RENOVATING A FRENCH-INSPIRED HOUSTON MANSION
After falling under the spell of a neglected 1930s limestone château in Houston, a Francophile
couple carefully restores the historic house while adding all the best amenities of contemporary life
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As hard bargains go, Terri Havens drove a rather
fantastical one. While visiting the River Oaks enclave of
Houston 14 years ago with her husband, John—who was
hoping to lure her to the Texas city from her beloved New
Orleans—she spotted a long-vacant 1930s limestone
château and said facetiously, “If you get us this house, I’ll
move.” John, the president of Seismic Exchange, a
company that markets geological data used in the oil and
gas industries, was eager to relocate for business reasons
and called a real-estate agent after the challenge was
issued. The Louis XV–style manor was Terri’s “dream
come true,” as she puts it. And neither the raccoons that
had taken up residence nor the many broken windows (the
property abuts a golf course) were going to deter her.
She is to be commended for her instincts. The home is one
of the finest designed by John F. Staub, a Tennessee-born
architect who worked mainly in Houston from the 1920s to
the ’60s. His most notable house, situated just down the
lane, is the plantation-like Bayou Bend, built in 1928 for
philanthropist Ima Hogg and now a renowned decorativearts museum.
The Havens place, however, is full-tilt French, completed in
1933 for J. Robert Neal, who made his fortune in Maxwell
House coffee and who was a serious Francophile. Staub
immersed himself in the project and hired the famed
Olmsted Brothers to create a suitably formal four-acre
landscape.
Though the residence had been relatively unaltered by previous owners, “it needed everything,” John Havens explains.
“Plumbing, wiring, heating, cooling, a new roof.” The house’s period drawbacks were numerous: small kitchen,
inadequate closets, no family room. It plainly wasn’t suited for a couple with young children. (Their daughter and two
sons are now between ages 10 and 15.) The Havenses enlisted local decorator Kara Childress to oversee the interiors.
She in turn recommended Newberry Campa Architects in Houston, which joined the project mid-renovation. Principal
Ken Newberry had formerly worked on homes by Staub—who designed dozens of mansions in River Oaks alone—but
here, the necessary updates led to a grander program.
More than a decade later, the improvements continue. A family room and conservatory have been added, while future
plans include a new playroom, a gym, an office, and a poolhouse. Newberry has done extensive research into Staub’s
work, John notes, trying to envision “what the architect would have done with the additions to complement the existing
structure.” Staying true to the spirit of the initial design, all of the new construction is sheathed in the same limestone
used by Staub. It took six months to track down the source, and the quarry had to be specially reopened to mine just
what was needed. Despite the changes, Staub’s brilliance remains splendidly intact, apparent, for instance, in ingenious
elevations that allow for three, even four, exposures in some rooms. Particularly appealing are tall windows that glide
into the walls and open the interiors to Houston’s balmy days and nights. “Since there was no air-conditioning when it
was built,” Childress says, “Staub positioned the house to take advantage of the prevailing breezes.”

Louisiana landscape architect Suzanne Turner took the grounds in hand. She was fortunate to have, along with more
than 200 original landscape drawings, the Olmsteds’ plant list, says her associate John Welch, “so we were very keen to
locate the exact cultivars that were planted here in 1932.” A number of elements that had been called for in Staub’s
plans but never realized were finally completed by the Havenses—including a motor court that brims with cobblestones
imported from France.

G ard e n
Newberry Campa Architects and decorator Kara Childress renovated Terri and John Havens’s Texas home, a 1933
mansion. Climbing vines, potted boxwood, and a row of crape myrtles soften the garden façade of the rambling house.
Suzanne Turner Assoc. revived the original Olmsted Brothers gardens.

H all - Antique portraits of Venetian doges, from Mac
Maison, overlook the entrance hall’s 18th-century iron
balustrade; the Italian settee is upholstered in a Rubelli
damask from Donghia, and the tripartite cocktail table
is a 1940s Baguès design. For details see Sources.

L iving R o o m - The ballroom turned living room includes
custom-made club chairs covered in a Clarence House
velvet, a pair of Empire fauteuils, a mirrored cocktail table
by Ellouise Abbott, and a 19th-century writing desk; the
carpet is an antique Aubusson.

D ining R o o m - The dining room’s Georgian chairs are
covered in a Nancy Corzine velvet, the antique canvas
panels on the far wall are from Mac Maison, and the
chandelier is original to the house.

K itc he n - The kitchen features a La Cornue range, counters
made of reclaimed 18th-century stone from Chateau
Domingue, and vintage barstools found at a Paris flea
market; the dishes are by Vietri.

W ine R o o m - Italian gilt-wood chairs are gathered
around the wine room’s 19th-century trestle table;
the antique Tuscan chandelier is from Mac Maison,
and mounted on a wall is a Brussels tapestry, woven
around 1690, in a 19th-century gilded frame.

M usic R o o m - Sofas clad in a cotton-silk from Lee Jofa
are grouped with a Nancy Corzine cocktail table in the
music room; the shield-back chairs are French.

L ib rary - A bronze-and-tole chandelier once owned by
Napoléon III is suspended under the library’s 16th-century
Italian painted-canvas ceiling panels. The sofa is
upholstered in a Rubelli velvet, the 18th-century Italian
mirror is flanked by French doors curtained in a Fortuny
cotton, the floor lamp and cocktail table are from Mac
Maison, and the bergères date from around 1780.

M aste r B e d ro o m - Childress used appliquéd silk for the
curtains and an embroidered fabric for the ottoman in the
master bedroom’s sitting area; the chandelier is circa 1880,
while the mirror is 18th century.

D aug hte r's R o o m - A lit à la polonaise draped with a
floral fabric anchors the daughter’s bedroom; the Louis
XVI marquise is upholstered in a Rubelli fabric, and the
carpet is by Stark.

C o nse rvato ry - In the conservatory, where breakfast is
served, an Italian Empire-style chandelier hangs above a
19th-century Italian marble pedestal table.

C hap e l - The homeowners installed an antique chapel—
imported from France by Chateau Domingue—on the
property and added an 18th-century chandelier, circa 1860
stained-glass windows, and 19th-century Burgundian pews.

