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Robert Diaz, superintendent of Parks and Recreation for the city of Wylie, walks in front of The Birmingham House at
Ballard Avenue and Jefferson Street. The city recently purchased the house from the Birmingham Land Trust. Diaz and
his staff plan to work on setting rental fees for the structure.

When changes in trust laws forced the F.O. BirminghamMemorial
Land Trust to sell its big, familiar Victorian house just north of
downtown, the city ofWylie stepped in to preserve it.

TheWylie City Council voted inApril to spend $330,000 to buy the his-
toric Brown house, informally known as the BirminghamHouse, at 301 S.
BallardAve.

“Whenwe found out that the trust was going to sell it, it was a little bit of
our history that we didn’t want to get lost,” Wylie Mayor Eric Hogue said.
“We didn’t want it cut up into offices.Wewanted to keep it because it’s part
ofwhatwe are andpart ofwhowe are.”

A piece of history
William Thomas and Mattie Brown originally built a small folk-style

Victorian house at the corner of Ballard Avenue and Jefferson Street.
Thomas Brownwas one of the city’s first aldermen and owned amercantile
shop onBallardAvenue.

In1905, theBrownsdecided to relocate their oldhouse just to thewest of
its original site and build a grander home. The newer, two-story house —
now a Texas Historical Commission landmark — features seven rooms
downstairs, a larger room and bathroom upstairs, a turret and fish scale
shingles.

Thehouse remained in theBrown family until1931,when itwas sold.Af-
ter passing through several other families, the F.O. BirminghamMemorial
LandTrust bought the home in1989.

When the BirminghamMemorial Land Trust got the house, it had un-
dergone several changes. The distinctive turret had been removed, and sev-
eral stained glasswindowswere replaced byFrenchdoors.

Hogue, who was appointed as chair of the trust as part of his official ca-
pacity as mayor, says the trust got lucky when restoring the house: They
found the original stained glasswindows that had been removed.

“They found themboxedupunderneath the house,” he said.
In all, Hogue said the Birmingham Memorial Land Trust spent more

than$500,000 in1989 to restore the house, including finishing out the top
floor and replacing the turret.

The Birmingham Memorial Land Trust decided to sell the house be-
cause changes in federal trust lawsmeant theywould be paying somuch ev-
ery year to keep the house on their books.

“The trust would basically have gone out of business in a decade,”Hogue
said.

Because the trust continued to care for the house until it was sold, the
city does not need to do any further maintenance or renovation work.,
Hogue said.

Looking to the future
Thecity is lookingat several options for thehouse,ParksSuperintendent

RobertDiaz said.

“I think the big emphasis is going to be rentals and having this facility
open during special events,” Diaz said. “And then looking at trying to devel-
op somehistory around thehouseandhaving somethinghere that speaks to
that.”

City officials are working on the 2015-16 budget, andDiaz said the parks
department will consider hiring a consultant to come in and look at what
can be donewith the house once its budget is set.

Right now, Diaz and his staff plan to work on setting rental fees for the
structure. Proposed fees will be brought to the park board and the City
Council for approval.

“This is kind of our first step,”Diaz said.
RecreationManager Carmen Powlen said city representatives have also

been touring and looking at similar historic facilities in Mesquite, Dallas
andMcKinney to seewhat those communities are doing.

“This isnewterritory forus,” she said. “We’vebeendoing lots of research.”

‘Thankful’ residents
Thecity opened thehouseduring itsBluegrass festival in late June, offer-

ing residents a glimpse at the interior and freewatermelon on the lawn.Di-
az says the eventwas a hit, even as the house remainsmostly unfurnished.

“People enjoyed looking through the house; I was surprised,” he said. “I
got a lot of comments like, ‘I drive by this house every day, didn’t knowwhat
it looked like inside.’”

Hogue said the house has always been popular with residents. He’s glad
itwill continue to remain accessible.

“Even when the trust owned it, you would get people who would knock
on the door because theywanted to see the house,” he said. “Saturdaymorn-
ings, people walk around downtown. They’d like to be able to come in and
see it. I’d like it to be open so the public can learn about it.”

Plano neighborsgo editor Meredith Shamburger can be reached at 214-977-
8292.
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Wylie Mayor Eric Hogue, who was appointed chair of the F.O. Birmingham
Memorial Land Trust as part of his official capacity as mayor, says the trust got
lucky while restoring the house when the original stained glass windows that
had been removed were found in boxes under the home.

The Birmingham House in downtownWylie includes a music room.

ABOUTTHEHOUSE
TheQueenAnne-style housewasbuilt at 301S. BallardAve. in1905by
WilliamThomasandMattieBrown. The seven-roomstructure
showcases avarietyofVictorian architecture features, including its
original fishscale shingles. It is aTexasHistorical Commission
landmark.

Preserving a legacy




