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Staff Recommendation:Staff Recommendation:Staff Recommendation:Staff Recommendation:    

Release the demolition permit upon completion of a City of Austin Documentation Package 
consisting of photographs of all elevations of the house, blueprints, and a narrative history 
of the house and its occupants for archiving at the Austin History Center. 
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May 14, 2012 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
I am one of the owners of the property at 2410 and 2412 Pemberton Parkway, and would 
like to submit a few words about the proposed demolition of the property to allow for 
rebuilding on the site. 
 
If any of the owners of these properties (a house and an unusable lot behind it) were to 
speak for historical renovation and/or preservation of this house, it would be me.  When my 
dad passed away in 2005, after my mother in 2004, I was the one who was most interested 
in the historical value of the house, and I even had some internet “Meet-Up” activity and 
parties there and at other “modernist” houses in Austin.  So I hope that the word of 
someone who loves modern architecture and this house in particular (after all, we owned it 
for over 35 years) would count as sincere when I say that we looked at every possible 
alternative before we decided that demolition was the only option. 
 
Austin is a great place to live for a lot of reasons.  It’s a university town, and this house is a 
“university neighborhood” house.  Some attention has been paid about Robert Wagner, a 
professor who lived in the house for its first 26 years before my family bought it.  I think we 
can all agree that he was a great person and did a lot of worthy academic work, but this 
town has had countless great professors, some who lived in interesting houses and most 
who didn’t.  UT is a world-class university with world-class academics.  I don’t think it’s 
realistic to call any house that any of them lived in worthy of heroic and costly renovations 
for that fact alone.  Also, Mr. Wagner moved out in 1974 and moved on with his life, even 
retiring in another state.  The house is really more my Dad’s, not his—and though I think 
my Dad was great, he’s hardly a historical personage. 
 
The reason the house is interesting is of course that it’s an example of mid-century 
architecture, a period that’s been enjoying some revival lately.  However, that revival isn’t 
exactly popular with the vast majority of residents.  Even though the supporters of these 
houses are vocal and devoted (I’m one of course) the number of people in this group with the 
incredibly huge sums available to restore a house like this is almost nonexistent.  Even the 
architectural firm that built it has stated that this house is not a good example of their 
work.  The house has been on the market for over a year and a half, and even with 
contacting some of the “modernist” fans I know of, none has come forward with an offer, 
even though we have set the price at essentially the land value only.  Letting this house sit 
vacant and unattended will only eventually create a problem for the neighborhood and the 
city. 
 
There are a lot of unseen problems with restoration of this property that a casual view from 
the street or walk-though might not reveal (though it is deteriorating rapidly even there).  
The roof is not to code; my father added a metal pitched roof because rain on the flat 
composition roof beneath it had introduced a great deal of rot.  For some time, I (who helped 
clean the house for my parents in their last years) had to regularly vacuum up sprinkles of 
rotted wood material that would fall into the master bedroom from the ceiling.  We patched 
it up but any restorer would be in for a nasty surprise there, as the roof has to be now 
completely removed and rebuilt.  There is also serious rot in the downstairs bathroom, 
where the original tile had to be ripped up to stop at least the worst of the water leaks.  Of 
course there was always mold downstairs—Clorox was our friend.  If it’s not visible now it’s 
because the water has been shut off for over a year.  My son tells me after a recent walk-
through that daylight is visible through the exterior paneling under the staircase 
downstairs.  It is practically impossible now to air condition without some massive 
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replacing of insulation; the electric bill in the summer generally runs over one thousand 
dollars monthly.   
 
A true historical renovator will have to face the fact that there is almost none of the original 
paneling, fixtures, flooring, or “built-ins” left in the house, and even the floor plan is 
radically different, especially downstairs.  The aluminum casement windows, which are 
interesting, of course, are not complete; as in order to make them “square” in the settling 
house the handles were all removed and discarded, as they were no longer functional.  A 
restorer may have to pay a great deal to find those parts.  I could go on, but others more 
expert in this can describe the impossibly huge amounts of cash it would take to bring this 
house back to anything near its original state. 
 
There is another problem of course, and that is the fact that this property is actually two 
legal lots.  None of us ever knew how it was that Wagner got away with building smack in 
the middle of the road, cutting off the back lot; perhaps in 1950 the city wasn’t paying that 
much attention.  But whoever owns this property will have to go every few years to the 
county tax assessor and beg to have the back lot’s taxes reduced, as my parents did for 
three decades.  There’s no guarantee that that could be allowed forever, unless the back lot 
is actually condemned as perpetually unusable.  There is no way to build a road around the 
house, either above or below, as the slope is far too steep.  The enormity of the project that 
would have to be attempted to build a road around the house would require a huge 
retaining wall on a slope that is always eroding anyway.  The house is awkwardly set right 
at the entry to the property; thus there is essentially no front yard, and a difficult-to-
manage acre behind it.  Most people who are not nature and privacy freaks like we were 
would not be enthusiastic about maintaining a full acre lot for a house of this size.  There is 
currently no room for a single garage, even—with over an acre of land! 
 
In the end, though, I have come to believe that one has to be realistic about what one is 
trying to restore.  I realize now that modernism is about the architecture and the building 
anew, not really the houses already built—does that make sense?  We have all the plans.  
Anyone who wants to could build it again, correcting some of the mistakes, adding some 21st 
century necessities (like air conditioning) and could do it for far, far less than the cost of 
renovating this one.  And one would have honored the history of this style in a much truer 
way than by trying to un-build and then rebuild this particular house.  I’ll be happy to post 
the plans on the internet for anyone to view and use. 
 
I sincerely request that the historical commission not stand in the way of these builders 
who have shown themselves in past projects to be very sensitive to modern style and who 
want to produce something that will add to the beauty and sustainability of the little strip 
of houses along this street.  What they are proposing is an improvement, not a destruction, 
of this neighborhood.  They are not proposing a garish “McMansion” or cookie-cutter spec 
house, but a project that makes good use of this beautiful site.  We are not able to invest the 
sums necessary to restore this house, and don’t believe it is feasible--or wise--anyway.  We 
love history and Austin’s history, and we more or less “preserved” this house for 35 years 
against the accusations of protecting a “ghastly, hideous house” for a lot of that time.  But 
no one house lasts forever.  One can, though, preserve the style and the concept in a new 
construction.  We sincerely request that the commission allow that to happen here. 
 
Thank you, 
Susan McElroy 
Seattle, WA 
 


