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Documenting Neutra's 
Kraigher House 
M E A S U R E D 

D R A W I N G S B Y 

D A V I D P A Y N E 

The Kra igher House was designed and 
bui l t in 1937 on wha t were then the 
ou tsk i r t s o f Brownsv i l le . I oday , the 
compac t , two-s to ry house sits in the 
midd le o f a l ight ly w o o d e d six-acre t ract 
thai faces I'aredes Line Road and is in 
sight of the U.S. 77-83 Expressway. Yet 
l o o k i n g out the south- fac ing n h h o n 
w i n d o w s o f the l i v ing r o o m , or s tand ing 
on the expansive second-f loor terrace 
deck, it is possible t o imagine oneself in 
the coun t r y , where the loudest sound is 
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Deloil of entrant!? 

the rus t l ing of mescpiitc and pa lm trees in 
the constant GuU breeze. 

t icurgc Kra ig ln r, w h o bui l l the bouse, 
was atT execut ive o f I'an Amer i can W o r l d 
A i rways , w h i c h ma in ta ined a sect ion o f 
its La t in Amer ican d iv is ion in Browns-
vi l le between 1929 and 1944. Los 
Angeles arch i tec tura l h is tor ian T h o m a s S. 
Mines in terv iewed George Kra igher in 
1977 wh i le p repar ing his b o o k , Richard 
Ncutni and the Search /o r Modem 
Architecture 11982). Kra igher t o l d I l ines 
that he was impressed by a modern house 
he saw wh i le on a visit t o Los Angeles in 

1 >". t racked d o w n the name o f its 
archi tect , R ichard N e u t r a , and commis -
sioned N e u t r a , one o f the most in f luen t ia l 
p roponents of the M o d e r n M o v e m e n t in 
the U.S., to design his house in 
Brownsv i l le . Acco rd ing t o 1 l ines, this was 
the f irst bu i l d ing constructed to Neut ra 's 
design in the U.S. outside Ca l i f o rn ia . It 
was also the first M o d e m house in Texas. 
Kra igher , w h o eventual ly had Neut ra 
design a ret i rement house fo r h im in 
L i t ch f ie ld , Connect icu t , in lL>^S, gave 
I l ines t w o renderings that Neu t ra made 
o f the design: the first for a one-s tory 
house, the second of the house as bu i l t . 
The Brownsv i l le cont rac tor A. W . Neck 
frv Sons bui l t the Kra igher 1 louse for the 
contract sum of $5 ,000 . Neut ra never 
traveled to Brownsville. Construction 
was supervised by the Brownsv i l le 
architect Frank L. G o d w i n . The Kra igher 
I louse was publ ished in the M a y 19.19 
issue o f Architectural Record as " O p e n -
Planned, W i n d o w - W a l l e d 1 louse in 

Southwest . " In 19,19 Neu t ra submi t ted a 
s l ight ly enlarged version o f the Kra igher 
I louse design to the Ladies' Home 
Journal's N a t i o n a l Smal l House 
C o m p e t i t i o n . 

I In- Kra igher 1 louse is a t i gh tb packed 
compos i t i on o f i n te r lock ing l . -p lanncd 
spaces, con ta in ing 2.44f i square feet o f 
l ivable space (this does not coun t the 
ni l - . ice deck or two-ca r garage). Neut ra 's 
p lann ing was so ad ro i t , however , that the 
inter iors seem open and expansive rather 
than compressed. Wha t most d is t ingu ish-
es the Kra igher 1 louse f r o m Neut ra ' s 
t a l i lo rn ia houses i-. its lac k ol gn iittul 
level, o u t d o o r l i v i ng space. There is a 
smal l porch o f f the l i v ing r o o m , bu t 
neither a pat io no r a screened loggia, 
w h i c h were character is t ic o f Neu t ra 
houses in the more ben ign, less insect-
r idden c l imate of Southern Ca l i f o rn ia . 

Since the 1970s the Kra igher 1 louse has 
been used as rental p roper ty . D u r i n g the 
| 9 ~ 0 S , I'aredes I me Road ceased being a 

coun t r y h ighway and became instead a 
commerc ia l s t r ip . T h u s the value o f the 
six-acre site is considered by its owners , 
the Franke Realty C o m p a n y , as highest 
lo r commerc ia l use. The proper ty is l isted 
fo r sale for $ 6 0 0 , 0 0 0 . In I 9 9 2 , the year 
of Neut ra 's centenary, local concern over 
the cond i t i o n o f the house led to a feature 

article m the Brownsville Herald by 
reporter Roberto C. Gonzalez, which 
precip i tated stories in Texas Architect, 
Architecture, and the N a t i o n a l Trust for 
H is to r i c Preservation's newspaper. 
Historic ['reservation News. Brownsv i l le 
preservat ion act iv ist T . Ashley Gon/ . i l cs 
and the city 's heritage of f icer , M a r k 
L u n d , have m o n i t o r e d the cond i t i o n o f 
the house, w h i c h is n o w vacant , w i n d o w -
less, and unsecured. I his spr ing , 
Brownsv i l le architect Rober to Ru iz . 
president of the Lower R io Grande 
Valley (. haptcr of the Amer ican Inst i tute 
o l Archi tects, ar ranged fo r measurements 
o f the house to be taken . Un ivers i t j o l 
I I l lus ion arch i tecture student Dav id 
I'ayne, w h o was invo lved in the measur-
ing , p roduced these d raw ings , w h i c h 
describe the present appearance o f the 
Kraigher I louse, one of the most 
signif icant w o r k s o f mode rn archi tecture 
in Texas. 

Stephen Pox 
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North elevation. 
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Cross section (Z - Z). 
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Second-floor plan. 
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First-floor plan. 


