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LANDMARK  DESIGNATION  REPORT  
 

LANDMARK NAME: Southwestern Bell Capitol Main Office  AGENDA ITEM: C 

OWNERS: Star Owner, LLC  HPO FILE NO.: 16L319 

APPLICANTS: William R. Franks  DATE ACCEPTED: Jan-01-2017 

LOCATION:  1114 Texas Avenue – SSBB   HAHC HEARING: Feb-23-2017 

SITE INFORMATION:  Tracts 8, 9A, & 11A, Block 70, SSBB, City of Houston, Harris County, Texas. 

The site includes a historic, sixteen-story Late Moderne office building. 

TYPE OF APPROVAL REQUESTED: Landmark Designation 

HISTORY AND SIGNIFICANCE SUMMARY 

The Southwestern Bell Capitol Main Office at 1114 Texas Avenue is a Late Moderne style office 

building designed by architect J. Russ Baty (1897-1973) for the Southwestern Telegraph and Telephone 

Company – “Southwestern Bell” – constructed ca.1950. The Southwestern Bell Capitol Main Office is a 

functionally-related complex with two connected buildings: the Commercial style main office at 1121 

Capitol Street (ca. 1912, originally known as the “Preston Central Office”), and the Late Moderne office 

expansion at 1114 Texas Avenue (ca. 1950), which is the subject of this designation. Southwestern Bell, 

an entity of the Bell System of telephone companies (also known as “Baby Bells”), traces its roots to the 

consolidation of a number of regional telephone companies that, by 1912, provided local exchange 

telephone services in Arkansas, Kansas, Missouri, Oklahoma, Texas, and portions of Illinois. In 1912, 

Southwestern Bell built a seven-story building to house its operations in downtown Houston, calling it 

the “Preston Main Office.” The post-WWII transition to a civilian economy, along with increasing 

demand, necessitated Southwestern Bell’s expansion and construction of new facilities for the 

installation of additional and more efficient telephone systems. Instead of building a costly new 

exchange elsewhere, the company eyed the lot directly behind and abutting their existing exchange. In 

1946, developer Jesse Jones (1874-1956) purchased the property to construct a building for and lease it 

to Southwestern Bell. Upon completion, the Texas Avenue building housed additional employees, 

including plant engineers, administrators, marketing, training, and accounting staff, and long distance 

switchboard operators. In 1963, Jones’ company transferred the property to his non-profit, Houston 

Endowment, Inc., which sold the building to Southwestern Bell in 1973. In 1998, Southwestern Bell sold 

the property to a developer which, until recently, has been vacant. The property is currently slated for 

rehabilitation for use as a hotel, utilizing federal tax credits.  

 

The Southwestern Bell Capitol Main Office at 1114 Texas Avenue is the subject of this designation and 

meets Criteria 1, 3, 4, and 5 for Landmark Designation. 
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HISTORY AND SIGNIFICANCE 

The Telephone in Texas 

The conventional telephone was first patented by Alexander Graham Bell in March 1876. In July 1877, 

Gardiner Greene Hubbard created the first telephone company in the United States, the Bell Telephone 

Company, which later became AT&T. The first Texas telephone exchange opened for business in 

Galveston in August 1879, and another exchange in Houston shortly followed. The next development 

was connecting individual exchanges by long distance lines, and in 1883 the state’s first long distance 

line linked Galveston and Houston. Southwestern Bell, an entity of the Bell System of telephone 

companies (also known as “Baby Bells”), traces its roots to consolidation of a number of regional 

telephone companies that, by 1912, provided local exchange telephone services in Arkansas, Kansas, 

Missouri, Oklahoma, Texas, and portions of Illinois.  

 

Construction and Use of the 1912 Southwestern Telegraph and Telephone Company Building 

 

A telephone exchange, also called a central office (CO), is a building used by telecommunication 

companies to house switching equipment needed to direct and process telephone calls and data traffic. 

Before the early 1900s, telephone operators had to manually switch (connect) all of the calls in their 

exchange, but mechanical switching eventually made local calls connected by human operators 

unnecessary. In 1912, the Southwestern Bell built a seven-story building to house its operations in 

downtown Houston, calling it the “Preston Main Office.” It is presently the oldest operating central 

office exchange in the Houston metropolitan area. Until the late 1950s, the building with its additions 

was called the “Preston-Fairfax Exchange Building.” The building currently houses the switchboards 

and fiber optic cabling for downtown Houston. Serving as a “main office” in addition to being a central 

office, this building also houses the company’s management team for the Houston metropolitan area. 

 

Postwar Developments 

 

World War II redirected the resources of the Bell System, as the demands of government and military for 

telephone service at home and abroad took precedence over commercial and residential development. 

The major divisions of the Bell System – AT&T Long Lines (interconnected local exchanges and long 

distance calling services), Western Electrical Company (equipment manufacturing firm), Bell Labs 

(research and development) and the Bell Operating Companies (providing local exchange telephone 

services), diverted their labor and materials for the war effort. The postwar transition to a civilian 

economy, along with increasing demand, necessitated Southwestern Bell’s expansion and construction 

of new facilities for the installation of additional and more efficient telephone systems. By the end of 

1946, Southwestern Bell operations in Texas included more than 930,000 telephones in 247 exchanges. 

Houston was the largest service area with 169,068 telephones, followed by: Dallas, 147,497; San 

Antonio, 85,323; Fort Worth, 73,566; and Austin, 34,030. Outside these metropolitan areas, 349 other 

Texas telephone companies with 794 exchanges operated a total of 182,704 telephones. Southwestern 

Bell at the time had 20,000 employees in Texas and handled an average of 7,165,000 local and 130,000 

long distance calls every day. 
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Construction and Use of the 1950 Extension 

 

Southwestern Bell responded to the need for increased capacity by expanding its existing Preston-Fairfax 

exchange. Instead of building a costly new exchange elsewhere, the company eyed the lot directly behind 

and abutting their existing exchange. In 1946, developer Jesse Jones (1874-1956) purchased the property 

to construct a building for and lease it to Southwestern Bell. The two buildings were connected by 

doorways (now bricked in) at the first, ninth, tenth and eleventh floors of the 1114 Texas building.  

 

Southwestern Bell occupied 72,000 square feet of the first twelve floors. Where the rooms or spaces are 

labeled, they indicate the following functions and departments: 

 Basement: Mechanical equipment for a chilled water system/heating; electrical transformer vault; 

emergency power generator 

 1
st
 Floor: Employment Office, Customer Service 

 2
nd

 Floor: Traffic; lockers 

 3
rd

 Floor: Traffic; Commercial  

 4
th

 Floor: Traffic; Training; Dining and large lounge 

 5
th

 Floor: Traffic; Commercial; District Manager 

 6
th

 Floor: Commercial; Listening-in Conference Room; Commercial Service Observation 

 7
th

 Floor: District Plant Supervisor; Employment Office; Training  

 8
th

 Floor: Assignment Operators 

 9
th

 Floor: Long Distance Traffic; PBX and TWX instructors; Training; Local District Traffic; 

Superintendent; Local District Clerks 

 10
th

 Floor: Lounge; Movie Room; Training Room; Traffic 

 11
th

 Floor: Lounge; Training Room; Traffic 

 12
th

 Floor: Engineering 

 13
th

 – 16
th

 Floors: Office/tenant rental; unassigned 

 

In 1963, Jesse Jones’ company transferred the property to his non-profit, Houston Endowment, Inc., 

which sold the building to Southwestern Bell in 1973. In 1998, Southwestern Bell sold the property to a 

developer which, until recently, has been vacant. 

 

J. Russ Baty, AIA (1897-1973) 

 

Architect J. Russ Baty AIA (1897-1973) was born in Palestine, Texas. Upon graduating from Rice 

University in 1919, Baty worked with architect Alfred C. Finn, with whom he designed the Lamar Hotel 

Annex, the top thirteen floors of the Commerce Building, the Oil and Gas Building, the San Jacinto 

Hotel, and several other Houston projects. After 1942, Baty went to work for developer Jesse Jones, and 

designed a number of Houston parking garages and commercial buildings like the International Style 

Houston Club Building (1955) at 811 Rusk Avenue (demolished in 2014). 1114 Texas Avenue shares 

many elements of the high rise Moderne work of Finn and others of the period.  
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ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION AND RESTORATION HISTORY 

 

North (Texas Avenue) Elevation 

The front elevation faces north on Texas Avenue and is classically composed of a tripartite base, shaft, 

and simple cornice. The fenestration above the first two floors is symmetrical about the vertical axis. 

The first two floors are sheathed in white, windowless marble slabs installed over the original limestone 

panels and granite base, placed near the time the telephone conduits were installed on the first two floors 

ca. 1980. The original entrance opening is famed with an anodized black aluminum and glass storefront 

with a pair of aluminum and glass doors. A cantilevered canopy, installed ca. 1980, extends over the 

sidewalk.  

The upper fourteen stories are sheathed in a buff, running-bond brick with extruded anodized black fixed 

glass windows, which replaced the 3/3 double-hung windows without altering the original window 

openings. Two exterior brick piers and one central pier at the column lines have a subtle but visible 

projection from the building line. Two bays of three windows continue uninterrupted up to the top floor 

and parallel the vertical sweep of the overall building proportion. In turn, each of the three windows and 

geometric profiled cast aluminum spandrels form a continuous vertical ribbon within the two bays that 

parallel the same vertical sweep as the two bays and the vertical proportion of the façade.  

There is a limestone lintel over each of the top windows and three fluted limestone plaques. At the top, 

the simple cornice ends with a taller brick wall and with a 2’-6” limestone band and coping. The 

enclosed elevator mechanical penthouse, recessed 16’ from the front of the building, is clad with buff, 

running-bond brick, with accenting dark bands of brick that continue the width of the three windows 

below. At the right half of the mechanical penthouse are three openings in a brick frame, the same width 

as the windows below that allow air flow for the cooling towers. 

West Elevation (Alley)  

At the two-story base, the front marble cladding returns four feet. The remainder of the original 

limestone and granite base continues horizontally for another eighteen feet, with dark colored brick 

spandrels between the first two columns of windows all the way to the top. The original 2/2 double-hung 

galvanized steel windows remain. The same buff, running-bond brick covers this elevation. The original 

galvanized steel fire escape stairs remains. At the top, the simple cornice ends for the first 20’ and 

features the same 2’-6” limestone band and coping as in the front. The mechanical penthouse, at the 

cooling towers has four openings in a brick frame that line up with the window lines below. 

 

South Elevation  

 

The abutting 1912 building covers the first ten floors of the extension. Above, the same buff, running-

bond brick clads the wall and there are four 2/2, double-hung galvanized steel windows per floor for the 

top four floors. The mechanical penthouse is brick-clad with contrasting dark brick over the three 

existing openings. 

 

 

 

East Elevation 
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The first 20’ return on the east elevation is similar to that on the west elevation, with four windows at the 

top floors, one per bay and with dark contrasting spandrel bands between the windows. At the top, the 

simple cornice ends for the first 20’ the same 2’-6” limestone band and coping as in the front. The 

remainder of the east wall is the same buff, running-bond brick with original 2/2 double-hung galvanized 

steel windows. 

 

Interior 

 

The primary public space on the ground floor is the elevator lobby, which has retained the original 

terrazzo floor and the marble-clad east and west walls. The rear wall opposite the entrance has been 

covered with sheetrock. The original marble curved casing around the elevator doors remain as do the 

ribbed faced metal hoistway doors and mail chute. The two elevator walls are clad in marble strips that 

are more recent, as are the wood boxed columns and ceiling beams. The ceiling is painted gypsum board, 

and the added cantilevered canopy structure is visible. Behind the lobby wall, the telephone conduits 

continue vertically to the second floor where they bend ninety degrees and continue, 10’ high, through 

the west bay of the building into the 1912 building. The telecommunication conduits are galvanized steel 

until they make the horizontal run on the second floor, where the conduits become Schedule 40 PVC 

pipe. At the common wall, the conduits that penetrate this wall are again galvanized steel. The conduits 

contain lead-clad paper or fabric insulated copper telephone wiring and fiber optic cables.  

 

Twelve of the sixteen floors, for a total of 72,000 square feet, were originally dedicated Southwestern 

Bell operations; the others were rental office space. The typical sixteen floors have either bare floors, 

carpet, or vinyl tile; plaster or gypsum board walls; metal door frames with solid wood doors (some with 

glass); and acoustic tile ceilings. Each floor has large areas of open space with some enclosed offices. 

The interior walls have undergone a number of alterations through the years as the uses changed. The 

elevator doors and frames, fire hose cabinet, and mail chute are original on all the floors. Additional 

spaces typical for each floor are the mechanical room, the original interior stairs, and the granite-clad 

walls and partitions in the bathrooms, which are accessible from the intermediate landings at the stairs at 

half-stories below the main floors. On the sixth floor are eight telephone line testing tables and on the 

eleventh floor are seven operator switchboards.  

 

Rehabilitation and Future Use 

 

The 1121 Capitol Central Office building, owned and occupied by AT&T, is not part of the 

rehabilitation project underway for building at 1114 Texas Avenue, which is being converted to a 154-

room Hyatt Place hotel. A pool, laundry room, and offices are planned for the basement. The ground 

floor will have a reception area, lounge, and dining facilities. The 130 penetrating telephone conduits at 

this floor will be enclosed behind sheetrock walls per AT&T’s stipulations. The second floor will have 

two meeting rooms and an exercise room, as well as the active communications conduits behind a 

sheetrock wall for privacy and security. The third through sixteenth floors will provide eleven guest 

rooms per floor. At the ground floor lobby, the original terrazzo floor will be uncovered and restored. 

The original marble lobby wall on the east side will be retained. The west marble wall panels will be 

relocated to the elevator walls and the walls surrounding the conduits. The original elevator hoistway 
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doors and jambs and mail chute will be restored. The original 15’ elevator lobby ceiling has been 

replaced with a later suspended ceiling, which will be removed. The first two floors with the marble slab 

sheathing and the cantilevered entrance overhang will be retained, with a new storefront glass opening to 

match the original in size and proportion. 
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APPROVAL CRITERIA FOR LANDMARK DESIGNATION 

Sec. 33-224. Criteria for designation 

(a) The HAHC, in making recommendations with respect to designation, and the city council, in making 

a designation, shall consider one or more of the following criteria, as appropriate for the type of 

designation: 

 S  NA S - satisfies     D - does not satisfy     NA - not applicable 

   (1) Whether the building, structure, object, site or area possesses character, interest or value as a 

visible reminder of the development, heritage, and cultural and ethnic diversity of the city, state, 

or nation;     

    (2) Whether the building, structure, object, site or area is the location of a significant local, state or 

national event; 

    (3) Whether the building, structure, object, site or area is identified with a person who, or group or 

event that, contributed significantly to the cultural or historical development of the city, state, or 

nation; 

    (4) Whether the building or structure or the buildings or structures within the area exemplify a 

particular architectural style or building type important to the city;    

    (5) Whether the building or structure or the buildings or structures within the area are the best 

remaining examples of an architectural style or building type in a neighborhood; 

    (6) Whether the building, structure, object or site or the buildings, structures, objects or sites within 

the area are identified as the work of a person or group whose work has influenced the heritage of 

the city, state, or nation; 

    (7) Whether specific evidence exists that unique archaeological resources are present; 

    (8) Whether the building, structure, object or site has value as a significant element of community 

sentiment or public pride. 

AND 

    (9) If less than 50 years old, or proposed historic district containing a majority of buildings, structures, 

or objects that are less than 50 years old, whether the building, structure, object, site, or area is of 

extraordinary importance to the city, state or nation for reasons not based on age (Sec. 33-224(b).  

STAFF RECOMMENDATION 

Staff recommends that the Houston Archaeological and Historical Commission recommend to City 

Council the Landmark Designation of the Southwestern Bell Capitol Main Office at 1114 Texas Avenue.  

HAHC RECOMMENDATION  

The Houston Archaeological and Historical Commission recommends to City Council the Landmark 

Designation of the Southwestern Bell Capitol Main Office at 1114 Texas Avenue.  
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EXHIBIT A  

PHOTO 

SOUTHWESTERN BELL CAPITOL MAIN OFFICE 

1114 TEXAS AVENUE 
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EXHIBIT B  

SITE MAP 

SOUTHWESTERN BELL CAPITOL MAIN OFFICE 

1114 TEXAS AVENUE 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EXHIBIT B  
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HISTORIC PHOTOS 

SOUTHWESTERN BELL CAPITOL MAIN OFFICE 

1114 TEXAS AVENUE 

 
South view of 1114 Texas Avenue under construction, ca. 1949. 
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North view during construction of 1114 Texas Avenue, showing materials lift at left and exterior 

suspended platform at right. 
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1114 Texas Avenue, upon completion, 1950.  
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Front and rear elevations; Construction drawings, sheet 12, dated 8/19/1948.                                                                         

J. Russ Baty, Architect.  


