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East End Modern 

Two years ago, I bought a house in the 
East End. It had been built for Angelo and 
Lillian Minella, Italian-Americans from 
Massachusetts who came to Texas in the 
1940s. The Minellas, who owned and 
operated an East End plumbing supply 
company for decades, moved into their 
house in 1950. and they lived in it until 
they died, first Angelo in 1982 and then 
Lillian in 1991. In the years following it 
was rented out to various tenants, but by 
the lime I saw it in 2004 it was relatively 
unchanged from its original state. 

The happy fate of the Minella House 
represents a story that occurs much too 
rarely in Houston, a city often character-
ized by merciless economic speculation. 
The Minellas themselves altered little 
during their time in the house, and while 
some changes were made during the pe-
riod it was rented out—a fire in the closets 
separating two bedrooms ruined the finish 
of the wood parquet, which was replaced 
with beige vinyl composition tile, and air 

conditioners were added by cutting into 
windows of two bedrooms and the living-
dining room as well as cutting into a wall 
of the sun porch—they were minor. The 
result is that more than 50 years after its 
construction the Minella House remained 
a significant example of modern residen-
tial architecture as it evolved in mid-20th-
century Houston. 

The Minella House is significant in 
part because of its contemporary design 
by Houston architect Allen R. Williams Jr.. 
and in part because of its unusual all ma-
sonry construction. It is what was known 
as a Century Built Home, a representa-
tive of a an intriguing, if ultimately futile, 
effort on the part of a group of progressive 
modern architects and builders to reform 
American residential construction in the 
years immediately following World War II. 
Industrial mobilization for the war effort 
had led to such impressive results that 
there was, in the postwar years, a sense 
that similar results could be achieved on 
the domestic front. 

In Houston, the local newspapers 
presented a number of proposals by 
Houston architects and businessmen hop-
ing to develop new residential construction 

techniques. These postwar architects 
took a pragmatic approach that stood 
in contrast to the hard-line stance of 
prominent prewar modern architects. 
Buckminster Fuller's Dymaxion House 
project of 1928, for example, a circular 
metal house suspended off the ground 
on a large hollow mast that contained a 
utility core, was such a ruthlessly logical 
application of technology that its final 
result was alien and unacceptable to the 
general population. In comparison, the 
more conservative architectural design 
of the Century Built Home revealed a 
realistic attempt to accommodate Ameri-
can middle-class desires, albeit with an 
improved and unconventional product. 

Many Houston architects were 
involved in schemes predicated on 
the use of load-bearing masonry walls 
for residential construction, The most 
commonly cited reason for the use of 
masonry systems was that they were 
fireproof. Other positive characteristics 
were masonry's permanence, durability, 
and ability to deter rats and termites. For 
modern architects, drilled in the neces-
sity of honesty of materials, the lact that 
masonry could be left exposed or simply 

painted rather than requiring a second 
layer of cladding was another reason for 
its appeal. 

Phillip G. Willard and Lucian T. Hood, 
who built a number of contemporary 
houses between 1945 and 1952, seem to 
have been the most prolific of the masonry 
inspired architects. Anthony Luciano, a 
native of Italy who "did advanced study 
in concrete in Naples," also designed 
several projects using a variety of masonry 
schemes in the early 1950s. Dunaway & 
Jones designed a house in MacGregor 
Terrace using a "cellular concrete" system 
in 1950, Thomas E. Greacen II designed 
the Tucker House at Post Oak Lane and 
Lone Star Drive of 1952 that used a 
"chemical process in the concrete (that I 
creates bubbles and produces lightweight 
material with insulating quality." And 
Wilson, Morris, Crain & Anderson de-
signed the Emerson House of 1955 with 
walls made of three-inch-thick Styrofoam 
planks sprayed on each side with one inch 
of concrete. 

Given that the systems receiving 
the most coverage in the architectural 
press were based on lightweight steel 
frames, the best example of which was 
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Opposite Page: Minolta House in Srnims 
Woods [Allen R, Williams, 1950). 
Above: living mom 
Left: f loot plan, following renovation. 
Below Right: the Minolta House undei 
(onstiodion in 1950. 

the iconic Eames House of 1949 in Los 
Angeles, this group of Houston modern 
architects interest in masonry build-
ing systems seemed to be unusual. The 
Eames House, with its web of thin steel 
members, presented nearly the opposite 
appearance of this group of substantial, 
low-set Houston houses. 

These Houston architects were also 
notable for their concerns with climatic 
adaptation in design. Many of their 
projects included references to proper 
cardinal orientation for the Houston region 
and provisions for such things as sun 
shading and cross ventilation. The most 
publicized Houston modern architects 
of the time were those working in the 
patrician Mieisan mode, and producing 
buildings where formal design was in the 
foreground, sometimes as the expense of 
construction and climatic considerations. 
This suggests that the all but forgotten 
group of architects who used masonry 
systems were trying to create a regional 
modern architecture for Houston, one that 
focused on durable construction methods 
and designs that took into account the 
unique geographical characteristics of the 
upper Gulf Coast, while treating formal 

and stylistic concerns as secondary. 
Among those architects was Allen R. 

Williams Jr., the designer of the Minella 
House, In the late 1940s and early 1950s. 
Williams devised a scheme for standard-
ized all masonry houses that he termed 
the Century Built Home. His other work 
seems to have been more conventional. 
In 1951 he designed about 15 houses 
in the Lamar Weslayan subdivision for 
developer W, E. Keep. These relatively 
costly $25,000 houses were described 
in the November 25, 1951, Houston 
Chronicle as "bungalow-type homes with 
many ranch features" and were the result 
of "scientilic planning from floor layout to 
exterior designs." The other building with 
which he was associated was his own 
house of 1958 at 4603 Ivanhoe Street. 
This expansive two-story house was clad 
with light brown brick veneer and wood 
board and batten siding. Its most arresting 
features are its large sloping roof covered 
with brown pressed aluminum shingles 
that descended to within a few feet of the 
ground at the entry and its tall, lozenge-
shaped brick chimney. Williams' house is 
an idiosyncratic yet compelling mixture 
of the conventional 1950s ranch house, 

the work of Frank Lloyd Wright, and the 
Spanish influenced architecture of Ihe 
American southwest. 

How Williams devised the scheme for 
the Century Built Home is unknown. In 
fact, not a great deal is known about Allen 
R, Williams Jr. He seems to have shunned 
publicity. But according to his wife, The-
salone Williams, he was graduated from 
the school of architecture at the University 
of Texas and came to Houston in 1946. 
He became a member of the American 
Institute of Architects in 1948, and from 
1949 to 1952 appears to have worked and 
lived on South Shepherd Drive, In 1953 
he was listed as a partner in Williams & 
Reed with Mack G. Reed, a Rice Institute 
graduate. This partnership lasted until 
i ! - . - i . ,ii!i-t wiiH ii William! worked alone 
for the remainder of his career. Accord-
ing to Mrs. Williams, her husband worked 
with Houston architects such as Cameron 
Fairchild and Staub, Rather & Howze, as 
well as for subdivision developers such 
as Roy Harris, for whom he designed 
"hundreds" of houses in the Ripple Creek 
subdivision, Tynewood subdivision, and 
others. He died in 1978. 

In the Century Built Home he left 
behind an intriguing legacy. The premise 
of the Century Built Home was the use of 
a 12-inch by 8-inch by 5-inch lightweight 
hollow concrete wall tile set on a 4-inch 
thick reinforced concrete slab foundation 
with a continuous 2-foot 2-inch by 10-
inch grade beam and 12-inch diameter 
bell bottom drilled piers 8 feet on center 
for walls and a system of 2-foot wide by 
2-inch thick lightweight reinforced con-
crete slabs for the roof with 6-inch thick 
concrete tiller tiles held in place by heavy 
gauge steel channels. Exterior walls were 
painted. Vertical joints were flush and 
horizontal joints raked to create a hori-
zontal linear emphasis. Interior walls and 
ceiling were covered with a 1-inch layer of 
cement plaster. The built up roof covered 
with coal tar and light colored gravel was 
set over a 1-inch fiberglass insulating 
board on top of the concrete structure. 
Windows were standard metal casements. 
Doors and casings were standard sizes 
and made of wood. The flooring was a 
combination of oak veneer tongue and 
groove parquet in the living and sleeping 
areas, asphalt tile in the kitchen, and thin 
set hexagonal glazed ceramic tile in the 
bathrooms. The wood veneer parquet and 
asphalt tile were directly attached to the 
concrete slab with black mastic. Electri-
cal wiring was run through metal conduit 
embedded in the center of the walls. The 
house had central heat, but was not air-
conditioned. It did have an attic fan at the 
end of the corridor nearest Ihe bedrooms. 

Other Century Built Homes included 
the Pickens House of 1949 or 1950 at 
851 West 43rd Street in Garden Oaks and 
the Carl Stallworth House of 1951 at 6648 
Merry Lane in Idylwood in 1951. Accord-

ing to Stallworth, who still lives in the 
house, there was a fourth Century Built 
Home off Campbell Road north of Old 
Katy Road. This house is no longer extant 
and its exact address is unknown. A fifth 
Century Built Home was the Sarf House 
of 1950, planned for the corner of Tangley 
and Rutgers streets in West University but 
apparently never built. 

The Century Built Homes were varia-
tions on a standard design, of which the 
Minella House seemed to be the most fully 
resolved. The plan of the Minella House 
had a living-dining room at the front of the 
house facing north. Along its east side was 
a sun porch. To the west was the kitchen, 
with it own exterior door and stoop. A 
corridor beginning at Ihe rear of the living-
dining room led to a bathroom, two small 
bedrooms, and a master bedroom with its 
own bathroom. The plan of the Sarf House 
and the Stallworth House were both very 
similar to that of the Minella House. 

All of the Century Built Homes had 
large, Roman-brick clad front chimneys 
with built-in planter boxes and Roman-
brick cladding on the interior around the 
fireplace. The living-dining area was cov-
ered with a tall shed rool, while the kitch-
en, sleeping areas, and bathrooms had a 
lower flat roof. All the houses had metal 
casement windows, and none had central 
air-conditioning. The cost of the Century 
Built Homes appears to have been moder-
ate. The approximate construction cost 
of the Sarf House was listed at $11,000; 
at the time, an equivalent wood-frame 
house in Oak Forest, Houston's largest 
early postwar subdivision, was selling lor 
about $9,000. Although the design of the 
Century Built Home was modern, both 
Ihe Minellas and the Stallworths furnished 
their house with conventional furniture 
and interior decorations. This suggested 
that the masonry construction of the 
house was its most appealing feature to 
them, not its architectural design. 

Nonetheless, Century Built Homes 
such as the Minella House are an 
important example of a development of 
modern architecture in Houston. They 
are a reminder of a time when a group 
of architects were bold enough to at-
tempt to reform conventional suburban 
building practices, and to infuse even 
the most modest houses with a sense of 
place and permanence. As such, they 
should be a model for future architec-
ture in the city. — Ben Koush 
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