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HISTORIC LANDMARK COMMISSION 

JANUARY 29, 2018 
DEMOLITION AND RELOCATION PERMITS 

HDP-2017-0705 
4605 LESLIE AVENUE 

 
PROPOSAL 

Demolish a ca. 1951 house. 
 
ARCHITECTURE 

One-story, rectangular-plan, side-gabled frame house with a partial-width extended-roof 
entry porch on ornamental metal posts; single 1:1 and multi-light fenestration. 
RESEARCH 

The house was built over the winter of 1951 – 1952 in the Cedar Valley subdivision, 
developed for African-Americans after World War II.  Thomas and Jessie Ellison, the first 
owners of this house, lived here until their deaths almost 60 years later.  Thomas Ellison 
was employed by Braniff Airways as a sky cap and porter until his retirement.  His 
obituary references that he was instrumental in helping African-American GI’s obtain 
financing to purchase homes. 
Two children of Thomas and Jessie Ellison, Joan Ellison-Satterwhite and Burt Ellison 
related the following information to staff: 
When Thomas Ellison returned from his service in World War II in 1945, he found that the 
provisions of the GI Bill that helped returning soldiers purchase homes were not available 
to African-American servicemen.  As both Thomas and Jessie Ellison were very active in 
Democratic Party politics, they urged and worked with then-Senators Lyndon Johnson and 
Ralph Yarbrough to extend the benefits of the GI Bill to all servicemen regardless of color. 
The subdivision of Cedar Valley was platted in 1948 in the vicinity of land that Ellison’s 
family had owned for generations.  He and his family moved into this house on Leslie 
Avenue as soon as it was completed in 1951.  Cedar Valley was in many ways, a model 
subdivision.  All of the homes were owned by their occupants, who took great pride in 
maintaining their houses and yards.  All of the families in the neighborhood were two-
parent households.  The neighborhood was in a still-semi-rural area; there was a wooded 
area across the street and a nearby creek that the Ellison children recall playing in.  The 
streets in Cedar Valley were not yet paved, and there was no sewer line in the 
neighborhood; all the houses depended on septic tanks.  Thomas and Jessie Ellison fought 
hard for street paving, the sewer line (for which Thomas Ellison helped dig the trench), 
street lighting, and other improvements that were routinely provided for new white 
residential areas, but not for those areas populated by African-American families.  The 
Ellisons fought for Springdale Road to be paved, and for the construction of Sims 
Elementary School for the children of the neighborhood.  As Joan Ellison recalls, at the 
time they moved into Cedar Valley, there was a school close by, Pecan Springs Elementary, 
but it was segregated for white children; the children of Cedar Valley were bused to 
Rosewood Elementary, several miles away.  The construction of Sims Elementary on 
Springdale Road catered to the children of Cedar Valley and surrounding African-American 
neighborhoods. 
Thomas Ellison served as the patriarch of the neighborhood in many ways.  He was the 
leader of the neighborhood Cub Scout and Boy Scout troops, and Jessie Ellison headed up 
the neighborhood Girl Scout troop.  Joan Ellison recalls that while her father was camping 
in the back yard with the boy scouts, her mother was in the kitchen teaching the girls how 
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to cook and sew.  Their house on Leslie Avenue was a center of the community – they often 
welcomed neighbors and children at their table, and provided both financial and emotional 
support for those in need.  Many of the children of the neighborhood referred to Thomas 
and Jessie Ellison as “Dad” and “Mom.”  Jessie Ellison continued her role as a nurturer and 
teacher; she founded the Zion Hill Child Care Center at her church, ran a church summer 
program for children, and was a member of an African-American ladies’ service 
organization. The Ellisons were also active in the NAACP Youth Group. 
From all accounts, Cedar Valley was an exemplary place to grow up.  Many of the working 
parents in the neighborhood were teachers, principals, and others involved in education.  
Many of the children grew up to professional occupations, and the level of activism during 
the height of the civil rights movement in Austin was notable.  The Ellisons fought against 
the poll tax, and served as precinct judges to encourage their neighbors to vote.  The Ellison 
children have very fond memories of their childhood in Cedar Valley and their pride in their 
upbringing in the Cedar Valley community is clear. 
The streets of Cedar Valley look very much as they did in the mid-1950s.  There have been 
few tear-downs in the neighborhood, and while the neighborhood no longer enjoys the same 
rate of home ownership and attendant pride it once did, very few houses have lost their 
integrity significantly. 
STAFF COMMENTS 

The house is beyond the bounds of any City survey to date. 
The house may meet the criteria for landmark designation as set forth in City Code: 

a. Architecture.  The house is a frame 1950s cottage, a common style; it has no 
distinction within its architectural style. 

b. Historical association. The house was built by Thomas Ellison and his wife, 
Jessie; according to his obituary, he was influential in helping African-
American GI’s returning home to purchase homes in segregated subdivisions 
like Cedar Valley.  Staff believes that the association of this house with 
Thomas and Jessie Ellison, leaders of the Cedar Valley community, may 
prove to be one of the criteria necessary to qualify the house for landmark 
designation. 

c. Archaeology. The house was not evaluated for its potential to yield significant 
data concerning the human history or prehistory of the region. 

d. Community value. The location of this house within the Cedar Valley 
Subdivision reflects its importance as a contributing structure to a potential 
Cedar Valley historic district; the social history of Cedar Valley and its 
importance in representing a significant chapter in Austin’s history, may 
prove the basis for community value, both as related to the Ellison house and 
the story of the potential historic district. 

e. Landscape feature. The property is not a significant natural or designed 
landscape with artistic, aesthetic, cultural, or historical value to the city. 

f.  
STAFF RECOMMENDATION 

Staff recommends either initiation of a historic zoning case or postponement of this case to 
February 26, 2018 to evaluate alternatives to demolition and the possibility of recognizing 
Cedar Valley as a historic district.  If the Commission votes to release the demolition 
permit instead, then staff recommends relocation over demolition, but in any case, the 
completion of a City of Austin Documentation Package, consisting of photographs of all 
elevations, a dimensioned sketch plan, and a narrative history, for archiving at the Austin 
History Center.  
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LOCATION MAP 
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4605 Leslie Avenue 
ca. 1951 

 
 

OCCUPANCY HISTORY 
4605 Leslie Avenue 

 
City Directory Research, Austin History Center 
By City Historic Preservation Office 
December, 2017 
 
1992  Thomas and Jessie Ellison, owners 
  Retired 
 
1985-86 Thomas and Jessie Ellison, owners 
  Retired 
 
1981  Thomas and Jessie Ellison, owners 
  Employed by Braniff Airlines 
 
1977  Thomas and Jessie M. Ellison, owners 
  Employed by Braniff Airways 
 
1973  Thomas and Jessie B. Ellison, owners 
  Cargo serviceman, Braniff International Airways 
 
1968  Thomas and Jessie Ellison, owners 

Cargo serviceman, Braniff International Airways 
 
1964  Thomas and Jessie Ellison, owners 

Porter, Braniff Airways 
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1958  Thomas and Jessie Ellison, owners 

Porter, Braniff Airways 
 
1953  Thomas and Jessie Ellison, owners 

Employed at the Municipal Airport 
 
1952  The street is not listed in the directory. 

NOTE:  Thomas and Jessie Ellison are listed at 1805 Sanchez Street.  He was a 
porter for the City Airport Division. 
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BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES: 
Thomas and Jessie Ellison (ca. 1952 – ca. 2014) 
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Obituary of Jessie Harvey Ellison 

Austin American-Statesman, January 27, 2009 
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Thomas Ellison, Sr., 90, of Austin departed this life peacefully on January 16, 2014, surrounded by loving 
family members. He was born April 5, 1923 to Beatrice and Walter Ellison, Sr. He was married to Jessie 
Harvey Ellison (deceased) for 66 years.  
 
Thomas was a loyal employee of Braniff International Airlines for 35 years. He started out as a skycap at 
the old Austin airport (off Airport Boulevard) prior to its move to Mueller (off Manor Road). Thomas ended 
his career with Braniff as an air freight supervisor, and retired when Braniff was purchased by American 
Airlines. He received many awards, accolades, and certificates for his hard work and dedication to the 
company and the traveling public. Many, many travelers knew Thomas by his first name and always 
stopped to chat because Thomas had such a quiet calm nature, engaging personality, kind listening ear, 
profound wisdom and knowledge of the world.  
 
In his early adulthood, Thomas served as a scoutmaster, was active in the Sims Elementary PTA, served 
as an election judge for precinct 129, was active in the NAACP, and various neighborhood organizations.  
 
Thomas, a WWII veteran of the Pacific Theater, sought and received Congressional support for the 
building of a subdivision for black WWII veterans under the GI Bill. The subdivision, near the current 
Morris Williams golf course, was a thriving community with manicured lawns and two-parent households.  
 
Thomas loved to travel and he, along with his wife, traveled to Hawaii on several occasions, often 
vacationed in California, and visited many of the contiguous states and Canada.  
 
In addition to his family, some of his greatest joy came from helping others. Thomas was generous with 
his treasure and his time. Individuals would come to Thomas for transportation assistance and/or money 
to tide them over "until payday." He never said "No".  
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Thomas was described by men as a "man's man" or "the man" because he embodied the strength, 
character and uprightness described in several verses of Proverbs. "He fears the Lord; He hates what is 
false; He hates evil; He does what is righteous; He speaks the truth; He is humble, not proud; He has a 
calm spirit; He is patient; He is concerned about goodwill/peace; He forgives those who wrong him; He is 
not vindictive."  
 
Thomas was a devoted deacon of the Zion Hill Baptist Church for 62 years. During that time, he also 
served in various capacities including president of the deacon board and brotherhood. He was a 
dedicated Christian and walked a Christian path.  
 
Thomas was preceded in death by his wife of 66 years, Jessie, and his son, Thomas, Jr. He leaves to 
mourn a family who loved him dearly. Four children, Carol Ellison-King, Joan Ellison-Satterwhite, Burt 
(Linda), and Kenneth (Marsha). A brother, Henry Ellison (Bayless), daughter-in-law Doris Ellison and a 
host of grandchildren, great-grandchildren, 5 great-great grandchildren and many nieces, nephews, and 
friends who adored him.  
 
The funeral will be held on Wednesday, January 22, 2014 at the Zion Hill Baptist Church, 1701 Chestnut 
Avenue, at 11:00 a.m. Interment will follow at Evergreen Cemetery. 

Obituary of Thomas Ellison 
Austin American-Statesman, January 21, 2014 

 
 
 

 
Water service permit for this address (1952) 

 



 D.4 - 11 

 
Sewer service permit for this address (1961) 
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The Cedar Valley subdivision 
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Article on the establishment of Cedar Valley Subdivision for African-American residents 

Austin Statesman, June 29, 1950 
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A home in the Cedar Valley Subdivision featured in Austin Homes Beautiful 

Austin American-Statesman, September 14 1952 
 

 
1415 Berene Street today (December, 2017) 
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Article on the provision of street lights for the Cedar Valley Subdivision 

Austin Statesman, March 20, 1953 
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Article on the visit of 10 Russians to Austin to inspect subdivisions, including Cedar Valley 

Austin American-Statesman, October 9, 1955 
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Representative views of the Cedar Valley subdivision (December, 2017) 
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Plat of Cedar Valley 

Plat Book 5, page 55 (1948) 
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A section of the Cedar Valley plat 


