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ZONING CHANGE REVIEW SHEET 

 
CASE NUMBER: C14H-205-0004 HLC DATE:  September 28, 2015 
 PC DATE:   
     
APPLICANTS:  Rebekah and Andy Thomas, owners 
 
HISTORIC NAME:  Swearingen-Gray House 
 
WATERSHED:  Shoal Creek 
 
ADDRESS OF PROPOSED ZONING CHANGE:  1606 Watchhill Road 
 
ZONING FROM:  SF-3 to SF-3-H 
 
SUMMARY STAFF RECOMMENDATION:  No recommendation.  While staff believes that 
the house has historical significance due to its associations with Jack Gray, the front of the 
house has been changed.  It will be up to the Commission to decide whether the historical 
significance of the house outweighs the loss of the integrity of design in the modifications to 
the façade of the house.  Staff is also very concerned about setting a precedent for 
nominating houses that have had recent modifications; the criteria for designation of 
historic landmark specifically state that a house must retain its historic appearance to 
qualify as a historic landmark. 
 
QUALIFICATIONS FOR LANDMARK DESIGNATION: 
Architecture and historical associations. 
Architecture – The house is now a classic example of Colonial Revival architecture with a 
full-width, full-height portico and porch on monumental fluted columns, but originally had 
more of a Monterrey-style with a second story cantilevered balcony. 
Historic associations: Associations with W.A. Swearingen, the founder of the Ford 
dealership that later became Leif Johnson Ford, and with Jack Gray, long-standing All-
American basketball coach at the University of Texas. 
 
HISTORIC LANDMARK COMMISSION ACTION:  Staff has postponed the public hearing 
on this case to determine issues relating to the loss of historical integrity.  The Commission 
has not yet taken action on this application. 
 
PLANNING COMMISSION ACTION:   
 
DEPARTMENT COMMENTS:  The house is beyond the bounds of the Comprehensive 
Cultural Resources Survey (1984). 

CITY COUNCIL DATE:     ACTION: 
 
ORDINANCE READINGS: 1ST  2ND 3RD    ORDINANCE NUMBER: 
 
CASE MANAGER:  Steve Sadowsky     PHONE:  974-6454 
 
NEIGHBORHOOD ORGANIZATION:   
Pemberton Heights Neighborhood Association 
 
BASIS FOR RECOMMENDATION: 
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Architecture:  
The house is a two-story, rectangular plan, side-gabled frame house with Colonial Revival 
styling.  The symmetrical façade defines the Colonial Revival style; the house has a central, 
front-gabled portico on monumental columns; the full-width full-height front porch extends 
to either side of the central portico, all supported on monumental fluted columns.  A broken 
pediment frames the central doorway, which has a pair of sidelights.  According to the 
plans for this house by prominent Austin architects Page and Southerland, the house 
originally had a different treatment of the façade, which was decidedly less Colonial Revival 
and more in keeping with the ideals of the Monterrey style of architecture with a second-
story balcony. 

Historical Associations: 
The house was built in 1939 for William A. and Lillian “Dink” Swearingen, who had moved 
to Austin a few years prior to take over a local Ford dealership.  William A. Swearingen was 
a native of Lockhart, Texas, where his father ran the local bank.  W.A. Swearingen 
graduated from the University of Texas with a degree in business administration, then 
went to work for banks in Houston and Lockhart.  He took over his father’s Ford dealership 
in Austin, then made the move to Austin and purchased the local Ford dealership here.  He 
asked local businessman and City Council member Bob Armstrong to join him in the 
partnership, and together, they established Swearingen-Armstrong Ford, which had its 
offices at 1st (now Cesar Chavez) and Colorado Streets, a site that had been home to several 
auto dealerships over the years.  Armstrong was a minor partner in the venture, and W.A. 
“Bill” Swearingen ran the company for almost 20 years.  In the late 1950s, he sold his 
interest in Swearingen-Armstrong and established Swearingen Brothers with his twin 
brother, James, the local Edsel dealership.  Unfortunately, the Edsel line of cars did not 
fare well, and W.A. Swearingen got out of the car business thereafter.  Bob Armstrong 
continued the local Ford dealership, and established Armstrong-Johnson Ford, with Leif 
Johnson.  That dealership remains a fixture in the Austin automobile market today as Leif 
Johnson Ford. 
 
The Swearingens sold the house in 1955 and moved to a house on Balcones Drive.  The 
Edward and Kathleen Maloney bought the house in 1955 from a third party and lived here 
until 1959.  Edward Maloney was the vice-president and general manager of E.M. 
Scarbrough and Sons, Austin’s most prestigious department store. 
 
In 1959, Jack and Margaret Gray purchased the house, and lived here for the rest of their 
lives.  Jack Gray was a native of Wills Point, Texas, and came to the University of Texas as 
a basketball player.  He married Margaret Bellmont, the daughter of legendary UT 
Athletics Director Theo Bellmont, and initially lived near the Bellmonts on W. 31st Street.  
Jack Gray played basketball for UT, setting scoring records, and receiving honors.  In the 
late 1930s, he became the head coach for the UT basketball team, a position he held until 
his retirement in 1951.  As head coach, Jack Gray brought UT basketball to the forefront of 
the university athletic program with consistent winning seasons.  After he retired from 
coaching, he established Grayco Constructors, a pipeline company that was responsible for 
bringing Canadian and Alaskan crude oil to refineries in the United States.  
 
PARCEL NO.:  01130102090000 
 
LEGAL DESCRIPTION:   Lot 6, Sunset Hill, Enfield 
  
ESTIMATED ANNUAL TAX ABATEMENT: $8,500 (owner-occupied); city portion: $2,500 
(capped). 
 
APPRAISED VALUE:  $1,794,426 
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PRESENT USE:  Residence 
 
CONDITION:  Excellent 
 
PRESENT OWNERS:   
Patrick and Charlotte Thomas 
1606 Watchhill Road 
Austin, Texas 78703 
 
DATE BUILT:  ca. 1939 
 
ALTERATIONS/ADDITIONS:  Additions to the rear, not visible from the street. 
 
ORIGINAL OWNER(S):   
W.A. and Lillian Flynn Swearingen 
 
OTHER HISTORICAL DESIGNATIONS:   None. 
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Original drawings of the house by Page and Southerland show the Monterrey style second 

floor balcony rather than the front façade of the house as it currently exists. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Building permit to W.A. Swearingen for the construction of the house (1939) 
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LOCATION MAP 
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