THE NEUTRAS —Preservation and the View from | nside
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2/ 21/ 06
This year marks the 80'" year in practice for our firm |’m fresh from surveying
an early project of our in Brownsville; the Kraigher House of 1937, the earliest
International Style residence built in Texas, and still the nost distinguished

house in Brownsville.

Before we proceed, I'd like to take a nonent to thank Scott Brown and Tina
Whiteford representing BSH, a lot of planning has gone into this one day
marat hon. I'mdoing a reprise of this talk |later today in Houston!

Since Preservation seens to be the theme of this trip, I'm going to start by
telling you a few case histories of preservation and how it went for wus. 1[I
then show you sonme images to illustrate the growh of our practice over the
years.

Let me start with the work of our firmin Texas. The chief pilot of Pan American
Ai rways, Geroge Kraigher, had commissioned by dad in 1936 to design an avant
guarde residence for himin Browsville, the site of PAAs headquarters in those
days. Sonehow dad found the | abor to execute this remarkable design in those days
so far off center. That was followed in a couple of years with a nassive war
housing project called Avion Village near the current Dallas/Ft. Wrth airport
in Gand Prarie. Remmants of that still survive, which we viewed earlier. It
woul d be a good candi date for sone sort of preservation efforts.

W were gratified at the situation we found in Brownsville. It was the first tine
a Neutra had set foot there in 70 years! The city there has concluded a $1.00 99
year lease with the local branch of the University of Texas. They have on staff a
bi ol ogi st/ cum preservationist in the person of Larry Loef, who has been around
the block a few times with projects sinmilar to this. He is fortunate in that he
has as backing the Provost of the University, Jose Martin, as well as Vice
President Ruth Ann Ragland and others at the U who all seemto agree that this
could be a flagship project for themand the Cty.

VWhile the house is in deplorable condition, everyone seens very determned to
patch it back together, leaving as nmuch of the historic fabric intact albeit
pat ched together as needed. |If we can succeed with this, it will indeed nmake the
nati onal news as an exanple of what CAN be done. Stay tuned.

I"minterested in how | can help preserve some of the rest of our best work, mnuch
of which dates fromthe 50s and 60s. The original owners are passing these onto
their heirs and sale seens to be the inevitable scenario. I"ve been spending
much of my time in this arena. Sone of you may have read in April of 2002 of the
tragic | oss of MASLON, one of our best 60s houses in Rancho Mrage, CA where
heirs sold the famly home to a man who prom sed respect and restore the house
after paying over half a mllion nore than market for the house. He bulldozed it
a couple of weeks |later without bothering to renove the sheets fromthe beds!

This event nmade the NY and LA Tinmes and countless periodicals. The preservation
community was rocked back on its heels, and vowed to make things better. So far
as | know, all that has resulted is that Rancho Mrage has started to do an
historic inventory of its treasures; a classic case of |ocking the door after the
horse is out of the barn. By the way, so far no one has been able to ascertain
the notive for this crinme, although |I understand a McMansion has finally risen on
the site.



A nost classic case of loss of an icon occurred over 30 years ago in 1972. |
received a phone call, “Wuld |I have someone who mght want to nove off the VON
STERNBERG residence fromits site in Northridge? | asked what was planned. The
party said it had been decided to denplish this house rather than have to nount
24 hr guards to ensure that honel ess would not canp there. | agreed to research
and get back to them Before | could even get in touch with the AlA and others, |
heard the denplition had proceeded. No one even got coverage of it. Here again,
no met hodol ogy existed that night have saved this house.

Over the years | kept hoping sone views of the demolition would turn up. Quess
what; a few years ago | got an Email from a man who was a junior high student
back in those days. He lived across Tanpa Ave. from the house. He'd just gotten
home from school. He saw bull dozers; rushed to grab his fol ks 8nm canera and shot
some footage of the final stages of this denolition! See this on our website
‘Denplition Derby’ at Neutra.org

In the early 80s | got a similar call, this tine fromthe client hinmself, GCene
Field fromEncino. “My wife is tired of nodern; she wants to try A d English; do
you know of any way we could nove this house off the site?”. | asked if there
was a way to buy another site nearby and sell this one to an appreciative owner.
They didn't want to bother. | called the Cultural Heritage Conmi ssion. Long story
short; they determined that this was ‘not one of Neutra's nore significant
productions’. Therefore they would not list it. It was denolished shortly

thereafter, again, no coverage; not even a delay of execution

W figure that at least 40 to 50 of our individually designed houses are either

denmolished or so altered as to no longer qualify as Neutras. |In addition,
literally thousands of units of public and mlitary housing are gone; victins of
‘progress’ or other reasons for destruction. At the current rate, there will be

precious few of our exanples remaining in the face of the greatest period of
popul arity that we’ ve experienced in the eight decades we’'ve been in practice.

So far, in these decades of record keeping, there STILL is NO federal policy for
a coordi nated approach to preservation. There are tax incentive prograns that are
supposed to have this effect, and there are lists you can get on, but none of
these actually have funding to intervene and PREVENT DESTRUCTION if push cones to
shove; excuse the netaphor

To date, it has been left to the local comunities to devise their own
met hodol ogies to deal wth this issue. The City of LA has established the
Cul tural Heritage Conmission to screen candidates for preservation and listing on

their list of nmonunments. Unfortunately for the nonunents, sonme 25 to 30% of
monunent site descriptions start with the words ‘Site of forner...Cty Mnunent
No. X. In other words listing is no guarantee for preservation; only a stay of

execution for up to a year

To illustrate the dichotony we need go no further than nmy personal case after the
death of ny nother. She bequeathed ny brother and ne each a nonunent designated
multiple unit building in Westwood. One was on Strathnore, the other on Kelton
Qur appraiser for the estate tax return estimated the value of these properties
based on this restricted use. The IRS challenged these figures suggesting to us

that we sell and develop the properties ‘to their highest and best use’!!! \Wen
rem nded that the Cty had designated these as nonunents, the agency offered to
give us a one year credit , but insist that ultimtely the values were nuch

hi gher if redevel oped with nore units.



This posed two problens; an increase in the tax we were being asked to pay, and
the Feds spitting on the intent of a Cty to preserve its heritage! Long story
short, we hired an attorney from DC, who after researching advised us to ‘settle’
rather than fight in court. W ended up having to liquidate to be able to pay
150K nmore in taxes without setting any kind of precedent to prevent the sane
thing from happening again. This left us with a terrible feeling of wetchedness.
The nonunents still survive, but not because anyone, nuch less the feds, has a
meani ngful programto save them

Wth nore tinme, | could give countless other exanples of “Neutras in Peril” but
this presentation would beconme too |ong. So on with the last part of our
program

Wth this introduction you mght enjoy seeing sone of our inages about which
we’ ve spoken. They' Il illustrate the biography of the firm over the years from
the | ate 20s.

Slide show, beginning with Lovell and ending with Avion Village. Then A 90
m n.



