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HISTORIC LANDMARK COMMISSION 

OCTOBER 22, 2018 
DEMOLITION AND RELOCATION PERMITS (PARTIAL) 

HDP-2018-0499 
1908 Pennsylvania Avenue 

 
PROPOSAL 

Alter a ca. 1912 house. 
 
ARCHITECTURE 

One-story, rectangular-plan, hip-roofed house with asbestos siding, 1:1 windows (boarded 
up but likely wood-sash), and a corner porch. The house is the southernmost building on the 
property; no work is proposed to the other house on the property, which faces Poquito 
Street. 
  
PROJECT SPECIFICATIONS 

The proposed project includes the following work: 
1) Construction of a second-story addition atop the existing house. The addition is 

proposed to be capped with a side-gabled roof, clad in hardiplank siding, and include 
1:1 and sliding vinyl- or composite-sash windows. It will be set back approximately 9 
feet from the front wall of the house. 

2) Reconstruction of the existing roof into a side-gabled roof. 
3) Replacement of existing windows with vinyl- or composite-sash windows. 
4) Replacement of the front door with a fully glazed wood or composite door. 

 
RESEARCH 

Constructed around 1912, 1908 Pennsylvania Avenue has been occupied by a series of 
short-term renters, with two exceptions. Buena Vista Cummings, an African American 
teacher, was the longest-term resident. She lived in the house for the better part of a 
decade (1918-28), with a brief break in the early 1920s when the house was rented by a 
fellow Huston College teacher. John and Eva Swisher lived there in 1952-59. John Swisher 
worked for the City Sewer Department. 
 
STAFF COMMENTS 

The building does not appear to meet the criteria for designation as a historic landmark. It 
was recommended as contributing property in a potential historic district by the East 
Austin Historic Resources Survey (2016). 
 
Designation Criteria—Historic Landmark 

1) The building is more than 50 years old. 
2) The building retains a moderately high degree of integrity. The siding has been 

replaced. 
3) Properties must meet two historic designation criteria for landmark designation 

(City of Austin Land Development Code, Section 25-2-352). The property does not 
appear to demonstrate significance according to any criteria. 

a. Architecture. The building does not appear to possess architectural 
distinction. 

b. Historical association. Buena Vista Cummings lived in the house for 
approximately nine years, and John and Eva Swisher lived there for 
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approximately eight years. There do not appear to be significant historical 
associations. 

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

d. Community value. The property does not appear to have a unique location, 
physical characteristic, or significant feature that contributes to the 
character, image, or cultural identity of the city, a neighborhood, or a 
particular group. 

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

STAFF RECOMMENDATION 

Release the permit upon completion of a City of Austin Documentation Package. 
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LOCATION MAP 
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PROPERTY INFORMATION 
Photos 

 
Primary (south) façade and east elevation of 1908 Pennsylvania Avenue. 
 
 
Occupancy History 
Completed by Historic Preservation Office staff 
September 2018 
 
1910 Address not listed 
 
1912 Curtis Kilgore (colored), renter 
 Laborer 
 
1914 Lillie Johnson (colored), renter 
 Domestic worker 
 
1916 Diana Everett (colored), renter 
 Teacher 
 
1918-20 Buena V. Cummings (colored), owner 
 Teacher, model school department at Samuel Huston College (1918, 1920) 
 
1922 Luther E. and Mary Askey (colored), renters 
 Teacher, Samuel Huston College 
 
1924-27 Buena V. Cummings (colored), owner 
 Cummings Private School at 1908 Pennsylvania Ave (1924); teacher, Tillotson 

College (1927) 
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 William A. and Jessie L. Brooks (colored), renter 
 Carpenter 
 
1929 Frank and Annie M. Richardson (colored), renters 
 No occupation listed 
 
1932 Eugene and Inez Patterson, renters 
 Porter, Railroad Commission of Texas 
 
1935 James and Rosa Braggs, renters 
 No occupation listed 
 Jess Braggs, renter 
 Deliveryman, Caldwell Potato Chip Factory 
 
1939-41 Henrietta Becks, renter 
 No occupation listed 
 
1944 Jesse and Frances Bevins, renters 
 Steel molder 
 
1949 Crawford Nunn, renter 
 No occupation listed 
 
1952-59 John J. and Eva M. Swisher, renters 
 Employee, City Sewer Division (1952, 1955); representative, City Sewer 

Department (1959) 
 
1962 Mrs. Alex Jackson, renter 
 Maid 
 
1968 Mrs. Birda Sauls (widow of Willie), renter 
 Retired 
 
1973 Leon and Emma Scott, renters 
 Porter, State Attorney General 
 
1977 Verttry Maynard, renter 
 Retired 
 
1986 No return 
 
1992 Martha Azpata, renter 
 No occupation listed 
 
 
Background Research 
Buena Vista Cummings (nee Terry) was an African American woman born to a single 
mother in Brenham between 1875 and 1883. She and her mother had moved to Austin by 
1880, where her mother worked as a live-in laundress; in 1885, they both lived and worked 
on a farm at San Jacinto and Mulberry streets. Cummings married at age 20, but was 
listed as single and living with her mother in various houses on Neches, San Jacinto, and E. 
12th until about 1905, when her mother died. She attended two years of college, according to 
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the Census, and taught at home in 1903; by 1909, she was living and working as a matron 
at the Texas Institute for Colored Deaf, Dumb, and Blind. She worked as a teacher at the 
model school department at Samuel Huston College from at least 1918 until at least 1920. 
In 1920, Tillotson College opened a Model School Department for grades 1-6, and 
Cummings was teaching there by 1923. At least in 1924-25, she ran the Cummings Private 
School at her home. By 1927, she was teaching at Tillotson again, which was limited to 
African American women at the time. She married Boyd Simpson in 1928 and moved to a 
house on Poquito Street. Buena Vista Simpson was operating a school in her home when 
she died in 1957. 
 

 
Advertisement for Christmas concert given by students in the Cummings Private School, The Austin 
Statesman 12/22/1925. 
 

 

 
Obituary for Buena Vista Simpson (nee Cummings), The Austin Statesman 3/8/1957. 
 
John Jefferson Swisher was born in 1894 in Austin to Texas-born parents. His father was a 
farmer, and John and his siblings grew up working as laborers on the farm. In 1930, he was 
working on his own as a cotton farmer, but had transitioned to manual labor on road 
construction—either for the City of Austin or the State—by 1940. That same year, his two 
oldest sons worked on “park improving,” likely for the City. By 1952, when he and his 
family moved into 1908 Pennsylvania Avenue, John Swisher was working for the City 
Sewer Division, where he remained until at least 1959. He died in 1971 in Austin.  
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Obituary for John Swisher, The Austin Statesman 10/23/1971. 
 
Eva Gregg Swisher was born in 1898 in Webberville. She married John Swisher around 
1918 and had at least twelve children. Eva Swisher died in 1979 in Austin—three years 
after her mother, who died at age 106. 
 
 
Building Permits 

 
Building permit issued to Boyd A. Simpson for a wood-frame store room, 9/11/1947. 
 



 D.3 - 8 

 
Record of water tap permit, 9/7/1949. 
 

 
Water tap permit, 4/15/1975. 
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Building permit issued to Mike Leff for remodeling and repairs, 3/5/1979. 


