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TONI THOMASSON:

This is Toni Thomasson.  Today is Wednesday, February 15th, 2017, and today I’m interviewing for the first time Architect Emeritus Gus Voelzel.  This interview is taking place at the Austin History Center at 810 Guadalupe Street in Austin, Texas.  This interview is being done for the Austin History Center architectural archives and is one of a series of interviews with and about Austin, Travis County architects.  Hello, Gus.  Welcome.
GUS VOELZEL:
Thank you.
TT:
Why don’t we begin by having you tell me your full name and when and where you were born?
GV:
Okay.  My full name is Gustave Walter Voelzel III.  I was born in 1947 in Crystal City, Texas, actually on the way to the hospital.
TT:
Wow. 

GV:
Had an [00:01:00] -- I was born in the taxicab because my folks didn’t own a car, and they checked me out and sent me home.  I was one month early.  I weighed three pounds and was 18 inches long.  So...
TT:
They didn’t even keep you in the hospital?
GV:
No, and that was my mother’s first baby, so it was (laughter) -- she said it was miraculous that I survived. 
TT:
Yes.  Sounds like it.  And did you grow up down in Crystal City? 
GV:
No.  Sort of -- my father was in soil and water conservation and he was opening the federal offices in that area, and we lived in Crystal City, Uvalde, Hebbronville, Carrizo Springs, and then eventually moved to Johnson City.  And then I think when I was about six we moved to Houston. 

TT:
So you lived in all [00:02:00] those places before you were six?
GV:
Yeah. 
TT:
Oh, wow.

GV:
They were all pretty close.  I mean, it was -- and they were just starting this program.  And so, he was opening these offices and getting them set up and then he’d move on.  His training originally was in forestry.  But when he came back from the war there weren’t any forestry jobs, so he took that and...
TT:
Had your family been in Texas a long time?

GV:
Yes.  My father grew up in El Paso and New Mexico and Mexico.  His father was a mining engineer with Kennecott Copper.

TT:
I see.

GV:
And they did mining operations all over, so...
TT:
So you finished high school in Houston?

GV:
I did, in December of ’60-- 1966, [00:03:00] and then I started college here in Austin in January of ’67.  
TT:
Did you start in architecture right away?
GV:
I did.

TT:
Wow.

GV:
And at that time they offered mid-semester design courses.  But after I’d been there, I guess, two years, they decided they weren’t going to offer mid-semester design starting at that period.  And so, I went to the University of Houston one summer to catch up, along with a couple of other people that were in my class.

TT:
So when did you first know that you wanted to go into architecture?
GV:
As best I can remember, probably around ninth grade, living in Houston.  NASA was in full swing at that point [00:04:00] and they were moving from Florida to Clear Lake.  And the air force base that was just outside of Houston in Ellington -- it fascinated me, the models that they built of the early aircraft, and I liked building models, and that’s sort of where it started.  I really didn’t know what architects did, but I knew they were involved in the building process.  So it was -- that was sort of the introduction.

TT:
Interesting.  So once you got to UT, were there any instructors or professors that you feel influenced you in particular?
GV:
Yeah, there were actually several.  Philip Creer, who was at that time [00:05:00] the dean of the School of Architecture, taught professional practice, and it was sort of an introduction into a completely different part of architecture that we hadn’t really been exposed to.  And then design professors -- Richard Swallow -- and later on a partner that I was with, Tom Shefelman, was a great influence on me.  And you know, we -- the nice thing about the University of Texas School of Architecture -- it was well respected at that time, and they attracted phenomenal architects from all over the world and US.  And I’ll never forget meeting Louis Kahn.  And it was quite an experience.  And then we went to Fort Worth to see his masterpiece [00:06:00] museum there.  And exposure to other architects, especially in Houston.  Mies van der Rohe did the art museum there.  And so, we were spoiled. 
TT:
So you graduated from UT.  Did you ever leave Austin or did you continue with your...?
GV:
Luckily, I never left.  In 1968 I started working part-time for Brooks, Barr, Graeber and White, and got to work on the LBJ Library and did a Department of Labor building in Washington.  And in 1970, in August, when I graduated, they hired me full-time.  And that was [00:07:00] sort of the start of my career.  I have a lot to owe them, especially David Graeber.  He was the architect that I interviewed with.  I went in on a Saturday morning and he interviewed me.  It took about two hours.  And he said, “Well, when could you start?”  And foolishly I said, “I can start right now.”  He said --

TT:
(laughter) 

GV:
“Where are you parked?”  And so, he told me to move my car into the parking garage, and I went home 48 hours later, because they were doing a crash design on the Rebekah Baines Johnson retirement center on Lake Austin at that time, and the president had told Max that he was not going to run for the presidency again, but nobody else knew, and not -- I mean, not even us.  And so, they were [00:08:00] busy trying to get that project done.  Because Max -- his wife was Lady Bird’s roommate in college.  So, we were fortunate enough to -- 
TT:
Have that connection.
GV:
-- tag a lot of federal work that we probably wouldn’t have gotten.
TT:
What else did you work on with them?
GV:
A lot of the federal buildings.  The post office downtown.  At one time we worked on the Driskill.  The Littlefield Building.  The old post office that The University of Texas took over.  And the federal courthouse.  At one time, I think we were doing seven projects downtown.  And I actually built a model, along with a couple of other people, of about 20 square blocks of downtown.  They had so many projects that they were doing, you know, that they could just [00:09:00] pop a scheme out and pop a scheme in, so...

TT:
Interesting.  What about -- carry on with your career story.  How long were you there, and did you go somewhere else after that?
GV:
Yeah.  I left Brooks, Barr, Graeber and White in -- I’m trying to think.  Let’s see.  Probably ’72, ’73.  And went to work for a guy named Kirby Perry.  And I was there along with one of my classmates, Jim Little, and two other people, and we primarily did hospitals and nursing homes.  And then I left [00:10:00] there in ’76 and went to work for the Department of Commerce Economic Development Administration, and I was the regional architect for five states in their part of the government.  And my primary business was to work with 26 Indian tribes in the five states.  And it was quite an education.  Each tribe had their own sovereign rights and own political factions, and when you were on the reservation you had to sort of adhere to their laws.  And so it made it very complicated when contractors came in that weren’t from their tribe.  You know, they had to hire an attorney to represent [00:11:00] them in all the tribal councils.  And I got to oversee lots of different projects.  Mainly public works projects.  But it was really fun.  I thoroughly enjoyed that. 
TT:
Lots of travel?

GV:
A lot of travel.  At first it wasn’t that much; maybe once a week.  And then it got to be twice a week; three times a week.  Then I’d be gone all week.  And I had two young children -- two boys -- and I’d come home on Friday night and go into the office on Saturday.  And I had three secretaries that kept up with me.  And I’d find out my tribal plans for the following week.  (laughter) 
TT:
Next week.

GV:
Had to -- so it got rather hectic.  Every so often it’d slow down, [00:12:00] but it was a unique experience.  I mean, especially when I went to the Navajos in Window Rock and they had a tribal council meeting.  Usually most of the meeting was carried on in Navajo, and the only time I really knew what they were talking about was if they said my name or --

TT:
(laughter) 

GV:
-- Economic Development Administration.  And I sat next to a -- and he looked like an old shaman.  He never said a word, but he stared at me the entire time.  I felt like he was taking my soul, or examining it.  (laughter) 
TT:
So the five states were New Mexico...
GV:
New Mexico, Arizona, Oklahoma, Texas, and Utah.  And it was interesting.  [00:13:00] Only really one tribe in Texas, the Tigua Indians in El Paso.  But it was really fun.  I thoroughly enjoyed that.  And then in ’81 I decided to take the big step and start my own practice.  The program that I’d been hired for with the government was basically ending, and it had gone through two rounds of funding.  That’s why I was there almost five years.  And so, it was just a good time to take the plunge.  And since work was sort of fading off in my regular job, I started moonlighting and doing houses, and that’s how I got started.
TT:
So you had -- the rest of your career, you’ve had your own --
GV:
Yes.

TT:
-- firm?

GV:
I’ve had [00:14:00] a couple of sets of partners and then...
TT:
Tell me about your partners -- who they were.

GV:
Charles Travis was my first partner.  He had been a designer with David Shiflet, and I’d actually gotten hired by David to do some design work, landscaping design, for an Arabian horse ranch out near Blanco.  And for about 15 years I owned a landscape business besides practicing architecture.  Mainly indoor plants, and then slowly but surely I got into outdoor plants.  And so, they hired me to landscape this ranch headquarters, which was really fun, and that’s how I met Charles.  And then we [00:15:00] practiced for, I guess, about five years.  And the economy started taking a crash, and then Jim Nix called me and he wanted to see if I’d like to join their firm as a partner.  And they hadn’t had a partner since the two of them had gotten together since, I guess, Taniguchi, Shefelman, Vackar and Minter sort of dissolved, and Jim and Tom had their partnership.  And so, I joined theirs.  And that was good.  And they were great designers, and it was an interesting time.  We did a lot of great projects.  And then in ’92 I decided that it would be [00:16:00] time for me to go out on my own, solo, and I moved my office home in ’92 and never left.  (laughter) 
TT:
And do you still practice?

GV:
I do.  I have a couple of remodels that I’m doing right now, and a large veterinary hospital, about 12,000 square feet, for my oldest son.  He’s a veterinarian, and he and his two partners hired me, I guess four years ago, and we’re luckily at the construction document phase.  We’ve gotten all our approvals through the City.  That took a couple of years just to get that done, so...
TT:
That sounds like a fun project, though, to do with your son.
GV:
Yeah.  It’s really interesting.  I’ve learned a lot about his profession.  And, you know, I had [00:17:00] actually done work on the practice that he and his two partners had bought 10 years ago -- almost 20 years ago, I did work for the vets that owned it.  And...
TT:
Is that here in Austin?

GV:
Uh-huh.  It’s in West Lake Hills over at Westlake Drive and Bee Caves Road.  So it’s actually right behind David Shiflet’s office, so...
TT:
Oh, I know where that is.  
GV:
(laughter) 

TT:
Did you ever serve on any Austin or Travis County boards or commissions?
GV:
I served for 12 years as a board member for Texas Folklife, and I really -- they focused [00:18:00] on the arts and music and craftsmen of the past, and it really interested me.  And actually, a client of mine got me involved with them.  And I just recently resigned because it was taking so much time, and I needed to devote a little more time to my last three projects, so...
TT:
Well, speaking of arts, are you one of those architects who knows how to sketch really well, or do you have any art things on the side?
GV:
Actually, thanks to Tom Shefelman, I learned how to sketch better than I had in the past.  But I found that model building was an easy tool for me, because mainly I did a lot of model building when I was at Brooks, Barr, Graeber and White, [00:19:00] and that was sort of an introduction, and my skills got better.  You know.  And Cliff Koeninger and I, and Mr. Barr’s son, Alan Barr, did a model of a medical school in Houston.  It’s probably the biggest model I ever worked on.  It was 16 feet long and 4 feet wide.
TT:
Wow.  That’s huge.
GV:
Yeah.  It took us almost a year to build it, and they really didn’t know what was going on inside, but David Graeber was the head design architect on it and he pretty well came up with what he wanted.  And so, we built the model and all the other designers designed the inside.  (laughter) 

TT:
Great.  You’ve had a very [00:20:00] diverse career.  Is there a client that stands out in your mind as a favorite client to work with?

GV:
Yeah.  I mean, actually, I think I probably had two or three really great clients.  My first really wonderful client was a lady that David Shiflet referred me to, because they were going to get out of the residential design business and more into commercial.  Her name was Sarah Kemper.  Actually, Sarah Barrow Kemper.  Her father, Edward Barrow, and David Barrow here, were developers, and David was an architect here.  And they developed Far West Boulevard, which used to be a big gravel pit.  And (laughter) she lived in Houston, and she bought a big ranch [00:21:00] out near Johnson City, and I designed a couple of structures for her, one down on the river first, and then I ended up doing her home on the ranch.  And she was just a super client.  I mean, she appreciated what architects did.  Was very complimentary.  She paid her bills within a week of when you’d send her a bill.  And she took my wife and I on several trips, which was really nice of her.  She didn’t have to do that.  But she enjoyed being with us, and we sort of went through a courtship of hers.  And so, she was just really a great person.  I mean, just, from old, old money, and you’d never know she had a dime, you know, and that was the way [00:22:00] she was, which was really fun.
TT:
Good.  Any other special clients?
GV:
Yeah.  Later on in my career, yeah, I met a couple, Michael and Pam Reese, and they were in the airplane design business.  And they designed, basically, airplane interiors for the rich and famous: the Sultan of Brunei; the King of Malaysia.  They were asked to do Air Force One.  At the time when I first met them, he was ranked in the top three in the world for plane design.  I mean, they designed everything from the silverware to the carpet.  I mean, it was absolutely phenomenal, what they did.  And so, I did their first house [00:23:00] on Lake Austin, really a unique house, across from Mount Bonnell, sort of shaped like a nautilus shell, and then did actually four or five more projects for them.  Did their offices out off Bee Cave Road, and then they built a big warehouse and showroom.  He was designing furniture and needed a place to actually construct it.  And then I did their house at their ranch out off the Pedernales.  And they were really great clients too.
TT:
It sounds like it, yeah.  Especially coming from that design background themselves. 
GV:
Oh, yeah.  I was actually really flattered that they hired me.  And we met socially, and just got along.  And they’re just really nice people.  [00:24:00] They’ve donated a lot of money to Laguna Gloria and the restoration of the house there and things like that.  They’re on the board of the Umlauf Sculpture Garden, and...
TT:
You know, you mentioned traveling.  I was wondering, what kind of places have you traveled, and has it influenced your design in any way?
GV:
It continues to influence it.  Luckily, my wife -- we’ve been married 47 years, and she’s fluent in Spanish and French, and in fact she taught both as well as English to Spanish speakers.  And so, we were fortunate enough that language really wasn’t a barrier to travel.  So, I mean, we have traveled all over the world.  [00:25:00] I mean, primarily France, Italy, Spain, and Portugal.  Mexico.  All over.  We have some really close friends that I’ve known for almost 40 years through Linda’s family.  And most recently we made two trips, one to South Africa to hunt, and then three years later we made a trip to Africa -- Kenya -- to help out at an orphanage in the middle of Nairobi in a slum area.  It was absolutely mind-boggling how these people could survive.  And then as a part of that trip we traveled to the Masai Mara and got to see the Great Migration, [00:26:00] which was really unbelievable.  I mean, I’d seen National Geographic movies and stuff, and they’re nothing like being there.  I mean, it was amazing.  But, you know, when we went to Barcelona with some other friends of ours, we went to Gaudi’s -- one of his projects that he had done for basically his financier of a lot of his projects.  And they had just opened it.  It had just been restored, and he had some incredible ideas of how to treat things.  And one that sort of struck me was a fireplace with a round opening.  And about a year after we got back I had an opportunity to sort of take that idea and embellish it in a remodel that I did [00:27:00] here in Austin.  Luckily, my client was receptive and...
TT:



















To a round opening in the fireplace?

GV:
Oh, yes.  It was totally different.  She said, “Well, this will be the focal point of my house.”  And luckily I found a local stone carver here that actually did the work, and...

TT:
Nice.

GV:
It was fun.  I mean, you know, and it’s just like being aware of where you are.  And, you know, it’s a little detail here, a little detail there.  And I can’t say enough for travel -- how important it is, especially for architects, you know, to see techniques and ways people do things without any resources.  I mean, it’s amazing. 
TT:
Seeing how [00:28:00] they live.
GV:
Yeah.  I mean, even the Indians in our own country, you know, making adobe structures.  And it was really interesting to see all how that comes together. 

TT:
Was there anything about your work in the Native American area that influenced your work at all?

GV:
Yeah.  I mean, they had kivas that were designed in sort of a circular fashion.  And later on I did a house that I incorporated the round rooms as a part of the idea, especially the dining area and the family area.  It was sort of a direct sort of reproduction, if you will, but in a modern sense.  And the two [00:29:00] houses that I did -- I love doing houses.  I mean, just because of the one-on-one relationship you had with clients.  And I went back through my notes.  I had done, in the 50 years I’ve been doing this, about 140 houses.
TT:
Wow.

GV:
Yeah.  So...

TT:
Are they all in Austin, or Hill Country, or...?
GV:
No.  They’re all spread out.  Mainly in the Hill Country and Austin.  I did work in Colorado; in the Bahamas; Mexico.  But primarily in Texas.  So it’s really -- you know, because you have to sort of adapt to where -- at least I try to adapt to where I was doing [00:30:00] work.  Like, in New Mexico, when I did this house on this river, it was actually a fishing lodge for a couple that I have been friends with since then for almost 15 years.  So, doing that project, you know, using local materials and craftspeople, and it was a fun deal.  And dealing with the elements.  They live in far northwest New Mexico and it...
TT:
Very different climate.
GV:
Really different, and severe.  I mean, it gets really hot there and it gets really cold.  (laughter) Yeah.  So...
TT:
Here’s a little different question.  Do you have a preference for business side or design side of architecture?  I’m sure on your own [00:31:00] --

GV:
(laughter) 

TT:
-- you had to do it all, but...
GV:
Yeah.  I mean, I would like to say I had a design preference.  But being self-employed, the business side was equally as important.  And I had previous partners that weren’t real interested in the business side, so...
TT:
You had to take care.
GV:
I had to take that position.  And it worked out fine.  I mean, it’s just like -- you know, naively, I had a partner that would go out to a job site and make decisions, and then a month later we’d get a change order (laughter) from a contractor.  And he’d go -- I said, “Did you authorize this?  It says, ‘architect approved.’”  “Well, I told them that I thought it’d look better if we did it this way.”
TT:
(laughter) 

GV:
And I said, “We’re going to have to stop that.”  [00:32:00] But, you know, the business end was challenging, and of course the design end was challenging as well, especially when you’re working on houses, because you had to please a husband and you had to please a wife.  And sometimes it got rather complicated.  I’d get a call from one or the other two hours before a meeting, and then about a half-hour before the meeting the other one would call me.  So I didn’t realize I had to be a marriage counselor to design this house, but then I had 30 minutes to come up with a compromise. 
TT:
Compromise.
GV:
(laughter) So, I mean, 
that was a fun part, but challenging.

TT:
Well, that brings to mind the question about, were there any projects that you were involved in that never came to fruition, [00:33:00] that you really would like to have seen completed, maybe.

 GV:
Oh, yeah.  You know, the first time it happened, I was sort of crushed.  I mean, you put all this effort into a project, and a lot of times, especially big houses that I did would take a year or so to come together.  And you put that much effort into a project and have it sort of --
TT:
Never happen.  

GV:
-- never happen, it’s disappointing.  But I got over it, especially as I got older.  And sometimes you’d think, well, maybe that it was just meant to be.  You know, that it shouldn’t happen.  You know.  So you sort of get over that, but...
TT:
Can you think of any in the Austin area that...?

GV:
[00:34:00] I was doing a really nice house on an incredibly complicated site over off of Windsor and Pecos on a property that Lyndon Johnson had -- he owned, I guess, about 30 acres in there.  And he’d subdivided it into, like, 20 or 30 lots I guess.  And I was doing a house for the Ford dealer, Pat Gibson.  And we had just mastered this site.  I mean, it was a -- they called the lot an architect’s dream.  It would have been fine for a goat hill, but it sloped off to the side of this cul-de-sac into sort of a forest.  And, you know, being in the car business, you want to sort of display your cars.  It was an important thing.  And he collected old cars.  And [00:35:00] we had just gotten this thing to really working well, and it was doing what he wanted.  It had a big motor court, you know, where he could display his cars.  And he came in one day.  And he was really a fancy dresser.  He always wore a three-piece suit, and was always very manicured.  And I tried not to have meetings on Fridays, mainly to sort of relax a little, and my staff.  At one time I had 15 people working for me, and you just need sort of a break.  And he came in the door on Friday.  And I had come to the office in a pair of cutoffs and a Mickey Mouse [00:36:00] T-shirt and sandals.  And I’m in my office working and I could hear my office manager telling Pat that maybe he shouldn’t go back there.  And he was just a real jovial guy; wasn’t pushy.  He said, “Oh, it’ll be fine.”  She said, “Oh, okay.”  She didn’t even get a chance to tell me, and he pops through the door.  And I turn around and he says, “Oh, this must be casual day.”  And so (laughter) he takes off his coat and his vest, and takes his shirt off.  He’s got a T-shirt on.  And he said, “I just wanted to get comfortable, because I have something I need to tell you.”  And (laughter) that’s when he said that he was in the process of selling his part of the dealership here and was going to start traveling all over the US and Europe.  He had come up with a [00:37:00] sales program to sell cars, and that he wasn’t going to build this house.  And I was just, “Oh.”  (laughter) Yes.  You get almost there and then -- mm.  But, you know, it’s okay.  You know.  But, you know, probably one of the more rewarding as the opposite.  I did a lot of work for Head Start schools, and Community Action, and public housing authorities.  So I had a real mixed-bag sort of practice.  And my first public housing authority project was actually a restoration of horrible two-story brick boxes -- there were 30 units -- in San Marcos, in a less than desirable part [00:38:00] of town.  And we redid these units and added porches on the units, and basically gutted the unit and put new plumbing and electrical and all that, and we developed more of a park-like atmosphere.  And then they had no parking for this, so everybody parked on the street.  And we were able to negotiate with the City for them to give us the adjoining tract of land that was in a floodplain, for a parking lot.  And it all sort of came together.  And then I found out through the HUD regulations, they couldn’t have air conditioning.  I was absolutely shocked, you know, that you would spend all this money redoing the unit and they wouldn’t allow [00:39:00] air conditioning.  So, at the time, there was a lady who was the mayor of San Marcos.  She and I both, along with the housing director, wrote Cisneros a letter -- he was the head of HUD at that time -- requesting that they change this ruling.  Why would they supply heat to people in the North if they wouldn’t supply air conditioning to people in the South?  And lo and behold, we had enough influence, the mayor, and then we had talked to Jake Pickle, and Jake was very helpful in sort of putting the pressure on, and Mr. Cisneros agreed and wrote a change to the act that enabled us to air-condition that project.  [00:40:00] And a young black lady and her two children came up to us at the opening when they’d moved in and they had this big ceremony and stuff.  And she came up to me and she said, “You know, I just wanted to thank you.  I understand you’re the architect on this project.  You’ve made this place a better place for my kids and me to live.  I was put into this position because my husband left me.  I lost my car.  I’d never worked.  But I needed to take care of my kids and have a place to live.”  And through another program she was able to learn how to be a secretary, and got her feet back on the ground.  And it just made me feel good that I’d been able to sort of help in that regard.
TT:
Very rewarding.  [00:41:00] 
GV:
So about a year ago I ran into Cisneros in San Antonio at a friend’s funeral, and I went up to him.  Of course, he didn’t remember me.  And I told him I wanted to thank him that he had made life better for a lot of people in this area.  And he just sort of smiled.  He said, “You know, I don’t remember your name, but I remember the situation.”
TT:
That’s great.
GV:
Yeah.  So, it was fun.
TT:
And hopefully they changed that ruling for everyone in the South.
GV:
Yeah.  No, they did.  I mean, that was the best part of it. 

TT:
Thinking back at the beginning of your career, was there a point where you were working on a project or something that happened that told you, ah, I’ve made the right decision [00:42:00] going into architecture, and my career is taking off at this point?  Was there anything like that?
GV:
There was probably a couple of instances.  Maybe the first that sort of comes to mind was when I was working at Brooks, Barr, Graeber and White and we were doing the Hermann Teaching Hospital in Houston.  And at that time I was basically more of a draftsman than really an architect.  And we were actually remodeling the existing hospital and then building this huge medical center next to it, almost like what’s happening in Austin right now.  And the new building was in very close proximity to the old building.  David Graeber came back one day and he said, “Gus, I want to give you an opportunity.”  And [00:43:00] he said, “I haven’t been able to come up with a solution I like.  None of the designers have come up with a solution that I like, joining the old building to the new building.”  He said, “These are the parameters.”  He told me.  And I was overjoyed, you know, that I would get this opportunity.  And so, I went to work on it.  And every time I’d have it about where I thought it was working pretty well, the designers on the new building would change the floor-to-floor height.

TT:
(laughter) 

GV:
You know?  And there was three or four codes that we had to deal with in Houston, and funding codes, and all this other stuff.  And so, we finally got it.  And this was way before computers, so everything was manual.  I about wore out these sheets, erasing and putting it back [00:44:00] -- 

TT:
(laughter) 

GV:
-- you know.  So I finally got it to where I thought it worked really well, and I was pleased.  And so I went to David’s office and I said, “I think I’m ready to show you what I’ve done.”  He said, “Okay, let’s see it.”  And I mean, he didn’t hesitate.  He looked at it for about three or four minutes.  He said, “This is it.  Let’s do it.”  

TT:
Oh, great.

GV:
And so, it was like -- you know, David was one of my idols.  I mean, he was an incredible designer.  I think one of my most favorite buildings in Austin is the First Federal building that he did downtown.  It was a savings and loan, and it was a sort of a stair-stepped mirrored building right across from an old oak church, so it reflected the church.  And so, I thought a lot of his ability.  And so, that sort of gave me a kickstart [00:45:00] into, like, you know, I can do this.  And so, it made me feel good that (ringing phone) -- sorry.
TT:
That’s okay.

GV:
But I think that was probably initially -- and then when I first went in business for myself, I did a condominium project on Far West, and that was my first big project.  And it was 50 units, and we shoehorned it onto the site.  And I think everybody was happy.  And 30 years later I got hired to remodel it, which was fun, you know.  So, I mean, that was a fun part.  But...
TT:
A couple of times that you really felt, yes, [00:46:00] this is what I...
GV:
You got sort of, this is why I’m here and what I’m doing.  Of course, I’ll never forget when my kids were little and I was first practicing out of my house, and (laughter) I was coloring some presentation drawings.  And one of them came in and they said, “Dad, you get paid to color?”
TT:
(laughter) 

GV:
You know.  And I said, “Yes.” (laughter) You know.  So that was sort of fun.

TT:
So, one son’s a veterinarian.  Did the other one go into a career similar to yours?
GV:
No.  He went to SMU to law school and clerked for a Supreme Court justice and worked for a buddy of mine that was a district judge in Louisiana.  He went out to California to be an entertainment lawyer.  He lasted about a year out there.  He said [00:47:00] all that people did was lie to him, and he didn’t like that.  And he now lives in Playa del Carmen and he’s a world-class Texas Hold’em player.  (laughter) Totally opposite of what he went to school for, but he has an incredible math mind, and he --
TT:
But no designers in the family.
GV:
No designers.  I am impressed with my veterinary son.  He can visualize things.  His drawing skill is not very good, but he knows how to put it together.  You know.  And he -- 
TT:
He can see things three-dimensionally.
GV:
-- stuns me.  It’s amazing.  Yeah.
TT:
Well, you know, anatomy’s not so unlike that --

GV:
Right.

TT:
(overlapping dialogue; inaudible) architecture, so...
GV:
Yeah.  [00:48:00] He loves the surgery part of his career.  He taught at the University of Oklahoma for a year after graduating from A&M, and then he taught a year in Washington State in their vet school before coming back to Austin.  And the surgery end of it is what really appeals to him: how to repair it and make his client well.
TT:
Interesting.  You’ve seen a lot of changes in your career in architecture.  What was the most significant thing you’ve seen over your career in the practice?
GV:
Well, most definitely, the introduction of CAD and the computer was a pretty phenomenal [00:49:00] thing that happened.  I can remember when it first started to make its edge.  In fact, we were doing a house for the Reeses that I told you about earlier, and we didn’t have computer yet, but the surveyor had a computer.  And he wanted to try to lay it out.  And it was a really difficult house.  I mean, this thing was a big arced thing that sort of swiveled around a central court, and a porte-cochere, and Mack Stoeltje was the structural engineer, and they had tried, you know, to dimension it as best they could.  And so, the surveyor felt like he could make it work.  He said, “I’ve got this machine.  It’ll do it.”  After about a week he called me and he said, “Gus, I can’t make [00:50:00] this thing close.  It’s just not working.”  I said, “Well, you know, just make it close, and when we’re out there we’ll just make it work.”  I mean, luckily, we had a big enough site where, you know, we weren’t hemmed by property lines or setbacks and things like that.  But it was absolutely fascinating, how it sort of brought things -- it was easier to change things.  And slowly but surely it became quicker to do things.  But the drawings were only as good as the person doing the input.  And there were still mistakes, you know, and you still had to really check the drawings.  Because the drawings looked very clean and neat, but that didn’t mean they were right [00:51:00] or that the dimensioning, where you would click on, you know, a point, and expect it to line up with where the wall was.  You know, it became sort of a hazard, especially to contractors, you know.  And they were saddled with putting what we designed into reality.  And when things didn’t quite meet, it was like, “Tell us where the problem is.”  You know.  And it was interesting.  I did a house in Fredericksburg.  Sort of after the fact, I was interviewed by these people, and they decided to go with a local architect.  And I was fine with that.  About a year later they called me and asked me if I would be willing to take over this project.  They’d started construction and their architect had gotten sideways with the contractor.  And I said, “Well, [00:52:00] you know, make sure that he’s been paid in full and I have a letter from him that says that he’s been released and paid in full, and that you all are now the owners of the drawings.  And I need a reproducible set where I can look at it.”  And I talked to the contractor, a real nice old German guy.  So everything worked out and I went to start to check.  And when I laid the structural drawing over the architectural, things didn’t line up.  And what had happened, the structural engineer had shifted the dimensioning grid about 15 degrees, so it changed all the dimensions.  And they’d already poured the foundation of this house.  And there were some things that really didn’t work real well.  And then, of course, column placement became an issue internally.  And so, I redesigned this house on 8½ by 11s.  And [00:53:00] the contractor had a fax machine at his field office.  The owner had a fax machine at their house in Fredericksburg.  And I was in Austin, Texas.  As fast as I could study an area -- 

TT:
(laughter) 

GV:
I’d stick it in the machine and send it to them for approval.

TT:
Fax it off.

GV:
They’d fax it back with approved, and then I’d fax it to the contractor.  And it became sort of an issue, because the owner only would take calls after 3:00 in the afternoon.  He played the stock market.  He had sold his company and made a bunch of money, and he had a trader on the floor, and you didn’t interrupt him any time from, like, 9:00 to 3:00.  
TT:
Till the close, huh?

GV:
Yeah.  So that you were sort of pocketed into this time period to get his attention.  But it turned out.  But, [00:54:00] oh, man, it was a nightmare.
TT:
It sounds like you jumped into the computer age fairly easily.  As easy as you could.
GV:
As easy as you could.  I mean, I still hand-draw -- 

TT:
Do you?

GV:
-- in -- especially design.  I just never got to a point where I felt like the computer was an aid to me designing.  I could do it much quicker and it came to me better through a pencil.
TT:
From head to hand, huh?

GV:
(laughter) Yeah.

TT:
Pencil.  Yes.
GV:
Of course, they have computers now that you can sketch on, you know, so it’s made a huge difference.  But I’ve noticed that young architects today really can’t draw.  I mean, it’s hard for them to communicate an idea.  I’ve found that interesting, how they can sell an idea [00:55:00] without being able to sketch a part of it, but they seem to get it done.
TT:
Do you still have employees?  Are you still hiring people occasionally?
GV:
I have one, a young man that has done my CAD work for 20-plus years.  He has a master’s in architecture, and he just never got registered.  And he’s really good, and we’re able to communicate pretty easily, and he’s got to where he can read my mind and I can read his, so (laughter)...
TT:
Yeah.  It’s a long working relationship.  
GV:
Yeah.

TT:
What advice would you give young architect hopefuls or students today, do you think?
GV:
Well, I think probably the main advice is, there are so many facets in architecture.  You can be a [00:56:00] construction supervisor.  You can be a designer.  You can be a spec writer.  You know, there are so many facets.  You need to be comfortable with either a facet or be comfortable in all those areas, to where you can sort of put them together.  And it’s a fast-moving world, you know.  I think maybe the biggest caution is to slow down.  You know.  Because I see so many projects that I wonder, if it was really thought through, would they have really done it this way?  But, you know, the thing is just to enjoy what you’re doing.  If you don’t enjoy it, don’t do it.  I thoroughly still enjoy what I’m doing.  [00:57:00] 
TT:
It sounds like it, yeah.
GV:
And it’s real rewarding.  You know, I’ll have people call me that I haven’t talked to in years, and they say, well, we just want to tell you how much we’re enjoying this.  And, you know, I’ve had several clients come back, and I’ve done other projects for them, and so, I mean, that’s sort of the...
TT:
To know they’re still enjoying the house that you designed.
GV:
Oh, yeah.  Because, you know, there are some people that do forever houses.  And in fact I did a house for a doctor that I’ve been friends with since ’81 and we’re still friends.  And I’m working on a new house, a remodel on Lake Austin for he and his wife, and they’re trying to retire and their kids live here in Austin.  And so, they want a place where they can all meet at the lake.  And so, it’s [00:58:00] fun.
TT:
What about your own house?  Tell me about that. 

GV:
Well, I’m pretty spoiled.
TT:
(laughter) Why is that?
GV:
We’ve lived in the same house for 30 years.  Took me four years to design the house.  I won three national awards for it, which was sort of icing on the cake, that not only did I think it was a great house, but my peers thought it was decent.  And it’s been a great place for my family to grow up in.  I’m really spoiled, because we have two and a half acres, and we live right at the base of the radio and TV antennas out in Westlake, on the next hill that Michael Dell built [00:59:00] his house, on 60 acres.  (laughter) But it’s just a real comfortable house.  It’s contemporary.  It has lots of decks.  And we really haven’t changed much of it since we moved in.  I did enclose the big outdoor deck to make that into a billiard room, and I’m working now on an outdoor kitchen.  I love to cook, and working on that as we speak, to have it sort of fit with the rest of the house.  But it’s just a real comfortable environment.  You know, my kids still like to bring their friends over.  So, sort of a meeting place.  But...  [01:00:00] 
TT:
Good.  Well, you mentioned a favorite building here in Austin.  What about in the world?  Is there a building that you like a lot, that you’ve seen or maybe even visited?
GV:
Well, of course, one that I guess -- one of the most impressive is Gaudi’s cathedral in Barcelona.  It is absolutely the most mind-boggling thing I’d ever seen in my life.  And it’s been a project that’s been going on for over 100 years.  I mean, it is -- we were there last, let’s see, about four years ago.  And they are just getting really close to finishing the last addition or last part of it.  And it’s very contemporary compared to the rest of the church.  But the blending of it, of the new [01:01:00] and the old.  And it sits on, you know, this one piece of property.  And, you know, they have these spires reaching up.  I mean, it’s just fabulous, the way the light comes through.  And they’ve added a circular elevator on one corner inside that sort of mimics a circular stair that’s on the other side that was done probably 50 years ago.  But it all fits.  And just the genius of the progression of the architects that have worked on it.  And if I remember right, there’s always been some Gaudi bloodline involved in the church from the beginning to now.  [01:02:00] And, I mean, I would rank that one right up there at the top.  That and the Basilica in Rome, you know, just the -- 
TT:
St. Peter’s?
GV:
-- impression.  You know, that you walk in, and here’s this just incredible piece of architecture, you know. 
TT:
Space inside.
GV:
Yeah.  Just space.  Yeah. 

TT:
Let’s see.  We’re past an hour.  I guess, is there anything that we haven’t talked about that you would like to add or talk about at this point?
GV:
I really can’t think of anything, other than I’m thankful to you as taking the time to [01:03:00] interview people and sort of record this history.  I think it’s really important to learn about Austin and what’s happened, I mean, in the 50 years I’ve lived here.  I mean, it was a town when I would come here in the ’50s.  My great-aunt and uncle had a little grocery store over where the basketball drum is now.  You know, and the extent of town was about 45th Street.  You know.  And the progress.  We’ve been really fortunate in the industry that we’ve attracted to Austin, clean industry; a very educated group of people.  They care about the environment.  It’s getting really crowded now.  (laughter) You have to sort of put up with the traffic.  [01:04:00] But I love living here, and I don’t think I’d like to live in any other place.  I mean, there are some places I could live.  I love Mexico.  There’s been some issues with the cartels and things like that, but once you get into the interior of Mexico it’s not quite as violent as the border towns and some of the key living areas.  But, I don’t know.  I just feel fortunate to have lived in this time.  I mean, even talking to my older friends, you know, they talk about how things have really changed.  You know, when we first moved to Austin, there was one TV station.  You know.  (laughter) But [01:05:00] I think it’s just an opportunity to sort of share with people how progress cannot be sort of stopped, but it can be organized.  And luckily, we’ve been able to sort of do that.  I mean, there’s always hiccups, but overall I think it’s made the hurdles pretty well.
TT:
Well, I really appreciate you coming in today and telling me your story.  So, thank you.
GV:
Well, yeah.  No, thank you.  It was fun.  It sort of brought back memories, when I was going through projects that I’d done, you know, and it sort of keyed other things that you don’t really think about.  Like, I did one of the first townhome projects in Austin in 1978, and sort of unheard of, you know.
TT:
Where was that?

GV:
It was [01:06:00] on Moley Drive, over just off of Lamar, and it was two duplex lots.  And we were able to convince the City that we could do five townhomes instead of two duplexes.  And it was an interesting lot, because it had access behind it, sort of like an alleyway.  So we didn’t have any driveways on the front coming off the street, which made all the neighbors in that neighborhood happy, you know, and we were able to keep a majority of the trees.  And then all the parking was accessed behind the project.  So, just little things like that, you know. 
TT:
Well, you’ve had a great career.  Thanks again.

GV:
All right.  Thank you.  [01:07:00] 
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