoped it would become a magnet, 
no! |iisi I'n u sklciii-, ..i River Oaks but 
for prosperous citizens throughout the 
city. Not the least of the project's contri-
butions to the development of I he type 
was in demonstrating how rhe drive-in 
arrangement of a neighborhood center 
such as the Park and Shop could be 
adapted to serve a more extensive 
retail program. 

As Potter targeted a large audience 
tor River Oaks, so he structured the ten-
ancy to address more than daily shopping 
needs. The published accounts stressed 
that years of research and thought lay 
behind the "scientific" planning of rhe 
complex to give "community service 
comparable with the large shopping cen-
ters [i.e., shopping distncrs| and with 
more ease and greater convenience than 
the neighborhood store of a tew years 
ago." Depictions implied that the center 
could offer an alternative to shopping 
downtown. The complex was heralded as 
providing "a complete community service 
ot the highest caliber" at no greater 
expense than Other areas with lower 
rents. !t also had the added advantage 
of the one-stop shopping. The claim that 
River Oaks offered "every article needed 
in the household or for the family" was 
at least in parr borne out by its tenant 
mix:11 besides stores purveying basic 
goods and services, there were a number 
specializing in clothes, gilts, and antiques, 
as well as the quarters of a dance studio, 
an interior decorator, a builder, and the 
architecture firm of Nunn & McCmty. 
Potter minced no words in stating his 
belief that River Oaks combined the best 
aspects ol central and outlying retail dis-
tricts and was superior to them both in 
having a unified merchandising structure 
and harmonious ambiance. The center's 
physical appearance, he suggested, was 
emblematic ot the quality of services 
it rendered. 

In 1940, Potter joined [. C. Nichols 
and other colleagues in forming the 
Urban I and Institute, a Washington-
based organization devoted to improving 
the standards ot new development. He 
served as the group's third president 
(194-3—44) and in 1950 succeeded 
Nichols as chairman of the institute's 
Community Builders' Council, which had 
become the principal proponent ot, and 
source of information about, shopping 
centers. In large part because ot his 
efforts, the River Oaks complex contin-
ued to be touted as a model design for 
nearly a decade; even alter shopping-cen-
ter design began to undergo dramatic. 



12 * i n i i i i g G 
C I T E 
t hn ty sn 

fioollincs, River Dots Shopping Center. 

fast-paced change 
following World 
War I I , the scheme 
was lauded as 
a pioneer in 
the Geld." 

I l . r Rivei Oaks 
storefronts provid-
ed a popular model 
for retail buildings 
locally over the 
next decade, hut 
the complex had 
little direct impact 
mi postwar shop 
ping-center 
design.u Bifurcated 1 
plans were rejected 
by most developers I 
because the inter- ? 
veiling street com-
plicated vehicular 
and pedestrian circulation. Nor was the 
semicircular form often repeated; the cur-
vature necessitated costly details and 
reduced usaMc space in the forecourt 
and selling areas alike. Most important, 
while River Oaks seemed an ambitious 
project for a city escaping the throes of 
the Depression, it fell far short of the 
demands of postwar expansion, lo inert 
that challenge, the shopping center had 
to he conceived anew. 

River Oaks nevertheless was signifi-
cant in providing a basis for that trans-
formation. In the late 1930s, when the 
shopping center was still considered an 
unusual venture, perhaps one of limited 
application, and when the drive-in con-
cept was likewise seen as experimental 
for most buildings other than automo-
bile-service facilities, River Oaks offered 
convincing evidence that such ventures 
had a sound practical basis. Here was a 
concrete example of the purportedly bet-
ter suburban world ot the future, created 
by a nationally distinguished real estate 
developer, hi the difficult process of 
redefining the shopping center after the 
war. River Oaks was among the most 
advanced points of departure. No other 
example so successfully presented lilt 
shopping-center concept, crafted in a 
vocabulary that exuded promise, as a 
solution that appeared not only realistic 
but inevitable. • 

4. 
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20 t Inly 1953}, lf>--*7. 

IS River Oaks probably influenced a wartime pro-
tect near Oklahoma City and a hypoihetu.il Ktteme 
lor the postwar era. See tlrt/an Land, August 1944, 
pp. 1-2; "House builder Kill Atkinson," Architectural 
I'trimi, January I9.SI, p. 129; and Kenneth C Welch, 
"More i ars, Superhighways Will Set I'osi War 
Pattern lor ( nmmcrcial buildim:." American Builder, 
July 1943, p. 39. 
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Rivi'i Oaks (healer, 2009 West Groy, Peltirjrtw I Woiley, oidiilcds, 1940. 
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River Ooks Shopping Center, seiond phase, notlh side. 1964 West Gray, William G. Foningtort, ardtilccl, Roy Btogniei, designer, 1948. 


