
              

Lower Río Grande Valley Chapter, American Institute of Architects 

Building Communities Conference Tour 

Brownsville: Architecture, Restoration, Renewal – 8 LU/HSW 

Thursday, 9 September 2021 

 

7:30AM Gather at South Padre Island Convention Center 

8:00AM  Bus departs South Padre Island Convention Center 

9:00AM Tour Cameron County Office Building, 835 E. Levee Street 

10:00AM Tour Livery Building, 1001-1019 E. Adams Street 

11:00AM Tour Botica Lofts, 1024 E. Adams Street 

12:00PM Tour Brownsville Performing Arts Academy, 543 E. 11th Street 

1:00PM Lunch 

2:15PM  Tour Law Office of the Hon. Eddie Lucio III, 1324 E. Madison Street 

3:00PM Tour Ashheim Star Store, 1246 E. Washington Street 

4:00PM Tour J. L. Putegnat & Brother Building, 1141 E. Elizabeth Street 

5:00PM Tour lobby of Hotel El Jardín, 1114 E. Levee Street 

5:45PM Bus returns to South Padre Island Convention Center 
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Course Description 

Downtown Brownsville has become a laboratory for civic renewal in which works of 

historic architecture, their preservation, and rehabilitation are critical components. 

Since 2011, local entrepreneurs have focused on hospitality, residential conversion, 

and educational uses of historically resonant sites in architecturally distinctive 

spaces. This day tour will focus on buildings, restorers, and their stories of 

architectural recycling and reclamation. Participants will learn from designers’ and 

owners’ experience with addressing code compliance, health and safety 

requirements, and replacement of lost historical fabric. Reclaiming the old and 

abused with architectural interventions that renew and restore will be the tour’s 

theme.  

         

Learning Objectives 

1. Observe and reflect on the challenges of recycling existing buildings.  

2. Learn from the experiences of owners, designers, and restorers confronting 

health, safety, and welfare questions in a preservation context.  

3. Compare and contrast methods of addressing preservation and building design, 

structural issues, code compliance, accessibility, and sustainable design. 

4. Become aware of how adapting existing buildings elevates our collective 

experience by improving social and emotional well-being and benefits the 

environment by recycling resources. 
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AIA-LRGV is a Registered Provider with The American Institute of Architects 

Continuing Education Systems (AIA/CES).  Credit(s) earned on completion of 

this course will be reported to AIA CES for AIA members. Certificates of 

Completion for both AIA members and non-AIA members are available upon 

request. 

 

This course is registered with AIA CES for continuing professional education. As 

such, it does not include content that may be deemed or construed to be an 

approval or endorsement by the AIA of any material of construction or any method 

or manner of handling, using, distributing, or dealing in any material or product. 

  

HSW justification: 

Tour will focus on project planning, programming, analysis, design, and 

construction of the preservation and conservation of the building sites that we visit. 
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Architectural-historical Synopsis of Tour Sites 

 

Cameron County Office Building (First National Bank Building), 835 E. Levee 

Street, 1959, Phelps & Dewees & Simmons, architects; rehabilitation 2017, 

Megamorphosis, architects.  

The First National Bank at Brownsville erected this six-story building in 1958-59. It 

was the first multi-story office building constructed in downtown Brownsville since 

the 1926. Designed by San Antonio architects Phelps & Dewees & Simmons 

(architects favored by bank directors Gladys Sams and Dean Porter—the Phelps 

https://bronsbilestacion.blogspot.com/
https://www.facebook.com/brownsvillepreservationsociety/
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firm would eventually design the Gladys Porter Zoo), the bank and office building 

consists of a four-story office slab straddling a two-and-a-half-story podium that 

contained the banking hall. The stair-and-elevator tower rises a half-level higher 

than the office slab on the building’s southeast (9th Street) elevation. This 

quintessentially mid-twentieth-century modern spatial organization was mirrored 

in the building’s exterior finishes.  

 

The ground floor walls, recessed behind the granite-clad structural column lines on 

the E. 9th, E. Levee, and northwest-facing parking lot fronts of the building, were 

finished with panels of dark Vert Antique marble, rhythmically divided into modular 

bays by vertical metal mullions. Thin, horizontal strip windows at ceiling level let 

daylight into ground-floor spaces. The podium above was surfaced with an inset tile 

solar screen on either side of the protruding office slab, which projects forward 

from the podium on exposed structural columns to form a covered entrance portico 

facing E. Levee Street. The blind street face of the projecting office slab, the blind 

end walls of the podium, and the walls of the elevator-and-stair tower were faced 

with white Georgia marble. On the long sides of the office slab, facing 9th Street on 

the southeast and overlooking the parking lot on the northwest, office windows 

were organized in horizontal bands deeply recessed within bays demarcated, on the 

northwest elevation, by vertical fins stationed on the column lines. Spandrel panels 

on both the northwest and southeast faces of the curtainwall were turquoise. The 

fins on the northwest face and the spandrels above and below high-set windows in 
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the elevator-and-stair tower alternated between yellow and salmon. The building’s 

vivid coloration was reminiscent of the United Services Automobile Association 

headquarters on Broadway in San Antonio, which Phelps & Dewees & Simmons 

designed with Atlee B. & Robert M. Ayres in 1956.      

 

The First National Bank was sold to Southwest Bancshares of Houston in 1983. 

Southwest Bancshares became M Corp in 1984. M Corp was declared insolvent in 

March 1989, and in December 1990 local investors bought the Brownsville bank, 

one of five M Corp branches that had remained solvent. It was operated as an 

independent bank, Mercantile Bank, until being sold to Norwest Bank Texas in June 

1999. After Norwest’s merger with Wells Fargo in November 2003, the bank was 

renamed Wells Fargo Bank. Wells Fargo vacated the building in 2015.  By the time 

Cameron County bought the First National Bank Building, it had been subject to 

prolonged deferred maintenance. The colored panels, fins, and spandrels had been 

painted out. Because of aging and lack of maintenance, the building’s marble 

cladding was failing; the solar screens had already been demolished. The county’s 

budget for rehabilitating the building as offices for county departments did not 

support restoration of the original finishes. Usually, this would lead to an effort to 

stylistically “update” the exterior, especially since the 1959 cladding was  replaced 

by a new curtainwall.  
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Megamorphosis, although it did not attempt to reproduce the original finish 

materials of the First National Bank Building, showed enormous respect to the 

architecture by maintaining its rhythms, alignments, and proportions. Thus, while 

the historic surfaces are gone, the building does not appear to be that different. The 

Georgia White marble was replaced by reflective aluminum panels. The panelized 

divisions of the ground floor walls and their thin clerestory windows were retained. 

The panelized second-floor walls, also containing high-set horizontal window 

bands, were maintained; these had been masked by the solar screens. All the 

surfaces once painted turquoise are now dark gray. But the fins on the northwest 

face of the building were repainted their historic yellow and salmon colors. 

Spandrels above and below windows on the elevator-and-stair tower alternate 

between mauve and lime. A new field of color is provided by the vibrant red gravel 

field that surfaces what were once grass panels on the building’s setback Levee 

Street elevation.      

 

The First National Bank/Cameron County Office Building is not alone in the Lower 

Río Grande Valley in having been architecturally recycled. The ex-First National 

Bank Building in Harlingen at 202 E. Van Buren in Harlingen (1952, Cocke, 

Bowman & York), the ex-McAllen State Bank Building at 1 S. Broadway in McAllen 

(1961, Cowell & Neuhaus, David Haid, Associate), and, just two blocks away, the ex-

Pan American State Bank Building in Brownsville at 1034 E. Levee (1957, Page, 

Southerland & Page) are mid-century modern buildings “updated” in the 1970s that 
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have completely lost their architectural identity—and distinction. Thanks to the deft 

touch of Megamorphosis, the Cameron County Office Building substantially retains 

its architectural identity, even though its exterior surfaces are new. Megamorphosis 

persuasively demonstrates the architectural value of subtlety and wisdom. 

 

Livery Building (Brownsville Transfer Company Building), 1001-1029 E. Adams 

Street, 1910, F. E. Warren, architect; rehabilitation OrigoWorks, 2021. 

Edgar L. Hicks (1882-1932), Brownsville accountant and Cameron County 

Treasurer during the 1910 decade, constructed this substantial brick building, 

occupying two lots on what was then the north edge of downtown Brownsville, in 

1909-10 to house his “livery barn,” according to a report in the Brownsville Herald 

of 2 September 1909. The article noted that the building would be equipped with a 

“rat-proof granary” for storing food for horses as well as an elevator and rack for 

washing buggies and carriages. The building was completed by 31 January 1910 

when the Brownsville Transfer Co. and the Hicks Hardware Co., owned by E. L. 

Hicks’s brother, Fred, and brother-in-law Grover C. Wagner, announced delivery of 

“a full line of John Deere Buggies, Phaetons, Surreys, etc.” The September 1909 

article identified the building’s designer as F. E. Warren. References in the Herald 

from 1909 suggest that Fred E. Warren was an engineer who moved to Brownsville 

in 1909 from Kingsville, where he had been publisher of the Gulf Coast Record 

newspaper. A newspaper article from the 1940s credited Warren with having 
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surveyed the townsite of Riviera, Texas, in Kleberg County in 1907, the only other 

professional accomplishment with which he can be associated.  

 

The Hicks Hardware Co. ceased operation in 1912. Brownsville’s first city directory, 

published in 1913, listed Harry Elzea’s garage as the Transfer Building’s primary 

occupant. Between 1915 and 1918, merchant Manuel Besteiro acquired the building, 

which he sold to fellow merchant Andrés Cueto in 1918. Cueto’s family owned the 

building until 1965, when it was sold to George C. Sámano. Sámano sold it in 1967 

to ropa usada magnate Jim Johnson, whose family owned it until 2018. In 2019 the 

present owner, Varco 1009 Adams LLC, acquired the property and commissioned 

OrigoWorks to rehabilitate the shabby, but largely intact, building. 

 

Advertisements in the Brownsville Herald indicate that a succession of car-related 

businesses occupied the Transfer Co. Building for much of its history: the W. T. Van 

Chevrolet Co. in 1916, Cueto Auto Sales’ Ford dealership by 1919; C. C. Lamberth’s 

Brownsville Battery Co. by 1926 (in tandem with the Lamberth Ice Cream Co.); the 

Harry Bennett Motor Co. Packard dealership by 1937; and Burton Auto Supply Co. 

and the Valley Body and Paint Shop by 1946. The Brownsville Battery Co. even 

featured a drive-through, with cars driving into the building on Adams Street and 

exiting into the rear alley. As early as 1929, classified ads in the newspaper noted 

the availability of rooms, apartments, and boarding arrangements on the second 
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floor.  Jim Johnson used the building for one of the many used clothing stores he 

operated in downtown Brownsville. 

 

The Sanborn fire insurance maps indicate that the building, a brick bearing-wall 

structure with an internal wood roof-and-second-floor structure supported on 

wood posts and beams, was originally two stories tall throughout. Between the 1919 

edition and the 1926 edition, the second story above the east half of the building at 

1015-1029 E. Adams disappeared. This necessitated insertion of iron pipe columns 

and a steel beam at the midpoint of the building to carry the new exterior side wall 

of the remaining two-story portion of the building across the center line of the first 

floor. The Adams Street parapet detail of the two-story corner portion of the 

building was repeated in reconstructing the street front of the one-story portion. 

The detailing of the building, with paired one-over-one-pane wood sash windows 

framed by brick segmental arches, appears on other Brownsville business buildings 

of the 1910 period. Along E. 9th Street, first-floor windows are set high in the street 

wall, in contrast to the framed plate glass display windows that faced Adams 

Street.  The Sanborn fire insurance maps indicate that there was a canopy above 

the Adams Street sidewalk. Brownsville historian Javier García found a photo of a 

firetruck parked in front of the Central Fire Station across Adams Street that shows 

a portion of the street front of the Transfer Co. Building. This served as a template 

for reconstructing the canopy-balcony and a shed-roofed second-story canopy. 
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The Livery Building’s primary tenant is the Milliken Garza Gallery, directed by Dr. 

Diane Milliken Garza. 

 

Javier Huerta AIA, architect partner in OrigoWorks with development partner 

Carlos E. Varela, will talk to us about his experiences in preserving and 

rehabilitating the livery Building. 

 

Botica Lofts (Brownsville Drug Co. Building), 1024 E. Adams Street, 1909, A. 

Goldammer, architect; rehabilitation 2021, OrigoWorks 

The brothers José N. Besteiro (1870-1935) and Manuel Besteiro (1881-1931) built 

not only the three-story brick Brownsville Drug Co. Building (1909) at 1024 E. 

Adams and E. 11th Street, anchoring the north corner of Market Square, they also 

built the three-story Park Hotel (1911) at 1150 E. Adams Street and E. 12th Street, 

anchoring the east corner of the square, and across the street from the hotel, the 

one-story José Besteiro y Hermano Building, La Fronteriza (1904), at 1155 E. 

Adams Street. Each building was designed by a different architect. W. L. Layton 

(1869-1907) was the architect of La Fronteriza. Merle Elliott Tracy (1879-1945) of 

the Park Hotel. And Andrew Henry Goldammer (1876-1939) of the Brownsville 

Drug Co.   

 

A. Goldammer, as he was known professionally, practiced in Brownsville from 1906 

until 1916, then moved to Harlingen, where he worked primarily as a contractor 
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rather than an architect. Goldammer’s Brownsville buildings display the 

conservative, almost archaic, architectural attributes of the Brownsville Transfer 

Co. Building: brick bearing wall construction, segmentally arched window openings, 

one-over-one-pane wood sash windows, and a general air of design austerity.  The 

Drug Co. Building contains a feature found on La Fronteriza: a diagonally 

chamfered entrance inserted beneath the 11th-Adams corner of the building, 

facilitated by an iron corner column supporting the masonry walls above. Two other 

Market Square-area buildings from the 1910 period—the two-story Vuittonnet 

Building (1910) at 1201 E. Adams and the three-story Brownsville Herald Building 

(1909) at 1200 E. Washington—have chamfered corner entrance bays, attesting to 

their urbane aspirations. The Brownsville Herald made much of the fact that, during 

building construction, the Besteiro brothers decided to add a third-story. The 

building was completed by the end of 1909 for a reported cost of $7,000. The 

brothers’ primary tenant was the Brownsville Drug Company, which by October 

1909 was advertising itself as “the only corner drug store in town.” Doctors were 

prime tenants for the second- and third-floor offices.  

 

José Angel Martínez (1879-1939) operated the Brownsville Drug Co. In 1906, 

Martínez married his mother’s niece, María Webb. Their shared grandfather, John 

Webb, an English immigrant, had operated one of Brownsville’s first pharmacies, 

the Brownsville Drug Store (Botica de Brownsville) prior to his death in 1855. 

Martínez lived in his wife’s family’s house, the Webb-Martínez House, at 1324 E. 
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Madison Street. Martínez did business here until 1921. The Brownsville Drug Co. 

ceased to exist in 1920. In 1922 Martínez built the building at 625 E. 11th to house 

his Martínez Drug Store. When Varco 1024 Adams LLC bought the badly neglected 

Brownsville Drug Co. Building in 2019, the original windows were no longer in place 

and the exterior brick walls had been stuccoed over. The rehabilitated building 

opened as Botica Lofts in January 2021.      

 

The Botica Lofts occupy a 50 foot by 60 foot portion of Lot 1, Block 86, rather than 

an entire lot. The problem OrigoWorks confronted in planning loft apartments on 

the second and third floors was the building’s small footprint and the location of 

the stair.. Each apartment has frontage on 11th Street. The larger two-bedroom 

corner unit also has frontage on Adams Street.  

 

George Ramírez Brownsville Performing Arts Academy (Stegman Building), 543 

E. 11th Street, 1912, A. Goldammer; rehabilitation Muñoz & Company, 2019.  

The Stegman Building exhibits more architectural detail than the Brownsville Drug 

Co. Building, but its design is economical rather than effusive. A. Goldammer’s 

largest surviving downtown building was designed for German-born entrepreneur 

Baldwin G. Stegman (1868-1917), son-in-law of Uriah Lott, one of the driving forces 

behind construction of the St. Louis, Brownsville & Mexico Railway in 1904.  

Stegman, like his father-in-law, was an enthusiastic modernizer. In 1904 he built 

and put into operation the Brownsville Telephone Co. The telephone company’s 
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exchange shared the second floor of the Stegman Building with Elks Hall, the 

clubroom of the Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks, a businessmen’s service 

club, Mr. and Mrs. Stegman’s apartment, and several additional apartments. The 

Rex Billiard Parlor and Nimmo-Brown’s men’s clothing store occupied the ground 

floor.  

 

Of the buildings on our tour, the Stegman Building underwent the most radical 

reconstruction effort. In 2015 the exterior masonry walls were shored (closing the 

500 block of 11th Street for four years) and the interior of the building was 

completely demolished, including the second floor and the roof. San Antonio 

architects Muñoz & Company and Harlingen engineers Green, Rubiano  & 

Associates retrieved some of the historic finish fabric for incorporation in the new 

interior. Plastic coatings entrepreneur and musical impresario George Ramírez 

(1946-2019) was instrumental in supporting the transformation of the Stegman 

Building into the Brownsville Performing Arts Academy. George Ramírez was our 

host on the 2012 tour when we visited the M. Fernández Building on E. Adams 

Street.   

 

The Hon. Eddie Lucio III Law Office (Webb-Martínez House), 1324 E. Madison 

Street, 1906, attributed to A. Rendón, contractor; 2017, rehabilitation, Executive 

Designs, architects; Noble Texas Builders, contractor. 
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The house built in Brownsville’s East End in 1906 by Joseph Webb (1850-1933), 

County Clerk of Cameron County from 1890 to 1924, was occupied by himself, his 

wife, Carlota Campbell Webb, their daughters Josephine Webb and María Webb 

Martínez, grandchildren (Mrs. Martínez’s six children), and great-grandchildren for 

106 years until the death of the youngest granddaughter, Miss María Martínez, at 

age ninety-three in 2012. In 2016 the Hon. Eddie Lucio III, State Representative for 

District 38, bought the house from Miss Martínez’s estate and rehabilitated it to 

become offices for his law practice. 

 

The Webb-Martínez House is a one-story, center-passage,raised cottage that, at 

the time of its construction in the early twentieth century, conservatively 

perpetuated nineteenth-century planning and construction standards. An example 

of the regionally distinctive Border Brick Style vernacular, the house is of brick 

bearing wall construction. Interior walls between rooms are load-bearing masonry. 

Exterior walls rise to high parapets outlined with a dentil frieze. The parapets mask 

the house’s unusual roof system of parallel front and back hipped roofs. The house 

is outlined on its northeast (Madison Street) and southeast (side garden) elevations 

with a seven-foot-wide gallery supported on wood Tuscan colonnettes. Historic 

photos show that the gallery supports were originally square-sectioned wood piers 

with flared brackets. Miss Josephine Webb had Brownsville contractor H. C. Groom 

carry out a remodeling in 1935 that may have included replacing the piers. Retained 

were the front door, framed by sidelights and an overdoor transom, and the nine-



 16 

foot-tall, double-hung windows rising from floor-level sills and protected by hinged 

louvered exterior shutters.  

  

The house’s seven-foot-wide center passage divided reception rooms to the right of 

the entrance from bedrooms to the left. The bedrooms were located on the side of 

the house with the best access to the prevailing southeast breeze. Thirteen-foot-tall 

ceilings and overdoor transoms facilitated ventilation. The house was heated by 

four fireplaces. The Webb-Martínez House demonstrates the ways in which local 

buildings accommodated the hot-humid climate, with its surplus of sunlight, heat, 

and rain, prior to the advent of mechanical systems. During the occupancy of the 

Martínez family, the house was not air-conditioned. 

 

Another conservative feature of the Webb-Martínez House is that the dining room—

the largest room in the house, twenty-five feet by thirteen-feet, eight inches—was 

located on the back southeast corner, as was customary in the mid-nineteenth 

century. Because in 1906, Brownsville did not have a city water supply system, the 

house was built without plumbing. An outhouse (no longer extant) and an 

underground cistern beneath the rear patio, fed by rainwater channeled from the 

roof, met the family’s needs. Other outbuildings—a freestanding brick kitchen (now 

connected to the back of the main house), and three wood board-and-batten 

structures—served supportive functions.   
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The Martínezes reapportioned spaces in the house to incorporate modern features 

(and the Martínez children). The original rear dining room was subdivided into a 

bedroom and bathroom, and the front parlor was consolidated with an adjoining 

bedroom, which became the new dining room. A kitchen was installed in the main 

house behind the new dining room.  

 

Joseph Webb (affectionally called don Pepe) was the son of María Rita Peña and 

John Webb, an English immigrant who was living in Matamoros by 1835. John 

Webb was a ship’s pilot and entrepreneur who operated Brownsville’s earliest-

known pharmacy and was also a partner of the German immigrant Henry Miller. 

Webb and Miller not only operated the Miller Hotel but in 1851 built the brick house 

at 1305 E. Washington Street that is now the Stillman House Museum. Webb died 

when his son Joseph was five. Joseph Webb’s guardian, Henry Miller, sent him to 

Württemberg in Germany to complete his education. According to Virginia B. 

Garrett’s application nominating the house as a Recorded Texas Historic Landmark 

in 1981, Joseph Webb was treasurer of the City of Brownsville (1874-1880), an 

alderman (city commissioner) in 1885, City Marshall (chief of police) in 1890, and, 

from November 1890 until his retirement in 1924, County Clerk of Cameron County 

for seventeen terms. Between 1886 and 1889, Webb also worked for Capt. Richard 

King at the King Ranch. Webb’s wife, Carlota Campbell (1853-1925), was the 

daughter of Dolores Vera and Frank M. Campbell. Mr. and Mrs. Webb were the 

parents of Josephine Webb (1873-1948) and María Webb (1882-1945). Josephine 
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Webb taught school in Brownsville’s public schools from 1919 until her retirement in 

1947. In 1956, Brownsville’s Fourth Ward School was renamed Webb Elementary 

School in her memory. María Webb married pharmacist José Angel Martínez, the 

son of Valentina Webb de Martínez, one of Joseph Webb’s sisters. José Martínez 

operated the Brownsville Drug Co., and then the Martínez Drug Store on Market 

Square. Their daughter, María Martínez, who lived in the house for her entire life 

with her brothers and various nieces and nephews, worked for Pan American 

Airways and then for the Cameron County Tax Assessor-Collector’s office before 

her retirement. 

 

The Martínez family asserted that Joseph Webb was his own architect. They believe 

Atilano Rendón (1863-1933) of Brownsville built the house. A. Rendón also built the 

Augustín Celaya House at 504 E. St. Francis Street of 1904. 

 

The Webb-Martínez House is one of a number of historic Brownsville buildings that 

have been rehabilitated to become law offices.  In 1987 Reynaldo Cantú 

reconstructed the almost totally destroyed corner store, La Madrileña of 1893 at 

1002 E. Madison Street, to become his law office. Antonio Martínez rehabilitated 

the ex-Cameron County Jail of 1913 as a professional building for lawyers in 1994. 

Sheldon Weisfeld opened his practice in the Russell-Cocke House of 1877 at 602 E. 

St. Charles Street in 2000, the same year that Phillip T. Cowen rehabilitated the H. 

S. Rock House at 500 E. Levee Street. (Phillip Cowen’s great-grandmother, Isabel 
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Neale Cowen, was the sister-in-law of Joseph Webb’s sister, Margarita Webb 

Neale.) In 2007 Paul G. Hajjar established his office in the house built in 1893 by 

Carlota Webb’s sister and brother-in-law, Emilia Campbell and Louis Kowalski, at 

507 E. Elizabeth Street. Frank Costilla opened his law office in the E. Manautou 

House of 1924 at 5 E. Elizabeth Street in 2009. Anthony Paul Troiani rehabilitated 

the Milton H. West House at 611 E. Washington in 2013, and Juan Méndez III 

moved his law office to the Martin Hanson House of 1868 at 647 E. St. Charles 

Street in 2015. 

 

The Webb-Neale House is a bit of New Orleans’s Garden District transposed to the 

south Texas border.  As Mario L. Sánchez observed of a similar house in the 

Brownsville section of The Buildings of Texas: Central, South, and Gulf Coast (2012, 

p.  315), the Webb-Neale House with its columned gallery, shuttered windows, and 

transomed center entrance architecturally evokes houses “found in affluent 

suburbs of Mexico and Caribbean cities”.   

 

Ashheim Star Store, 1246 E. Washington Street, between 1877 and 1880; 

restoration, 2019-2021, Larry Lof, restoration. 

It used to be that if you stood in front of the Stillman House Museum, on the corner 

of E. Washington Street and E. 13th Street, and looked west, you could see in the 

1200 block of Washington the setback second-story of a Border Brick Style 

building, its ground floor a blank, bland, conventional commercial store front. This 
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tantalizing, mirage-like apparition led architectural conservator Larry Lof, after 

selling the Río Grande Hotel / Olvera Building on Market Square in 2019, to find 

out what, if anything, survived of the ground floor of the mysterious, disembodied 

second story. By researching the Sanborn Maps of 1877, 1885, 1894, 1906, 1914, 

1919, 1926, 1930, 1949, and 1968; Cameron County tax records of the 1870s and 

1880s; U.S. Census enumerations; and an aerial photograph from the 1940s that 

Juan Vélez, Preservation Officer for the City of Brownsville, found,  Lof was able to 

identify the original (and unusual) configuration of the one- and two-story brick 

building at 1246 E. Washington. The 1968 Sanborn Map (which documents the 

ground plans of buildings) showed that by the late 1960s the building had been 

absorbed into its “modern” successor. The question Lof couldn’t quite answer was 

“How much is still there?” There was only one way to know for sure: deconstruct the 

alterations and additions. 

 

Lof’s and Vélez’s historical research revealed that the building was the Star Store 

(its name changed a bit over time, but always included the phrase “star store”), 

owned by Pauline Hollander (1833-1917) and Solomon Ashheim (1832-1894). 

Solomon Ashheim was born in Poznań, now part of Poland, but in the nineteenth 

century a part of Prussia. Pauline Ashheim was born in Schweringen in Hannover.  

They married in the U.S., to which both their families immigrated (Ashheim’s in 

1847; Pauline Hollander’s in 1856), and by 1860 they lived on Chatham Street in 

New York City, a center for the garment trade identified with German Jewish 



 21 

immigrants. The Ashheims were first enumerated as living in Brownsville in the 

1870 Census. According to the census, their three children—Mathilda (b. 1860), 

Emilia (b. 1866), and Adolph (b. 1869)—were born in New York, Mexico, and Texas 

respectively. The Census of 1880, taken in June of that year, records the family as 

living on Washington Street. Since the Star Store complex was not mapped in the 

1877 Sanborn Map, but does appear in the 1885 edition, it seems likely that the 

building existed by the time the family was enumerated for the 1880 census.    

 

In contrast to most nineteenth-century Brownsville store- and ware-houses, which 

were built up against the front sidewalk line and expanded back into their lots 

(although not always all the way to the rear alley), the Star Store was L-shaped in 

plan, with a high-ceilinged, one-story wing built up against the sidewalk. In the 

Sanborn Maps, this was marked “DG” for dry goods (principally clothing), which the 

Star Store sold. Behind the one-story front building, a thin, two-story, L- wing 

stretched along the northwest side lot line, stepping down to a single story just 

before it met a six-foot-tall brick wall that ran along the alley, then turned to run 

along the side property line of the adjoining lot, which was vacant and part of the 

Ashheim property. The two-story wing was marked “D” for dwelling. Between the 

Sanborn Map of 1906 and the 1914 edition, the Ashheim’s son, Adolph, and his wife 

Celina Bollack, built a two-story wood house on the vacant lot at 1250 E. 

Washington Street. The two-story wing of the Ashheim House was oriented, like the 

side of the Webb-Martínez House, toward its side patio and the southeast breeze. 
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What Larry Lof found is that an astonishing amount of original building fabric 

survived beneath the 1960s overlays and extensions (the open side patio had been 

roofed over to produce additional interior space). Although exterior surfaces were 

damaged and architectural components missing, it was apparent from forensic 

analysis and surviving fragments how the exteriors of the building, especially the 

Washington Street elevation, were organized and detailed. The molded brick 

cornice outlining the street front, supported on corbelled brackets, and the oval cast 

iron vent covers in the entablature zone of the Star Store are similar to Border Brick 

Style merchant’s houses built in Matamoros in the 1860s and 1870s, such as the 

Casa de las Estrellas on Calle Abasolo in the zona centro.     

 

The Ashheim Star Store is not the only historic downtown Brownsville building 

slipcovered with a crypto-modern storefront. Its revival and restoration show what 

can be done to rehabilitate even buildings that have experienced extensive 

defacing. 

 

J. L. Putegnat & Brother Building, 1141 E. Elizabeth Street, 1905, 1911; restoration 

2018, Ballí Management Group LLC. 

The brothers Joseph L. Putegnat, Jr., (1863-1905) and George Mifflin Putegnat 

(1865-1943) built the first phase of this two-story commercial and office building in 

1905 on one of two adjoining lots that their paternal grandfather, Jean-Pierre 
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Putegnat, an Alsatian immigrant, bought about 1852 in what was then the four-

year-old city of Brownsville. The Putegnat Building is today owned by George M. 

Putegnat’s grandchildren, Larry Putegnat of Austin and his sister, Virginia 

Putegnat of Houston, the fifth generation of the Putegnat family identified with this 

site. In 2016, Mr. Putegnat and Miss Putegnat commissioned Brownsville designer-

builder-restorer, Fernando Ballí, to rehabilitate the vacant building. 

 

J. L. Putegnat and his brother were pharmacists. Operating a drug store in 

Brownsville seems to have been considered a profitable undertaking in more than 

one respect. Not only did pharmacists belong to “old” families—such as the 

Putegnat brothers, their father and predecessor, the senior Joseph L. Putegnat; 

José Martínez; Emile Kleiber; George Willman (whose sisters Kate and Eliza 

Willman married Joseph, Jr., and George Putegnat), George Sámano, and, from 

Matamoros José Luis Calderoni and Manuel Cisneros—but at least two Brownsville 

pharmacists, Royce Russell and Antonio González, would be elected mayors of 

Brownsville in the middle decades of the twentieth century. 

 

The Putegnat Building architecturally registers the transition Brownsville 

underwent at the beginning of the twentieth century after the St. Louis, Brownsville 

& Mexico Railway connected far south Texas to the rest of Texas and the United 

States in 1904. Traditional construction practices associated with the nineteenth-

century Border Brick Style gave way to “modern architecture.” In the case of the 
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Putegnat Building, this was a belated Victorian commercial architecture that 

probably would have seemed old-fashioned in San Antonio, for instance, but 

appeared innovative in Brownsville. The use of red face brick instead of mesquite-

fired buff brick, rusticated limestone windowsills and lintels, a cast iron cornice, 

sidewalk-level plate glass display windows with recessed entrance bays, and the 

installation of colored art glass panels in ground-floor transoms and framing 

second-floor sash windows were stylish and modern in Brownsville in 1905.  

 

While Fernando Ballí treated the ground floor, which historically functioned as a 

single retail space or a pair of spaces, as a unified space, he restored the second-

floor office lease space, preserving historic screen partitions, overdoor transoms, 

and high-set vent windows as an architectural record of early twentieth-century 

clerical space. As was true at the Brownsville Drug Company, office space above a 

drug store was prized by physicians. City directory listings show that Dr. J. B. 

Gutiérrez and the prominent Matamoros physician, Dr. Alfredo Pumarejo, 

maintained medical offices in the Putegnat Building, as did a number of well-

known Brownsville real estate agents, lawyers, and Brownsville contractor Lee 

Martin.  The Putegnat brother’s pharmacy, founded by their father in 1860, 

occupied half the ground floor. In the early 1920s, George Putegnat merged his 

business with that of his brother-in-law, William Willman. Willman’s Pharmacy 

then occupied half the ground floor until it closed in 1943, two years after George 

Putegnat’s death. Hargrove’s Stationery and Book Store, The Fashion Perl 
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Brothers, a men’s clothing store, and, for several decades, The Parisian, a women’s 

clothing store were other well-known local retail businesses occupying part or all of 

the ground floor between the 1930s and the 1970s. 

 

Rehabilitation of the Putegnat Building demonstrates the compatibility of 

preservation/restoration and commercial uses that are not tied to historic 

preservation. Because interior spaces were designed from the beginning to be 

adaptable to changing tenant demands, these buildings are as flexible now as they 

were over a century ago when new.   

 

Hotel El Jardín, 1114 E. Levee Street, 1926, Kelwood Company, architects; 2022, 

rehabilitation, OrigoWorks, architects. 

From its completion at the end of 1926 until 1971, the eight-story Hotel El Jardín 

was the tallest building in Brownsville—and the second tallest in the Lower Río 

Grande Valley (after Harlingen’s Baxter Building). The Hotel El Jardín dates from 

the golden age of high-rise hotel construction in Texan cities between 1925 and 

1931. Medium-sized and small towns aspiring to metropolitan status advertised 

their ambitions by erecting multi-story, usually concrete-framed, hotels. High-rise 

construction signaled big city expectations. In addition to accommodating out-of-

town guests, high-rise hotels provided coffee shop, restaurant, banquet, and 

ballroom spaces where locals could meet and socialize. The Hotel El Jardín 

benefitted from its location next to the Missouri-Pacific Lines railway passenger 
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station (where the Esther Mart now stands; the station was demolished in 1965, a 

year after the railroad ended passenger service) and the circumstance that, in 1929, 

Brownsville International Airport became the gateway for all of Pan American 

Airways’ overland flights to Latin America. Travelers arriving at, or departing from, 

the airport typically continued their journeys in the U.S. by train. El Jardín was 

perfectly positioned to capture this layover trade, evident in March 1929 when a 

banquet celebrating Pan Am’s inauguration of air service between Brownsville and 

Mexico City was held at the hotel to honor Charles Lindberg and Amelia Earhart. 

Lindberg had just piloted the first flight from Mexico City; Miss Earhart arrived by 

train. Both stayed at El Jardín.  

 

The Hotel El Jardín was built by the James-Dickinson Company of Brownsville. The 

James-Dickinson Co. developed the 22,000-acre El Jardín agricultural tract east 

of Brownsville as well as Brownsville’s first elite garden subdivision, Los Ebanos. 

The corporation began construction of the hotel to qualify for financial incentives 

subscribed by Brownsville businessmen; this was a mechanism used in many Texan 

towns during the 1920s to encourage developers to build multi-story hotels. During 

construction, the James-Dickinson Co. sold the project to the San Antonio hotel 

operator and developer, J. M. Nix. Nix completed the hotel in 1926, adding the rear 

wing along E. 11th Street, which contained a ballroom-banquet hall, and the first 

parking garage built in Brownsville, along the rear, St. Charles Street, edge of the 

hotel’s half-block site, both completed in 1927.  In the open space between the back 
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of the hotel and the garage, Nix developed El Jardín’s garden patio, the site of 

many open-air social events. Nix used his preferred architect, Henry T. Phelps of 

San Antonio, to design the ballroom wing, the garage, and a third building, 

constructed across Levee Street from the front of the hotel, the Capitol Theater of 

1928. 

 

The architect of the Hotel El Jardín was the Kelwood Company of San Antonio. 

Robert B. Kelly was Kelwood’a architect; he was assisted on the Jardín project by 

future architects Ellis F. Albaugh and Henry Steinbomer. The Kelwood Company 

designed El Jardín as part of a coordinated group of buildings—the hotel, the 

Missouri-Pacific Lines Passenger Station, and the Brownsville Chamber of 

Commerce Building—lined up along East Levee Street, in what had been, in the 

nineteenth-century, Brownsville’s Front Levee commercial waterfront facing the 

Santa Cruz bend of the Río Grande. Architectural coordination—all three buildings 

were designed in the Spanish Colonial Revival style with stucco walls, cast stone 

ornament, and tile roofs or roof copings—was complemented by coordinated 

graphics and subtropical planting around the Chamber of Commerce Building. 

Phelps adhered to the Spanish theme in his design of the hotel’s rear wing and the 

Capitol Theater. 

 

The Hotel El Jardín was the harbinger of a new generation of modern Valley tourist 

hotels, most designed as exemplars of Spanish Colonial Revival architecture: 
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Harlingen’s Reese-Wil-Mond (1926), San Benito’s Stonewall Jackson (1927), 

Brownsville’s Cameron (1928), Weslaco’s Cortez (1928), Port Isabel’s Yacht Club 

Hotel (1928, 1931), and the Spanish-style refacing of San Juan’s San Juan Hotel 

(1930). El Jardin’s rectangular slab shape accommodated twenty-five guest rooms 

(each with a bathroom) per floor, arrayed to either side of a central corridor. A pair 

of passenger elevators, supplemented by a rear stair, provided vertical circulation. 

Exterior steel fire escapes at either end of the slab were for emergency use. The 

hotel’s unusually spacious lobby was oriented to the rear patio rather than to Levee 

Street. A coffee shop occupied the Levee-11th Street corner of the building. Retail 

lease spaces filled out the Levee Street frontage on either side of the centered front 

entrance.  

 

J. M. Nix died of a stroke that he suffered in the lobby of El Jardín in May 1932. In 

1935, Nix’s bondholders foreclosed and in March 1936 sold the hotel to the San 

Antonio hotel operator, Richard Gill, who had served as receiver for the property. 

Gill’s manager announced remodeling and expansion of the café and the 

installation of air-conditioning in the café and some of the guest rooms. The first 

ambitious motor court complex in Brownsville, Charro Courts, opened at 3154 

Central Boulevard in 1939, forecasting the economic challenge that highway-

oriented motels would pose to downtown-based, train-related hotels in the mid-

century period. Gill sought to manage this challenge in 1944 by planning the 

Valley’s first deluxe tropical resort motel, which he built at 1225 Central Boulevard 
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in 1950-51: El Rancho Grande. By the time of Gill’s death in 1973, not only had 

railroad passenger service been discontinued but Pan American Airways had 

terminated its service to Brownsville in 1962. Construction of the US 77-83 

Expressway in the mid 1960s bypassed El Rancho Grande, leading to its phased 

conversion to apartments between 1969 and 1972.  From 1985 until 2019, El Jardín 

was owned by Marte Martínez’s Martínez Hotel Corporation, which eventually 

closed the hotel,  

 

In 2019, the Housing Authority of the City of Brownsville bought El Jardín from the 

Martínez Hotel Corp. for $780,000.  The authority’s nonprofit subsidiary, the 

Brownsville Housing Opportunity Corporation, applied for and received $11.8 million 

dollars in Housing Tax Credits from the Texas Department of Housing and 

Community Affairs to fund part of the estimated $18.5 million cost of converting El 

Jardín to a forty-four-unit, rent-controlled apartment building for low income 

families. According to reporter Steve Clark, writing in the Brownsville Herald, the 

Housing Opportunity Corporation hopes to the raise the additional $7 million 

through the sale of Historic Tax Credits linked to the Texas Historical Commission’s 

approval of the building’s certified rehabilitation. The building is a contributing 

property to the Central Brownsville Historic District, listed in the National Register 

of Historic Places in 2019. OrigoWorks is architect for the rehabilitation of El 

Jardín, which is projected to occur in 2022-23. Conversion of El Jardín to housing 

will complement the 2020 acquisition of the five-story State National Bank 
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Building (1925, Atlee B. & Robert M. Ayres) at 1158 E. Elizabeth Street by the 

Community Development Corporation of Brownsville / Come Dream Come Build 

for conversion to a forty-unit “micro-affordable unit” residential complex, as 

reported by Virtual Builders Exchange reporter Adolfo Pesquera. 

BuildingcommunityWORKSHOP is architect for conversion of the State National 

Bank Building, which is also eligible for Historic Tax Credits for its certified 

rehabilitation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


