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A RiveR Runs Beside it—texAs chApel 

They say that early Spanish settlers called it  
Rio de loS BRazoS de dioS (The RiveR of The aRmS of God), 
and it’s easy to understand why. 

By Carolyn Heinze 

 

“Breathtaking” is another way to describe the Brazos River, the longest in this state. 

Or, one could succumb to the notion that some things are simply beyond words.

It is along the Brazos River that, back in 2006, the Richards family founded the Rio 

Roca Ranch in what is now Palo Pinto County, Texas. Spanning several thousand 

acres, the site and its surrounding areas boast their fair share of history, 

fact, fiction and legend: the famed—and ill-fated—Comanche war chief 

Peta Nocona is said to have crossed through here on his last raid on 

white settlers in the early 1860s. The Trail of the Iron Ponies, a 

series of statues that adorn a two-mile stretch leading up 

to the property, commemorates this battle, during which 

Nocona supposedly stole 600 horses.

All images courtesy of Walter Jennings.
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A plAce foR Respite in God’s countRy 

Rio Roca chapel, palo pinto, texas

Architect  |  Maurice Jennings + Walter Jennings Architects pllc (www.mauricejenningswalterjennings.com)

project team  |  Maurice Jennings, Walter Jennings, lori yazwinski santa-Rita, david pullium

General contractor  |  english heritage homes of texas inc. (www.englishheritagehomesoftexas.com)

structural engineering  |  Myers-Beatty engineering pllc

Mep engineers  |  hp engineering inc.

Awards  |  2012 AiA ifRAA/Faith & Form new facilities Merit Winner

(Source: Faith & Form: The Interfaith Journal on Religion, Art and Architecture’s Annual Awards Issue, 2012)

a wateR catchment system haRvests RainwateR foR the  

chapel’s fountain, and bouldeRs that weRe uncoveRed duRing 

excavation aRe used as design elements aRound the site.
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The most recent history associated 

with the ranch is hardly as violent. In 

2009, the Richards’ began construction 

of the Rio Roca Chapel, a 1,080-square-

foot space overlooking the river to one 

side, and Schoolhouse Mountain on the 

other. Michael Taylor of English Heritage 

Homes of Texas Inc. in Dallas headed up 

construction, while Maurice Jennings 

+ Walter Jennings Architects PLLC of 

Fayetteville, Ark., oversaw the design of 

the facility, which was to serve as a place 

of respite.

winding ReFleCtiOn

It’s not easy to miss elements of E. Fay 

Jones’ famed Thorncrown Chapel in Eu-

reka Springs, Ark., which, since its con-

struction in 1980, has continually been 

recognized as one of the best designs in 

the country. Maurice Jennings, who was 

Jones’ partner for 25 years, was project 

architect for Thorncrown from 1978 to 

1979. He explains that Thorncrown was 

inspired by Stonefl ower, a cottage retreat 

on Eden Isle that Jones designed for land-

scape architects Bob Shaheen and Curt 

Goodfellow in 1965. “Eden Isle was at my 

home town of Heber Springs, Ark., and 

seeing Stonefl ower emerge from the site 

inspired me to become an architect,” he 

says. In 1986, Jones and Jennings collab-

orated on Cooper Chapel in Bella Vista, 

Ark.; the fi rm has designed 14 chapels 

so far.

One of the fi rst tasks at hand was 

situating the chapel on the ranch, Walter 

Jennings recounts. “The fun part was 

driving around trying to fi gure out, over 

several thousand acres, where to put this 

“this is a location that 

takes advantage of the 

sunsets, which seem to 

go on foReveR.”

Walter Jennings, Architect, Maurice Jennings + Walter 
Jennings Architects PLLC, Fayetteville, AR

RemiNiSCeNCe

maurice Jennings + 

Walter Jennings architects 

pllC oversaw the design of 

Rio Roca Chapel. The 

design is reminiscent of 

e. fay Jones’ famous 

Thorncrown Chapel in 

eureka Springs, ark. in 

fact, maurice Jennings 

worked as project architect 

alongside Jones on 

Thorncrown Chapel.
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building,” he says. “There were several 

wonderful spots, but the spot that we 

chose, overlooking the Brazos River, is 

really quite special.” The asymmetrical 

chapel sits on the edge of a mountain, 

with its form and glass guiding the visi-

tor’s eye down to the water. 

The sun also played a significant role in 

the site selection, as well as the siting of 

the chapel itself. “This is a location that 

takes advantage of the sunsets, which 

seem to go on forever,” Walter Jennings 

says. At the same time, an overhang on 

the building’s south façade serves the 

dual purpose of keeping the sun out of 

the chapel during hot summer months, 

while letting it in during the winter. Re-

gardless of the season, there is no need 

for artificial light in the daytime. 

21

movemeNT

a flagstone walkway ties 

a forecourt to the 50-seat 

chapel, where form and 

glass perpetually lead the 

eye down to the Brazos 

River that ebbs and  

flows below. 

Both Thorncrown and Rio Roca feature 

glass walls and gable roofs, and their 

inner verticality lends an aspiring feel to 

each space. Maurice Jennings explains 

that Rio Roca’s structural system is in 

pure tension, its delicate bars pulling the 

chapel together. “All forces are trans-

ferred through these bars and turnbuck-

les,” he says. “These elements cannot 

act in compression.”

Building Beauty

The primary materials used in the 

construction of Rio Roca are steel, glass 

and wood. A walkway, made of flag-

stone, links a forecourt to the chapel, 

which seats 50. Visitors traverse a 10-

foot stone wall and on through to the 

entrance. The chapel’s wood and flitch 

“the fun paRt was dRiving aRound tRying to figuRe out, oveR seveRal thousand acRes, 

wheRe to put this building. theRe weRe seveRal wondeRful spots, but the spot that we 

chose, oveRlooking the bRazos RiveR, is Really quite special.” 

Walter Jennings, Architect, Maurice Jennings + Walter Jennings Architects PLLC, Fayetteville, AR
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aSSimilaTioN

Walter Jennings reports that a 

good deal of collaboration hap-

pened between the designers and 

the steelworkers on the Rio Roca 

Chapel. Steel was detailed “with 

on-site adjustments in mind, 

requiring a significant amount  

of back-and-forth.... “  

another of Jennings’ sentiments:  

“as architects, we need to be 

open to other suggestions.” 

22

beam structural design allowed for the 

steel to be fabricated off-site—a plus 

considering the chapel’s rural location. 

“We have some good steelworkers, 

and if they can do their work in their 

shop and then have those pieces 

brought in, the actual erection of 

a building can go pretty quickly,” 

Walter Jennings says. “In a lot of 

ways, that’s how many things in 

the area are built; there are a 

lot of oil decks and pre-engi-

neered metal structures, and 

it’s for the same reasons. You 

have good control in a shop, 

building these pieces, and you 

bring the kit of parts in.” 

He adds that the steel was 

detailed with on-site adjust-

ments in mind, requiring 
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a significant amount of back-and-forth between Jennings and his Fayetteville-based 

steelworker. “He’d have questions about why we needed to do this, this way, and I 

would have to say, ‘We need to do this because later on down the road, we’re going 

to have to attach this window system to it, and we need to make accommodations 

for it.’ Or sometimes he would say, ‘I know you’ve drawn it this way, but I’ve been 

thinking about this. I think it would be better if we did it another way.’ As architects, 

we need to be open to other suggestions. Sometimes there’s a reason to do it the way 

we’ve drawn it, but sometimes people have good ideas that we need to assimilate.”

“maybe as the 

aRchitect you wouldn’t 

woRRy as much about 

how all of the little 

connections and pieces 

look, but since the 

steel Really is the 

jewelRy of this pRoject, 

we had to be heavily 

involved in the  

detailing.” 

Walter Jennings, Architect,  

Maurice Jennings + Walter Jennings  

Architects PLLC, Fayetteville, AR

“Come to me,  
all who are weary  
and burdened,  
and I will give you rest.”  Matthew 11:28
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The firm’s heavy involvement in the 

fabrication of the steel was due to its 

role in not only Rio Roca’s 

structure, but its aesthetic 

as well, Walter Jennings ex-

plains. “It wasn’t something 

that we felt that we could 

hand over completely to the 

steelworker, because everything that 

he did was essentially going to be the 

finished product,” he says. If the steel 

elements were concealed by a wall, 

for example, perhaps it would have 

been a different story. “Maybe as the 

architect you wouldn’t worry as much 

about how all of the little connections 

and pieces look,” he adds, “but since 

the steel really is the jewelry of this 

project, we had to be heavily involved 

in the detailing.”

Conservation and sustainability were 

also in mind when it came to the spec-

ification of both the copper roof and 

the stone flooring. “Where possible, we 

tried to use materials that have a long 

life, that don’t need to be replaced,” 

Walter Jennings explains. “There is very 

little that I see going into a landfill in the 

next 50 years.” 

A water catchment system harvests 

rainwater for the chapel’s fountain, and 

boulders that were uncovered during 

excavation are used as design elements 

around the site.

Walter Jennings notes that, in his 

experience, most religious spaces feature 

a strong vertical aspect—something that 

was also applied to Rio Roca. “With this 

one, we were trying to blend that strong 

vertical element with secondary views, 

such as the roof that directs the eye 

down to the river,” he says. “When we 

are designing chapels, we want to deliver 

something that is pleasing to the eye and 

interesting to look at, and something you 

can deconstruct as you sit there. I think 

there is a level of detail in our chapels 

that you probably see in aspects of our 

other buildings, but we really emphasize 

that detail in the chapels.”

Carolyn Heinze is a freelance writer/editor.  WFD


