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STAFF RECOMMENDATION: Staff recommends the proposed zoning change from family residence- 
historic district-neighborhood plan (SF-3-HD-NP) to family residence-historic landmark-historic 
districtneighborhood plan (SF-3-H-HD-NP) combining district zoning. 

QUALIFICATIONS FOR LANDMARK DESIGNATION: Historical associations and community value. 

HISTORIC LANDMARK COMMISSION ACTION: Recommend historic zoning (9-0) 

PLANNING COMMISSION ACTION: Recommend historic zoning (12-0) 

CITY COUNCIL ACTION: 

CASE MANAGER: Austin Lukes, 512-978-0766 

NEIGHBORHOOD ORGANIZATIONS: Austin Independent School District, Austin Neighborhoods 
Council, Del Valle Community Coalition, East Austin Conservancy, Friends of Austin 
Neighborhoods, Homeless Neighborhood Association, Overton Family Committee, Preservation 
Austin, Rogers Washington Holy Cross, Upper Boggy Creek Neighborhood Planning Team 

DEPARTMENT COMMENTS: The 2016 East Austin Historic Resource Survey recommended the 
property as contributing to a potential local historic district. The property was subsequently listed 
as a contributing resource in the 2020 ordinance designating the Rogers Washington Holy Cross 
local historic district.  

BASIS FOR RECOMMENDATION: 

§ 25-2-352(3)(c)(ii) Historical Associations.  The property has long-standing significant associations
with persons, groups, institutions, businesses, or events of historical importance that contributed
significantly to the history of the city, state, or nation or represents a significant portrayal of the
cultural practices or the way of life of a definable group of people in a historic time.

The Hill-Thompson house has numerous significant historical associations, including with architect 
John Saunders Chase, zoologist and geneticist Oscar Leonard Thompson, and several generations 
of the prominent Hill family. 

John S. Chase was an Austin-based architect responsible for the designs of numerous houses and 
other buildings in the city, as well as around Texas, including several buildings and the campus 
master plan at Texas Southern University. In the early 1950s, Chase became the first African-
American graduate of the University of Texas School of Architecture. Though he was unable to find 
work at any white firms after graduation, he would go on to have success with his own practice 
beginning in 1952. The types of projects that his firm was involved with were numerous and located 
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throughout Texas. As historian Lori Martin writes, 

Chase’s documented Austin works—including the 1952 Colored Teachers State Association 
of Texas (CTSAT) David Chapel Missionary Baptist Church (1959), and the Phillips/Phillips-
Banks (Della Phillips) House at 2310 E. Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd. mid-1960s)—demonstrate 
a consistent modernist vocabulary adapted to Black institutional and residential needs in 
East Austin. The Irene Hill Thompson House at 1906 Maple Avenue aligns with this body of 
work through its mid-century modern planning, climate-responsive roof/overhang system, 
and its privacy-conscious residential approach in its design. The home on Maple Avenue was 
Chase’s first residential project. 

Later in his career, after the successful designs including the Hill-Thompson House, Chase had 
several branches of his firm located across Texas. He was later involved, along with 12 other 
archtiects, with the founding of the National Organization of Minority Architects (NOMA). 

Like Chase, Oscar Thompson was enrolled at the University of Texas in the 1950s, where he was the 
one of the first African-American students admitted to the university. There he worked towards a 
master’s degree in zoology and graduated in 1952 as the first black graduate from the university. At 
this time, he also met Irene Hill, and they were married on August 9, 1952. At this time, the 
Thompsons lived at Graham Street in East Austin. The land that would become the Hill-Thompson 
House’s site was acquired in 1962. Soon after, design and construction began on what would be 
their house at 1906 Maple Avenue, with the work done by their friend and rising architect John Chase. 
This project would be Chase’s first residential project in Austin.  

Thompson would continue work in the sciences, and was pursuing a Ph.D. and teaching at Huston-
Tillotson University until his death in 1962 at the age of fifty-five. In his honor, flags at the University 
of Texas were flown at half-mast. His passing occurred before construction of the Hill-Thompson 
House was completed. 

Irene Hill and her family were deeply involved in professional and civic roles throughout East Austin. 
Her siblings James Hill and Waldron Wray Plicque achieved academic successes that were in service 
of civic engagement and the pursuit of broader education opportunities. James Hill would serve for 
a time as a senior vice president at the University of Texas and later as a vice president for community 
and school relations. Waldron Wray worked for many years in the Austin Independent School District 
(AISD), including as assistant principal at Fulmore and Dobie Jr. high schools and eventually as 
Assistant Director of Personnel for the district. Irene also worked with AISD, with her tenure lasting 
34 years, many of which were at L.C. Anderson High School. 

§ 25-2-352(3)(c)(iv) Community Value. The property has a unique location, physical characteristic, 
or significant feature that contributes to the character, image, or cultural identity of the city, a 
neighborhood, or a particular group. 

The Maple Street property, with all of the prominent individuals associated directly with it, also 
became a meeting place for civic engagement, especially for political organizing and social gathering 
for the greater East Austin African American community. During the 1964 presidential campaign of 
Lyndon Johnson, Irene Hill-Thompson and her daughter served as “Blue Birds,” who were tasked as 
liaisons between the campaign and the larger African American community in East Austin in an effort 
to rally support. The house would later serve as an gathering space for other political campaigns and 
causes, which generated a catalyst of grassroot engagement in this section of the city, and 
particularly the Rogers Washington Holy Cross neighborhood. The decades-long family support and 
drive for a political voice created a value to and of the community that became sought after by local 
and statewide political figures. 
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PARCEL NO.: 0212101516 

LEGAL DESCRIPTION: LOT 10 WASHINGTON SUBD 

ESTIMATED ANNUAL TAX EXEMPTION (homestead, capped): 

AISD  COA TC TC Health Total 
$2,459.06 $2,441.06 $1,598.31 $501.90 $7,000.33 

APPRAISED VALUE: Land: $361,277; Improvement: $350,935; Total: $712,212 

PRESENT USE: Residence 

DATE BUILT/PERIOD OF SIGNIFICANCE: 1963; 1963-1970 

INTEGRITY/ALTERATIONS: The house retains strong integrity from its original construction. The 
unique John Saunders Chase design is apparent and architectural features such as the elevated 
front porch with stone base is in good condition and has not been altered. Some deterioration has 
occurred as a result of weathering and use, but nothing that is beyond repair or like replacement. 

PRESENT OWNERS: Marilynn Poole Bailey 

ORIGINAL OWNER(S): Irene Hill Thompson 

OTHER HISTORICAL DESIGNATIONS: Contributing resource to the Rogers Washington Holy Cross 
local historic district 
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Introduction 
Irene Hill Thompson was a prominent social and civic figure in the Austin and Travis County 
area, from the 1940s through the mid 2000s. She established herself as a respected leader 
through her work as administrative secretary to the YMCA-USO in Bastrop, the Tears Funeral 
Home in East Austin, and Austin Independent School District,  spending the majority of her 
career at the original L.C. Anderson High School. In this role, Irene served as a mentor to 
countless young women pursuing careers in secretarial and administrative professions, offering 
guidance, encouragement, and professional support.1 

Deeply engaged in civic life, Irene was an active participant in local and state politics. Her home 
at 1906 Maple Avenue, functioned as a welcoming gathering place for political fundraisers and 
meetings, drawing elected officials, community leaders, and neighbors. She was also devoted to 
her college sorority, Alpha Kappa Alpha , where she remained active until her death, frequently 
opening her home for sorority functions and mentoring younger sorority members. Through 
these efforts, Irene became widely admired as a role model and community anchor. 

After losing her husband, Oscar L. Thompson, the very first African American graduate from the 
University of Texas at Austin, at a relatively young age, Irene persevered and built a home for 
herself and her young daughter. The mid-century modern residence was designed by noted 
architect John Saunders Chase, a close friend of Irene and her late husband, and the Maple 
Avenue home represents Chase’s first residential commission. While modest in scale, the split-
level home is a significant early example of Chase’s work, and it is one of only two original 
residential designs by Chase in the Austin area. John S. Chase, the first African American 
licensed in Texas, left a profound architectural legacy in East Austin and beyond. 

As the first residential design by John Saunders Chase and the longtime home of Irene Hill 
Thompson whose contributions to education, civic life, and community leadership were 
substantial, the property holds exceptional cultural and historical significance. Together, the 
home, its architect and its original occupant represent an important chapter in Austin’s social 
and architectural history, warranting designation as a historic landmark. 

Summary 
John S. Chase’s design of the home at 1906 Maple Avenue in the Rogers–Washington–Holy 
Cross neighborhood stands as both architectural achievement and cultural testimony. Chase 
brought the language of mid-century modernism into a historically African American district 
shaped by community ambition, professional accomplishment, and the hard constraints of 
segregation. Alongside the steady output of prolific builder Nash Phillips—whose houses lined 
Maple, Givens, and Werner Avenues—Chase’s designs helped give physical form to residents’ 

 
1 Many stories and  facts throughout this narrative were provided by Marilynn Poole Webb, niece of Irene Hill Thompson and 
current owner of the home. These stories enhance and enrich an already intriguing and textured history. 
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prominence and helped establish a lasting architectural legacy within one of East Austin’s most 
significant residential enclaves. 

The Rogers–Washington–Holy Cross Historic District—roughly bounded by East 20th Street to 
the north, Cedar Avenue to the east, East Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard to the south, and 
Chestnut Avenue to the west—reflects a cohesive residential landscape shaped by aspiration 
and resilience. The district’s historic character cannot be separated from Austin’s 1928 city plan 
that compelled the relocation of much of the city’s African American population to the east side 
of town. In the face of enforced segregation, East Austin residents built a self-sustaining, 
complete civic and commercial world of businesses, professional offices, social clubs, schools, 
and institutions that anchored community life and cultivated independent leadership. Middle 
class Black Austinites pursued the postwar ideal of suburban homeownership, despite 
restrictive covenants and the financial barriers of redlining which limited mobility, making 
established neighborhoods like Rogers–Washington–Holy Cross central to expression of Black 
prosperity in Austin and deserving preservation.2 

Within this context, the Irene Hill Thompson House at 1906 Maple Avenue is especially 
resonant. The project emerged from the friendship between John Chase and Oscar Thompson, 
formed during their years at the University of Texas. After Oscar Thompson’s sudden death in 
July 1962, the home’s design became both a practical undertaking and a deeply personal act of 
survival. In recollections shared decades later, Irene Thompson described Chase stepping 
forward during her period of grief, offering solace, guidance, and momentum which helped her 
move from devastation toward the possibility of building a new home. Construction began in 
1963, by the Oliver B. Street Company, and interior design and furnishing was assisted by 
decorator Mildred Smyers of Bridges Furniture Company. Much of the original décor and finish 
character remains, and the home is currently owned by members of the original family, making 
it not only a significant Chase commission, but also a rare, living continuity of legacy and 
stewardship. 

Statement of Significance 
The Irene Hill Thompson House demonstrates significance under the criteria of historical 
associations and community value. The residence is the first house designed by renowned 
architect John Saunders Chase, and it has been continuously owned and occupied by members 
of Irene’s family since its construction in 1963. This long-term association enhances the 
property’s historical integrity and cultural importance. 

John Saunders Chase maintained a longstanding relationship with the Rogers–Washington–Holy 
Cross neighborhood and made substantial contributions to the architectural landscape of East 
Austin. Along with this early residential commission, Chase designed several significant works in 

 
2 Rogers-Washington-Holy Cross Local Historic District application. 2021. 
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East Austin, including the Colored Teachers State Association of Texas headquarters—now 
known as the John S. and Drucie R. Chase Building (1191 Navasota Street); the Della Phillips 
House located at East Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard and Maple Avenue; David Chapel 
Missionary Baptist Church (East Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard and Chestnut Avenue); and 
Olivet Baptist Church (San Bernard Street at Cotton Street). The Irene Hill Thompson House 
represents an important early milestone in Chase’s career and reflects the beginning of his 
enduring architectural legacy.3 

The owners regularly opened their home for political fundraisers, civic events, and other community 
gatherings, establishing it as an important forum for public discourse and grassroots organization. In 
doing so, they fostered an environment that encouraged civic participation and collective action and 
modeled for students and neighbors alike the perseverance and commitment essential to building a 
strong, enriched, and thriving community, mirroring the values held by so many of its leaders. 

Architectural Description 
While the property’s eligibility is based on its relevant community value and historical associations, the 
inclusion of an architectural description provides important contextual information that enhances the 
understanding of the home’s significance within the broader historical narrative.  

Architecturally, the Thompson House is an elegant, one-story, wood-frame mid-century modern 
residence built in 1963. The design blends open spatial planning with careful craftsmanship and 
expresses Chase’s hallmark priorities: strong horizontal massing, understated materiality, and 
an intentional relationship between interior life and exterior setting. The house is rectilinear in 
form, set on a raised foundation that gives it a lightly elevated profile above the lawn, taking 
advantage of a sloped lot that might otherwise have been rendered useless. A low-pitched roof 
with elongated eaves reinforces the horizontal emphasis while serving the practical role of 
providing protective shade in Central Texas’ harsh climate. 

Fenestration is purposeful and asymmetrical, tuned to function rather than façade symmetry. 
Window placements and groupings—often horizontal in character—balance daylight and 
privacy, allowing illumination where needed while screening more intimate interior zones from 
the street. The effect is a house that feels simultaneously private and generous: sheltered from 
the public realm, yet opened strategically to light, view, and air. 

Sited on a rectangular lot on the west side of Maple Avenue, the house maintains a consistent 
neighborhood setback pattern while maximizing privacy from the right-of-way. The front yard—
defined by mature vegetation typical of the district—creates a calm buffer between street and 
entry. The approach culminates in a recessed or side-oriented entry sequence, an intentionally 

 
3 Marla Akin. Common ground: The story of Austin’s newest, and only Black, historic district. Sightlines. June 2, 2021. 
https://sightlinesmag.org/common-ground-the-story-of-austins-newest-and-only-black-historic-district 
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understated transition aligned with mid-century modern principles: arrival is choreographed 
through plane, overhang, and partial screening rather than ornament. The result is a residence 
that does not announce itself loudly, but rewards attention through proportion, restraint, and 
clarity. 

The structure reflects common Central Texas building practices of its era: wood-frame 
construction on a pier-and-beam foundation. This raised base supports ventilation at the 
ground plane and enhances the building’s “floating” visual character. Materially, the home 
relies on a disciplined palette—stone, wood, glass, and metal—combined into clean planes with 
minimal applied ornament. Inside, the Hill Thompson House preserves an important record of 
1960s taste and identity -  living and dining walls clad in mahogany veneer, and a distinctive 
original color scheme of pink and green that reflects Irene Hill Thompson’s long devotion to 
Alpha Kappa Alpha, the first African American sorority. Even the kitchen retains vivid markers of 
its period, including surviving turquoise features such as the original O’Keefe & Merritt cooktop 
and sink, anchoring the home’s mid-century character in tangible, everyday artifacts. 

The home’s final form also documents the realities of building within constraint. The original 
design reportedly envisioned three bedrooms and two baths, but after Oscar Thompson’s 
death, Chase redesigned the plan to two bedrooms and two baths to align with Irene’s finances 
without sacrificing quality. Correspondence between architect and contractor—reportedly 
including disputes over materials—underscores a common theme in good residential design -  
the negotiation between ambition and budget, solved through strategic revision rather than 
compromise of integrity. 

Notably, the same correspondence suggests Chase’s early attention to energy efficiency, 
seeking the best performance strategies available in 1963 and exploring upgrades aligned with 
solar responsiveness. This concern for comfort and climate, expressed through shading 
overhangs, cross-ventilation potential, and careful glazing strategy, reveals a modernism that is 
not merely stylistic, but environmentally sensitive and practical. 

The Irene Hill Thompson House contributes to the historic character of the Rogers–
Washington–Holy Cross Historic District as a well-preserved mid-century modern residence and 
an important early residential work by John S. Chase. Its integrity is reinforced by retained 
materials, consistent massing, original spatial intent, and the survival of interior finishes and 
color identity. More broadly, it embodies the cultural history of a district where Black 
community leadership, education, and civic stature were expressed not only through 
institutions and businesses, but also through the design and construction of dignified, forward-
looking homes. 

1906 Maple Avenue is a local, lived architecture shaped by friendship, loss, perseverance, and 
community pride. Chase’s design achieves what only the best residential architecture can - it 
dignifies daily life through light, proportion, and thoughtful planning, while also holding a larger 
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story in its walls. In a neighborhood forged under the pressures of segregation yet sustained by 
self-determination, the Hill Thompson House endures as both an architectural object and a 
cultural landmark—quietly modern, deeply rooted, and still speaking clearly across time. 

Community Value 
The home’s community value derives from its longstanding role as a center for civic 
engagement led by Irene Hill Thompson. The house served as a meeting place for political 
organizing and community social gatherings that reflected her deep commitment to public 
service and civic participation. During Lyndon B. Johnson’s 1964 presidential campaign, Irene 
and her daughter, Ida Dawn, were selected as “Blue Birds,” a group of trusted community 
liaisons tasked with outreach and voter engagement efforts within Austin’s African American 
community.4 Irene hosted numerous political events at her Maple Avenue home, for President 
Johnson, U.S. Congressmen Lloyd Doggett, East Texas Black Republican operative Ernest  
Sterling, J.J. “Jake” Pickle, and Texas State Senator Gonzalo Barrientos.5 Throughout these 
activities, the house functioned not only as a private residence but also as an important site of 
grassroots political participation, further reinforcing its historical and cultural significance. 

Historical Associations 
John S. Chase 
John Saunders Chase was born on January 23, 1925, in Annapolis, Maryland. After serving in 
World War II, Chase received a B.S. in Architectural Engineering from Hampton Institute (now 
Hampton University) in 1948. Chase relocated to Austin, taking a job as a teacher at the 
Crescent Institute, an historic African American vocational school on East 9th Street that 
offered private instruction in drafting and other building trades.6 His true passion was 
architecture, but he knew he would have to seek a higher degree. In 1950, Chase met and 
befriended Hugh McMath, then the Chair of the School of Architecture at the University of 
Texas. McMath encouraged him to apply even though the University was segregated at that 
time. After the Supreme Court decided the landmark desegregation case Sweatt v. Painter later 
that year, Chase applied and was accepted into the School of Architecture. At that time, he was 
the first African American student to register to attend the University of Texas School of 
Architecture as a graduate student.7 After graduation, Chase discovered that none of the 

 
4 Irene Thompson Obituary. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Marla Akin. In Plain Sight: A midcentury East Austin treasure, packed with history, gets a new life. Sightlines. March 5, 2018. 
7 The Life and Architectural Legacy of John S. Chase. The University of Texas at Austin School of Architecture. February 19, 2024. 
https://soa.utexas.edu/news/life-architectural-legacy-john-s-chase 
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predominantly white firms would hire him.8 Undeterred, he applied to take his board exams 
without the normally required  internship and was allowed to do so. He passed the exam and 
became the first Black architect licensed in the State of Texas.9 
 
While studying at UT’s School of Architecture, Chase met Oscar L. Thompson, UT’s first African 
American graduate student in any department. Thompson completed a master’s degree in 
zoology, with an emphasis on genetics. The two became friends, and after Thompson died in 
1962, Chase designed the home for Thompson’s widow in East Austin,10 at 1906 Maple Avenue. 
 
Chase had many “firsts” in his career. He was the first African American architect admitted to 
the Texas Society of Architects and one of the founders of the National Organization of Minority 
Architects (NOMA). Throughout his long and successful career as an architect and 
entrepreneur, Chase paved the way for future African American architects in Texas. 
 
In Austin, Chase is responsible for the design of a number of modern structures.  Chase’s early 
work reflects not only his modern design sensibility, but also his long-term admiration for the 
work of Frank Lloyd Wright and his Usonian ideals. In addition to the David Chapel and the Della 
Phillips House, Chase’s work in Austin includes the  Irene Hill Thompson residence and the 1952 
Teachers State Association of Texas Building which was listed on the National Register of 
Historic Places in 2005.  
 
Shortly after graduating from UT, Chase moved his practice to Houston and accepted an 
appointment as assistant professor of architectural drafting at Texas Southern University (TSU). 
By the 1960s, John Chase had a remarkable reputation in the Texas architectural world, with 
many connections in the growing and influential African American community. In this period his 
firm designed churches, residences, libraries, schools, and institutional buildings, such as the 
Port of Houston International Longshoreman’s Association Hall for Local 872, the first African 
American Longshoreman’s union. Texas Southern University also chose Chase to develop its 
campus master plan, and throughout the 1970s, Chase designed a number of buildings for the 
TSU campus, including the Education Building, MLK Jr. School of Communication, TSU Student 
Center, Thurgood Marshall School of Law, and most of the student dormitories. Chase’s master 

 
8 The Life and Architectural Legacy of John S. Chase. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Oscar Leonard Thompson. Find a Grave. November 7, 2011. Find a Grave Memorial ID 80017529, citing Evergreen Cemetery, 
Austin, Travis County, Texas. Accessed July 29, 2025. 
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plan and buildings contribute to TSU’s reputation as one of the most prominent African 
American universities in Texas.11  
 
Chase’s documented Austin works—including the 1952 Colored Teachers State Association of 
Texas (CTSAT) David Chapel Missionary Baptist Church (1959), and the Phillips/Phillips-Banks 
(Della Phillips) House at 2310 E. Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd. mid-1960s)—demonstrate a 
consistent modernist vocabulary adapted to Black institutional and residential needs in East 
Austin. The Irene Hill Thompson House at 1906 Maple Avenue aligns with this body of work 
through its mid-century modern planning, climate-responsive roof/overhang system, and its 
privacy-conscious residential approach in its design.12 The home on Maple Avenue was Chase’s 
first residential project.13 
 
Chase expanded his footprint and eventually had offices in Austin, Dallas, Houston and 
Washington, D.C. During his illustrious career Chase received many prestigious awards. The 
American Institute of Architects (AIA) elected Chase to the College of Fellows, and President 
Carter in 1980 appointed him to the US Commission of Fine Arts, the first Black commission 
member. By the time of his death in 2010, Chase had made a most definite and important 
contribution not just to Texas architecture but to architectural practice nationally. He grabbed 
his opportunities and made the most of each and every one. As one of the twelve co-founders 
of the National Organization of Minority Architects (NOMA), Chase was always looking back to 
pull others up the rung as he felt was his privilege and responsibility. 
 
Oscar Leonard Thompson 

Early in 1951, Irene Hill met Oscar Thompson when he was working on a master of science in 
zoology thesis entitled, “A Phenylthiocarbomide Taste Deficiency in a Negro Population.” Irene 
was working on her undergraduate degree in zoology, and her knowledge of the Austin/Travis 
County community and Black Greek alliances made her the perfect assistant for Oscar. After 
working together, the couple married on August 9, 1952 at her parents’ home.14 

 
11 John Chase FAIA, Texas Southern University and the Third Ward. docomomo_us. October 13, 2019. https://docomomo-
us.org/event/john-chase-faia-texas-southern-university-and-the-third-ward 
12 Gerald Moorhead, et al. David Chapel Missionary Baptist Church and Phillips-Banks House. SAH Archipedia. https://sah-
archipedia.org/buildings/TX-01-AU96?utm source=chatgpt.com. Accessed December 3, 2025. 
13 Marla Akin. Common ground: The story of Austin’s newest, and only Black, historic district. Sightlines. June 21, 2021. 
https://sightlinesmag.org/common-ground-the-story-of-austins-newest-and-only-black-historic-
district?utm source=chatgpt.com. Accessed December 3, 2025. 
14 Irene Hill Thompson (An Autobiography). Provided by current owner, Marilynn Poole Webb. October 16, 2025. 
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Born (Aug. 25, 1907) and raised in Rosebud, near Waco, Oscar Thompson’s college aspirations 
were put on hold by the Great Depression, then by his service in the Pacific during World War II. 
When he returned from war, he used the GI Bill to finish his degree at Paul Quinn College in 
Dallas.15 

The name Heman Sweatt is recognizable in UT history because of the 1950 Supreme Court case 
Sweatt v. Painter that made him the first Black student admitted to the University of Texas and 
laid the groundwork for Brown v. Board of Education. Unfortunately, Sweatt never earned the 
law degree which he fought so hard for the right to pursue. 

Oscar capitalized on the Sweatt decision and came to UT to pursue a master’s degree in 
zoology, with an emphasis on genetics. Oscar Leonard Thompson became UT’s first Black 
graduate in January 1952. Thompson became a research scientist assisting UT geneticist C.P. 
Oliver investigating sickle cell anemia.16 

Just months after Thompson graduated, John Chase earned his Master of Architecture. In 1956, 
UT admitted its first Black undergraduates, of which there were approximately seventy-five. 
When Thompson died in 1962 at fifty-five, he was working on his Ph.D. and teaching at Huston-
Tillotson College in Austin. UT flew its flags at half-mast upon his death.17 

The Hill Family 
Jerome and Ida Belle Hill moved to Austin in 1921 from the Webberville area, where Jerome 
was a sharecropper. Ida Belle’s father helped them secure a home on Washington Avenue. 
Irene was the first of seven children born in Austin. The youngest daughter, Waldron Wray 
Plicque, was the only child born in a hospital.18 

Jerome, a boilermaker on the Southern Pacific Railroad and was able to purchase a home at 
1909 Tillotson Avenue. At that time, buying a home for a person of color was usually on a 
contractual (contract for deed) basis. No equity was owned in the home until the final payment 
was made, and should the person miss a payment, the seller could immediately claim 
ownership regardless of the number of prior payments. The dark cloud of the Depression 
brought about the loss of his job with the railroad, in order to protect his investment in the 
house, Jerome built a small structure on his property to open a meat market. Jerome always 
worked hard to feed his family and keep them in the Tillotson home, working with the city as 

 
15 Avrel Seale. Excellence in the First Degree. UT News. February 5, 2019. https://news.utexas.edu/2019/02/05/excellence-in-
the-first-degree/#:~:text=When%20he%20died%20in%201962,Tags:%20Campus%2C%20Community. Accessed 12/3/2025. 
16 Avrel Seale. Excellence in the First Degree. 
17 Avrel Seale. 
18 Irene Hill Thompson (An Autobiography). 
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well as the federally funded Public Works Administration as a stone mason. He built the steps at 
Rosewood Park and Mount Bonnell, and the concrete tables at Zilker Park.19  

Jerome was also well known for his beautiful yard and gardens. Garden clubs from West Austin 
would often schedule visits to admire his beautiful landscapes at Huston Tillotson College and 
at his little house on Tillotson with such grand gardens,20 thanks to a series of articles about 
him, by Clare Ogden Gooden, garden editor, The Austin Statesman, 1940’s – 1960’s. 

The Hills owned their home until their deaths in the 1970s. From all accounts, Jerome and Ida 
Belle Hill and their children were influential and impactful to the African American community 
they helped to build in East Austin. Jerome, an accomplished gardener and photographer 
created the landscape design for Huston-Tillotson College (now Huston-Tillotson University) 
that remains today. He also was photographer for ButterKrust Bakery’s weekly family photo in 
the Capitol City Argus, an Eastside Community publication. His wife, an accomplished 
seamstress voluntarily designed and sewed the first majorette uniforms for the LC Anderson 
marching band.21 

Irene's brother, Dr. James L Hill, became a senior vice president of The University of Texas at 
Austin. Hill served under four university presidents. President Robert Berdahl appointed him to 
associate vice president for administration and public affairs in 1993, and Dr. Hill retired and 
returned to become vice president for community and school relations in 2000, a position he 
retired from in 2007. Afterwards, he remained a special assistant to the president until his 
passing in 2012.22 

The Hill’s youngest daughter, Waldron Wray Plicque, crowned Miss East Austin in 
1952, garnered a Master’s Degree in Educational Administration. She served as Assistant 
Principal at Fulmore and Dobie Jr. High Schools before making the move to district 
administration as the Assistant Director of Personnel for the Austin Independent School District. 
She served as a mentor and impacted the lives of many Austin area teachers of all races, before 
retiring in 1997 after 33 years of service with AISD.23 
  
Both James and Waldron Wray broke glass ceilings in their professions, and both considered 
Irene to be the wind beneath their wings, as they flourished. The contributions of members of 
the Hill family still resonate today.24 
 

 
19 Irene Hill Thompson (An Autobiography). 
20 Interview with the homeowner, granddaughter of Jerome and Ida Belle Hill. August 21, 2025. 
21 Interview with the homeowner Marilynn Poole Webb, December 19, 2025. 
22 University’s first African American Vice President Dies. UT News. September 5, 2012. 
https://news.utexas.edu/2012/09/05/universitys-first-african-american-vice-president-dies/ 
23 Waldron Wray Plique Obituary. September 19, 2020. https://www.dignitymemorial.com/obituaries/austin-tx/waldron-
plicque-9369897 
24 Interview with the homeowner, daughter of Waldron Wray Plicque and niece of Irene Hill Thompson and Dr. James L. Hill. 
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Irene Hill Thompson 
Irene Eulalia Hill was born Mary Had A Little Lamb Esther Ida Marie Hill on July 15, 1922, in 
Austin, Texas, the fourth of seven children born to Jerome and Ida Belle Doxey Hill. The name 
Irene was given to her by teachers who misunderstood her when she shyly offered her name on 
the first day of school. She was known as Mary at home and Irene at school. During those days, 
babies were delivered at home and white doctors usually did not record the births. In the event 
the birth was recorded, it was often without specifying the child’s name, as was the case with 
Irene who was listed as “Infant Hill.” Ultimately, she took the name Irene Eulalia Hill and used it 
for the duration of her long life of service to her community.25 
 
Growing up in East Austin during the early twentieth century, Irene belonged to a generation 
that built the foundation of Austin’s African American professional and civic communities 
despite the constraints of segregation. The Hill family was deeply rooted in Austin’s Ebenezer 
Baptist Church, one of the city’s oldest and most influential congregations, where the Hill-
Thompson family’s membership has spanned a century. 
 
Thompson attended Austin’s public schools and later graduated cum laude from Samuel Huston 
University (which merged with Tillotson College in 1952 to become Huston-Tillotson 
University). Her education was the bedrock for a career in public service that spanned more 
than four decades.26 
 
During the Second World War, Irene served as secretary of the YMCA-USO Club in Bastrop, 
Texas. At that time, the facility supported the first cadre of soldiers arriving at Camp Swift, a 
major Army training base east of Austin. Her role provided administrative coordination for both 
servicemen and community programs—an early example of her commitment to organized 
purposeful service.27 
 
Following the war, Irene Hill Thompson joined the Austin Independent School District (AISD), 
beginning a remarkable thirty-four-year career that reflected both her professionalism and 
dedication to students. Her esteemed career included time as an administrative secretary, 
attendance clerk, and registrar at the old L. C. Anderson High School, the cornerstone of 
Austin’s Black educational life before desegregation. She was later an attendance investigator 
and supervisor of child accounting for AISD, where she became known for her meticulous 
records and her compassion for children struggling with attendance barriers. She retired from 
the district in 1985, widely respected for her organizational skills, fairness, and mentorship of 
younger colleagues. 
 

 
25 Interview with the homeowner, niece of Dr. James L. Hill. December 17, 2025. 
26 Irene Thompson Obituary. Austin American-Statesman. April 16, 2017. 
https://www.legacy.com/us/obituaries/statesman/name/irene-thompson-obituary?id=7360138&utm source=chatgpt.com. 
Accessed 8/29/2025. 
27 Irene Thompson Obituary. 
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Irene’s works extended beyond the Austin school district to myriad leadership roles in the 
community. She helped elevate the role of educational support staff into a recognized 
professional discipline through her work as founder and first president of the Capital City 
Educational Secretaries Association, which provided training, advocacy, and networking for 
school administrators and clerical professionals. She served as the first African American 
president of the Association following the city’s school integration—a milestone reflecting both 
her professional excellence and personal courage. In this role she helped standardize best 
practices and encourage more equitable advancement opportunities for women of color. 
 
Irene Hill Thompson was equally known for her deep civic commitment. She served as secretary 
of the United Political Organization, a statewide coalition of African American Democratic 
leaders active during the 1950s and 1960s. During Lyndon B. Johnson’s 1964 presidential 
campaign, Irene and her daughter were selected as “Blue Birds,” a group of community liaisons 
who assisted with outreach and voter engagement. Irene and her niece Marilynn, current 
owner of the Maple Avenue home, hosted many events at Irene’s home on Maple Avenue for 
Johnson, U.S. Congressman Lloyd Doggett, Texas Senator Gonzalo Barrientos,28  and for Bitsy 
Hill, wife of Democratic gubernatorial candidate John Hill. 
 
Irene’s political participation continued for decades; she worked on numerous election 
committees, volunteered with the Travis County Democratic Party, and later served as Early 
Voting Clerk at the University of Texas West Mall polling site from 1994 to 2003, helping ensure 
fair and accessible voting. 
 
In addition to her political work, Irene was a founding and longtime officer of the W. H. Passon 
Historical Society, an organization dedicated to documenting and preserving the achievements 
of Austin’s Black community. As charter member and treasurer (1967–1988 and again 1996–
2002), Thompson safeguarded the society’s financial integrity and helped sponsor educational 
exhibits, oral histories, and neighborhood preservation projects. Her attention to detail and 
passion for heritage made her a quiet but essential force in the ongoing work of the African 
American Community.29Irene Hill Thompson passed away on April 15, 2017, in Austin, attended 
by her niece, Marilynn. Her funeral service was held at Ebenezer Baptist Church, surrounded by 
family, former colleagues, and community members who remembered her as a pillar of faith 
and service. 
 
Her life bridged education, civic duty, and cultural and historic preservation—a model of steady 
leadership whose quiet diligence left a visible imprint on Austin’s institutions and 
neighborhoods. 
 

 
28 Irene Thompson Obituary. 
29 Interview with the current owner. December 17, 2025. 

City of Austin 
Council Meeting Backup: May 28, 2026 File ID: 26-1812



Irene Hill Thompson House 
1906 Maple Avenue 

Historic Narrative 
 

Irene Hill Thompson House 
Historic Zoning Application 

23 

Marilynn Poole Webb 
Irene Hill Thompson was equally known for her deep civic commitment. She served as secretary 
of the United Political Organization, a statewide coalition of African American Democratic 
leaders active during the 1950s and 1960s. During Lyndon B. Johnson’s 1964 presidential 
campaign, Irene and her daughter were selected as “Blue Birds,” a group of community liaisons 
who assisted with outreach and voter engagement. Irene and her niece Marilynn, current 
owner of the Maple Avenue home, hosted many events at Irene’s home on Maple Avenue for 
Johnson, U.S. Congressman Lloyd Doggett, Texas Senator Gonzalo Barrientos,30  and for Bitsy 
Hill, wife of Democratic gubernatorial candidate John Hill. 

She left Austin, to focus on raising her family, and returned in 2014. Upon her return she stayed 
with her father at his house in the Rogers Washington Holy Cross historic district. 

After her Aunt Irene’s death, the house at 1906 Maple was in jeopardy of being lost. Marilynn 
recognized the importance of keeping the home in the family, not only for Irene’s memory, but 
because of its importance to the community, the family and the part it played in Marilynn’s life 
memories. So, Marilynn came to the rescue of Irene’s daughter, thereby starting her journey as 
steward of the house. 

Irene played a formative role in Marilynn’s life, always making herself available to share life’s 
lessons, spiritual awakenings, and social graces at a perfectly set table. Irene always told her, 
“It’s better to know how things are to be done and then, when you’re doing it wrong, you know 
you’re choosing that, when you go out into the world.”31 

Marilynn has been part of the Rogers-Washington-Holy Cross neighborhood nearly her whole 
life and has played a significant role in uncovering, sharing, and celebrating this early 
neighborhood developed by Black professionals for Black professionals. She has served on the 
board of The Children’s Haven Association, a seventy-nine-year-old non-profit organized by East 
Austinites to bring enrichment to historically underserved families. These experiences and 
development patterns reflect her own significance as a professional within an historic middle-
class, suburban neighborhood. 

 
30 Irene Thompson Obituary. 
31 Marilynn Pool Webb Interview Transcript. E4 Youth What Once Was (WOW). Oral History Interview. September 30, 2024. 
Accessed December 3, 2025. 
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