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CHAPTER I  

THE DEVELOPMENT OF A SUBURBAN 

ADDITION 

• The Omaha and South Texas Land 
Company 

• Brashear's John Austin Grant 
• Streets 
• Street Cars 
• Houston Heights Hotel 
• The Theatre or Opera House 
• The Saloon 
• Bridges 
• The Railroad and Railroad Station 
• Electric Lights 
• The Ice Plant 
• Waterworks 
• Homes and First Settlers 
• Factories and Business 

Development 
• Stores and Small Business 

Enterprises 
• The Heights, a Real Estate 

Proposition•   

 

The Omaha and South Texas Land Company  

The Omaha and South Texas Land Company was organized in Nebraska about 1887 and derived 

its name from the fact that Nebraska interests bought some 1,765 acres of land northwest of 

Houston, Texas. Oscar Martin Carter of Omaha was President of the First National Bank of 

Ashland, Nebraska, and Daniel Denton Cooley was cashier. It was Mr. Carter who bought the 

Texas land; but as president of the new land company, he necessarily spent much time in the 

North and in the East, so that he sent Mr. Cooley to reside in Houston as representative and 

trustee to direct active development of the huge tract. The Houston Daily Herald in 1893 

published an impressive pamphlet titled Houston Illustrated, a Few Facts . . . which gives a 

lengthy account of the development of the Heights and mentions that "Mr. D. D. Cooley, the 

treasurer of the company, is in charge of affairs . . ." and then,"N. L. Mills is Superintendent of 

the Real Estate Department."  

In the City Directory, 1892-1893 an advertisement names the directors of the Omaha and South 

Texas Land Company for that year:  
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0. M. Carter, Omaha, Neb., President 

C. S. Montgomery, Omaha, Neb., Vice-President 

Philip Potter, Omaha, Neb., Sec'y 

D. D. Cooley, Treasurer and General Manager 

 

And on the opposite side of the advertisement are more directors: 

D. D. Cooley, Houston, Texas 

W. J. Connery, Boston, Mass. 

F. E. Clarke, Lawrence, Mass. 

G. B. Hengen, Engineer in charge 

Brashear's John Austin Grant  

The land from which Houston Heights was carved was originally known as Brashear's John 

Austin Grant, or the upper league part of the two-league grant.  

John Austin had obtained the two leagues from the Mexican government in 1824. He died of 

cholera in 1833, and his wife inherited the land.* The following year, after her marriage to T. F. 

L. Parrott, she settled the estate by ceding to John Austin's father the upper or western league. 

But the father died of cholera in 1834, and his portion then went to his next son and heir, 

William T. Austin.  

In 1836, the Allen Brothers enter the picture, seeking to buy land for their proposed town of 

Houston. Elizabeth E. Parrott and her husband then sold the lower league and William T. Austin 

likewise disposed of his upper league, both to A. C. and J. K. Allen.  

By 1838 the Allens had paid the remainder of their $5,000 obligation to the Parrotts and the town 

of Houston was a reality. However, in 1839, the Allens ran into financial difficulties. They were 

forced by sheriff's order (for debt) to sell 600 acres (at approximately $1.00 an acre) of the upper 

league to Thomas William Ward. Gradually the whole of the upper league slipped from joint 

ownership with the lower league that had become Houston.  

In 1891, when Carter's agents were negotiating, most of the tract originally known as the upper 

league was owned by Mrs. Sarah Brashear, widow of I. W. Brashear, who had acquired the land 

in 1872. The Allens had paid $1.00 an acre in 1836; Carter's company paid $45 an acre a little 

over fifty years later.  

The tract was 75 feet above sea level and 23 feet above the level of downtown Houston. The 

name Houston Heights then was a natural title and gave confidence to people hunting a healthful 

location. It is a matter of history that during the terrible yellow fever epidemics that periodically 

struck Houston, many people fled to the Heights and camped out until the siege subsided. The 

West Montgomery Road that ran through the woods was well traveled.  

The sale of lots in the Heights did not begin until 1892. A few of the early residents recall that 

the panic of 1893 hurt development and made some prospective buyers fearful about the 
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purchase of real estate at that time. However, there are too many pamphlets and view books 

printed around 1893 and 1894, with actual photographs of industries and concrete evidence of 

real estate development, to permit any doubt about the almost stupendous beginning of the 

Heights.  

Other associates had joined Mr. Carter and Mr. Cooley. C. A. McKinney, N. L. Mills, and John 

A. Milroy linked their names with the first two members of the land company to make up what 

might be called "the first five citizens" directly responsible for the development of the Heights. 

Only Mr. Mills of the group seems early to have severed direct connection with the Heights 

when he left to resume his real estate business in Houston. However, his short stay was 

commemorated with music in his honor. Clifford Grunewald composed "Houston Heights Polka 

dedicated to My Friend, Col. N. L. Mills, Superintendent of Real estate, Omaha and South Texas 

Land Company" and published the sheet music in 1893 in Houston. The cover had an elaborate 

drawing of "Hotel" which seems to be essentially the ground plan of the Company's real hotel, 

but with enough added spires and towers to make it look like a castle on the Rhine.  

Streets  

In general the streets were named for colleges and universities and in instances show the 

background of the men who developed the Heights. Ashland College was in Ashland, Ohio, but 

the name Ashland to Mr. Carter and Mr. Cooley must have meant back home in Nebraska. Some 

of the streets from Yale west to Lawrence and from Harvard east to Oxford carry out this idea of 

names for colleges. And one street, Portland, was later changed by city ordinance to a university 

name, Tulane.  

Houston Heights is possibly the only old addition near Houston where the streets were laid out to 

vary only six degrees from true north and south. Mr. Cooley was chiefly responsible for planning 

the Boulevard and that street remains his great memorial. It is the oldest street in the vicinity of 

Houston which has needed no change in 65 years to widen its service area nor enhance its 

beauty, with its original esplanade in the middle and one-way thoroughfare on each side.  

It is doubtful that in this part of the Gulf Coast country any other street has received as much 

notice for its natural beauty and its fortunate landscaping. Time and again the Boulevard scores 

the leading picture in the Sunday magazine section of Houston newspapers. One article deals 

with "then and now" centered about the fact that most of the pine trees have vanished. Another 

showed springtime blossoming of the "willow oaks" that "some old-timers called . . . pin oaks. "  

The latest article, by Sigman Byrd (Houston Chronicle, May 10, 1955) paid homage to "The 

Most Beautiful Street in Old Houston or the New" and showed the Boulevard resplendent in its 

glory of new street lights.  

Long ago when ostrich feathers (the bigger the better) and feather boas, and long skirts with 

frills, and soutache braid and lacy jabots for trimming, and new collars built up on wire supports, 

made m'lady something truly wonderful to behold, why Sunday promenading (in carriage or on 

high heels) along the Boulevard was Houston's original concept of a Fifth Avenue's Easter 

Parade. 
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