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GUSTAV BLERSCH HOUSE 
  THIS HOUSE IS ONE OF THREE STANDING 

ANTEBELLUM STRUCTURES IN THE KING 

WILLIAM HISTORIC DISTRICT. GUSTAV 

BLERSCH, A GERMAN IMMIGRANT, 

IMPORTER AND RETAIL DEALER, BUILT THIS 

TWO-STORY LIMESTONE HOME IN 1860 WITH 

DESIGNER GUSTAVE FREISLEBEN AND 

CONTRACTOR JOHN HERMANN KAMPMANN. 

BLERSCH SOLD THE PROPERTY TO BANKER 

JAMES T. THORNTON IN 1871. THE 

THORNTONS ENLARGED THE HOUSE, 

ADDING A TWO-STORY REAR WING AND BAY 

WINDOW. FROM 1883 TO 1905, THE HOME 

WAS OWNED BY NUMEROUS FAMILIES. IN 

1905 IT WAS PURCHASED BY WILLIAM 

CLARKSON. PORCHES WERE ENCLOSED 

AND A SLEEPING PORCH ADDED c. 1920. IN 

1948 THE HOME WAS SOLD TO COUSINS, 

THE WATSON FAMILY, WHO CONTINUE TO 

CARE FOR THIS HISTORIC STRUCTURE.  
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RECORDED TEXAS HISTORIC LANDMARK MARKERS: 
2011 Official Texas Historical Marker 

Sponsorship Application Form 
Valid September 1, 2010 to November 15, 2010 only 

 
This form constitutes a public request for the Texas Historical Commission (THC) to consider 
approval of an Official Texas Historical Marker for the topic noted in this application. The THC 
will review the request and make its determination based on rules and procedures of the program. 
Filing of the application for sponsorship is for the purpose of providing basic information to be 
used in the evaluation process. The final determination of eligibility and therefore approval for a 
state marker will be made by the THC. This form is to be used for Recorded Texas Historic 
Landmark (building marker) requests only. Please see separate forms for either Historic Texas 
Cemeteries or subject markers. 
 
Proposed marker topic (official title will be determined by the THC): Gustav Blersch House 
 
County: Bexar 
 
Town (nearest county town on current state highway map): San Antonio 
 
Street address of marker site or directions from town noted above:  213 Washington Street 
 
Marker Coordinates: 
If you know the location coordinates of the proposed marker site, enter them in one of the 
formats below: 
UTM Zone       Easting       Northing       
Lat:      Long:      (deg, min, sec or decimal degrees)  
 
Otherwise, give a precise verbal description here (e.g. northwest corner of 3rd and Elm, or FM 
1411, 2.6 miles east of McWhorter Creek): 213 Washington Street, San Antonio, Bexar County, 
Texas 
 
NOTE: Recorded Texas Historic Landmark markers must be placed at the structure being 
marked. 
 
Recorded Texas Historic Landmark markers definition: Recorded Texas Historic Landmark 
(RTHL) markers are awarded to structures deemed worthy of preservation for their historical 
associations and architectural significance. RTHL is a legal designation and comes with a 
measure of protection; it is the highest honor the state can bestow on a historic structure, and the 
designation is required for this type of marker. The RTHL designation becomes effective upon 
approval by the THC. Official Texas Historical Markers signify the RTHL designation, which 
comes only through application to and approval by the THC and must include public display of 
an Official Texas Historical Marker. Owners of RTHL-designated structures must give the THC 
60 days written notice before any alterations are made to the exterior of the structure. RTHL 
status is a permanent designation and is not to be removed from the property in the event of a 
transfer of ownership. Only the THC can remove the designation or recall the marker. The marker 
must remain with the structure and may not be removed or displayed elsewhere until or unless the 
THC gives express approval in writing for such action. Once designated as RTHL, properties are 
subject to provisions of Texas Government Code, Section 442.006(f).



 

Criteria: 
1. Age: Structures eligible for the RTHL designation and marker must be at least 50 years old. 
2. Historical significance: Architectural significance alone is not enough to qualify a structure 

for the RTHL designation. It must have an equally significant historical association, and that 
association can come from an event that occurred at the site; through individuals who owned 
or lived on the property; or, in the case of bridges, industrial plants, schoolhouses and other 
non-residential properties, through documented significance to the larger community. 

3. Architectural significance: Structures deemed architecturally significant are outstanding 
examples of architectural history through design, materials, structural type or construction 
methods. In all cases, eligible architectural properties must display integrity; that is, the 
structure should be in a good state of repair, maintain its appearance from its period of 
significance and be considered an exemplary model of preservation. Architectural 
significance is often best determined by the relevance of the property to broader contexts, 
including geography. Any changes over the years should be compatible with original design 
and reflect compliance with accepted preservation practices, e.g., the Secretary of the 
Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation. 

4. Good state of repair: Structures not considered by the THC to be in a good state of repair 
are ineligible for RTHL designation. The THC reserves the sole right to make that 
determination relative to eligibility for RTHL markers. 

 
Special National Register considerations for RTHL marker applications: If a structure has 
been individually listed in the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) under either Criterion 
A or B and Criterion C (Architecture), the historical text compiled as part of the National 
Register nomination process may be submitted as part of the marker process, provided it includes 
the required reference notes and other documentation. Acceptance of the National Register 
information for the purposes of the marker process will be up to the sole determination of the 
THC. Listing in the NRHP does not guarantee approval for an RTHL marker. See the THC web 
site at http://www.thc.state.tx.us/markerdesigs/madnrcrit.html for National Register criteria. 

 Check this box if the property is individually listed in the NRHP. 
 
APPLICATION REQUIREMENTS 
Any individual, group or county historical commission (CHC) may apply to the THC to request 
an Official Texas Historical Marker for what it deems a worthy topic. Only complete marker 
applications that contain all the required elements and are submitted online as required can be 
accepted or processed by the THC (for RTHL markers, the required elements are: sponsorship 
application form; narrative history; documentation; legal description of the property; site plan; 
floorplan; historic photograph; and current photographs clearly showing each side of the 
structure—please resize photographs to 1-2 MB, or approximately 1024 x 768 pixels). 

• Completed applications must be duly reviewed, verified and approved by the county 
historical commission (CHC) in the county in which the marker will be placed. 

• The sponsorship application form, narrative history and documentation must be 
submitted as Microsoft Word or Word-compatible documents and sent via email 
attachments to the THC by no later than November 15, 2010. 

• Required font style and type size are a Times variant and 12-point. 
• Narrative histories must be typed in a double-spaced (or 1.5-spaced) format and include 

separate sections on context, overview, significance and documentation. 
• The narrative history must include documentation in the form of reference notes, which 

can be either footnotes or endnotes. Documentation associated with applications should 
be broad-based and demonstrate a survey of all available resources, both primary and 
secondary. 

http://www.thc.state.tx.us/markerdesigs/madnrcrit.html


 

• Upon notification of the successful preliminary review of required elements by the THC, 
a non-refundable application fee of $100 is required. The fee shall be submitted to the 
THC within ten working days of application receipt notification. 

 
APPROVAL BY COUNTY HISTORICAL COMMISSION 
The duly appointed marker representative (chair or marker chair) noted below for the county 
historical commission will be the sole contact with the THC for this marker application. To 
ensure accuracy, consistency and efficiency, all information from and to the THC relative to the 
application—and throughout the review and production processes—will be via direct 
communication with the CHC representative. All other inquiries (calls, emails, letters) to the THC 
will be referred to the CHC representative for response. By filling out the information below and 
filing the application with the THC, the CHC representative is providing the THC with notice that 
the application and documentation have been reviewed and verified by the CHC and that the 
material meets all current requirements of the Official Texas Historical Marker program. 
 
As chair or duly appointed marker chair, I certify the following: 

 Representatives of the CHC have met or talked with the potential marker sponsor and 
discussed the marker program policies as outlined on the THC web site. CHC members 
have reviewed the history and documentation for accuracy and made corrections or notes 
as necessary. It is the determination of the CHC that the topic, history and documentation 
meet criteria for eligibility. 

 
CHC comments or concerns about this application, if any:       

Name of CHC contact (chair or marker chair): Virginia Nicholas 

Mailing address:117 Stanford Dr.   City, Zip: San Antonio, TX 78212 

Daytime phone (with area code):(210) 826-7136   Email address (required): 

virginianicholas@yahoo.com 

 
PERMISSION OF PROPERTY OWNER FOR MARKER PLACEMENT 
 
Property owner: Fred and Ann Maria Watson Pfeiffer 
 
Address:213 Washington St.  City, state, zip:San Antonio, TX 78204   
 
Phone:(210) 222-1586   Email address: ampfeiffer@sbcglobal.net 
 
Legal Description of the property (metes and bounds, lot and block, etc.): .577 acres known as 
arbitrary lot A2, Block 1, NCB 896 
 
Upon receipt of the application, the THC will provide the owner with a letter that outlines the 
legal responsibility of ownership under the Recorded Texas Historic Landmark statute. The letter 
must be signed by the owner and returned to the THC before the evaluation can be completed. 
 
NOTE: The property owner will not receive any additional copies of correspondence from the 
THC. All other correspondence—notice of receipt, request for additional information, payment 
notice, inscription, shipping notice, etc.—will be sent via email to the CHC representative, who is 
encouraged to share the information with all interested parties as necessary. Given the large 
volume of applications processed annually and the need for centralized communication, all 



 

inquiries about applications in process will be referred to the CHC for response. The CHC is the 
sole liaison to the THC on all marker application matters. 
 
 
SPONSORSHIP PAYMENT INFORMATION 
Prospective sponsors please note the following: 

• Payment must be received in full within 45 days of the official approval notice and must 
be accompanied by the THC payment form. The THC is unable to process partial 
payments or to delay payment due to processing procedures of the sponsor. Applications 
not paid in the time frame required may, at the sole discretion of the THC, be cancelled 
or postponed. 

• Payment does not constitute ownership of a marker; Recorded Texas Historic Landmark 
markers and other Official Texas Historical Markers are the property of the State of 
Texas. 

• If, at any time during the marker process, sponsorship is withdrawn, a refund can be 
processed, but the THC will retain the application fee of $100. 

• The Official Texas Historical Marker Program provides no means of recognizing 
sponsors or property owners through marker text, incising or supplemental plaques. 

 
Marker sponsor (may be individual or organization): Fred and Ann Maria Watson Pfeiffer 
 
Contact person (if applicable): Maria Watson Pfeiffer 
 
Mailing address:213 Washington St.  City, zip: San Antonio, TX 78204 
 
Email address (required):ampfeiffer@sbcglobal.net   Phone: (210) 222-1586 
 
SHIPPING INSTRUCTIONS 
In order to facilitate delivery of the marker, residence addresses, post office box numbers and 
rural route numbers are not permitted. To avoid additional shipping charges or delays, use a 
business street address (open 8 a.m.—5 p.m., Monday through Friday). 
 
Name: PLEASE HOLD AT SOUTHWELL COMPANY FOR PICKUP 
 
Street address:       City, zip:       
 
Daytime phone (required):       Email (required):       
 
TYPE AND SIZE OF RECORDED TEXAS HISTORIC LANDMARK MARKERS 
As part of its review process, the THC will determine the appropriate size marker and provide 
options, if any, for the approved topic based on its own review criteria, including, but not 
exclusive of, historical significance, replication of information in other THC markers, relevance 
to the Statewide Preservation Plan and the amount of available documented information provided 
in the application narrative. In making its determination, however, the THC will also take into 
account the preference of the CHC, as noted below. 
 
The sponsor/CHC prefers the following size marker: 

 27” x 42” RTHL marker with post ($1500) 
 27” X 42” RTHL marker without post* ($1500) 
 18” x 28” RTHL marker with post ($1000) 



 

 18” x 28” RTHL marker without post* ($1000) 
 RTHL medallion and 16” x 12” plaque with post ($750) 
 RTHL medallion and 16” x 12” plaque without post* ($750) 

 
*For an RTHL marker without post, indicate to what surface material it will be mounted: 

 wood 
 masonry 
 metal 
 other (specify)       

 
SUBMITTING THE APPLICATION (via email required) 
When the CHC has determined the application is complete, the history has been verified and the 
topic meets the requirements of the Official Texas Historical Marker Program, the materials 
should be forwarded to the THC via email at the following address: 
markerapplication@thc.state.tx.us. 
 
 The CHC or marker chair should send an email containing the following attachments (see 

attachment function under file menu or toolbox on your computer): 
▫ This application form 
▫ The narrative history (including documentation) 
▫ Legal description of the property 
▫ Detailed floor plan for each floor of the structure 
▫ Detailed site plan of the property 
▫ At least one historic photograph 
▫ Current photographs clearly showing each side of the structure 

 
RECORDS RETENTION BY CHC: The CHC must retain hard copies of the application as 
well as an online version, at least for the duration of the marker process. The THC is not 
responsible for lost applications, for incomplete applications or for applications not properly filed 
according to the program requirements. For additional information about any aspect of the 
Official Texas Historical Marker Program, see the Markers page on the THC web site 
(http://www.thc.state.tx.us/markerdesigs/madmark.html) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Texas Historical Commission 

History Programs Division 
P.O. Box 12276, Austin, TX 78711-2276 
Phone 512/463-5853 
history@thc.state.tx.us 
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The Gustav Blersch House 
213 Washington Street 

San Antonio, Bexar County, Texas 
 
Context 
 
 The Gustav Blersch house, completed in 1860 (with additions c. 1872 and 1921), 

is located at 213 Washington Street in San Antonio’s King William National Register 

Historic District (NRHP 1972).  King William was the first National Register district in 

Texas and San Antonio’s first locally designated historic district. 

 The area today comprised by the King William historic district and adjoining 

South Alamo Street/St. Mary’s Street National Register historic district (NRHP 1984) 

was part of the lower farmlands (Labores de Abajo) of Mission San Antonio de Valero 

(the Alamo).  The fertile fields were bounded on the west and south by the river, on the 

north by the Pajalache Acequia and on the east by the Acequia Madre.  The two irrigation 

ditches watered the fields of Mission Concepción and Mission San Antonio de Valero 

respectively.   

 Following secularization of the missions beginning in 1791, the agricultural lands 

were sold to individuals including Pedro Huizar and Vicente Amador.  The site of the 

Gustav Blersch house was part of Vicente Amador’s tract.  Subsequent owners included 

Manuel Barrera (1813-1832) and John (Juan) McMullen (1832-1844).  Thomas Jefferson 

Devine purchased McMullen’s holdings in 1844.  Devine used the land, which extended 

both east and west of the river, for agriculture. In 1849, he built a large house west of the 

river along the San Pedro Acequia.  The land surrounding his house and that east of the 

river remained in agricultural use.1   
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 Texas joined the United States in 1845, the year after Thomas Devine purchased 

his riverfront land.  San Antonio’s population at the time was comprised of a diverse 

group of individuals, many of whom witnessed the turbulent years of Spanish and 

Mexican rule that extended from the early 1800s through the Texas revolution and 

establishment of the Republic of Texas in 1836. This population was joined by new 

arrivals from the eastern United States and various European countries, notably Germany.  

The first United States census conducted in Texas in 1850 estimated that there were 

3,488 residents in San Antonio.  This number grew to 8,235 in 1860.2   

 This influx of new arrivals sparked a growing demand for house sites away from 

the congested plazas, and the town began to grow in all directions.  New houses were 

constructed east of town along the Alameda (today East Commerce Street), while others 

were built west of San Pedro Creek or north along the San Pedro Acequia (North Flores 

Street).  Some prospective homeowners looked for larger building sites south of the 

plazas along the San Antonio River.   

 It was during this period of growth that Thomas Devine began to sell his 

riverfront property.  Devine sold six acres of land east of the river in 1849, and in 1853, 

conveyed a 16-acre tract to his sister-in-law, Caroline Catherine “Kate” Elder.3  Kate’s 

property included “three tracts of irrigable land.” Both properties remained undeveloped 

until the late 1850s.  Devine retained the balance of his holdings east of the river and later 

subdivided the land which he sold as individual lots.4  

 Kate Elder married Newton A. Mitchell in 1857, and in May 1859, they hired 

surveyor Gustav Freisleben to survey and subdivide their 16-acre tract.  Freisleben laid 

out wide, unnamed streets that defined three blocks, each containing twenty-two lots 
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measuring eighteen by fifty-one varas (approximately fifty by one-hundred and forty 

feet).  The couple then built their house at the north edge of the property and began 

selling the rest of the lots.5   Their riverfront lots were sold to three individuals—Gustav 

Blersch and Erhard Pentenrieder who were partners in a book and stationery store, and a 

lawyer, Thomas Stribling.6  

 Blersch and Pentenrieder’s purchase took place in May 1859, just three months 

before miller Carl Hilmar Guenther moved to San Antonio from the Fredericksburg area.  

Guenther purchased land at the falls of the river adjoining Thomas Devine’s pasture a 

short distance south of Blersch and Pentenrieder’s property.  He built a house and mill on 

the site and by April 1860, the mill was grinding corn.  The Guenther house (NRHP 

1990) and mill are still owned by the Guenther family in 2010.7  

 Carl Guenther’s mill was the first of several building projects undertaken in the 

area prior to the beginning of the Civil War in 1861.  The United States Arsenal (NRHP 

1969) was established on the west bank of the San Antonio River in 1859, and Gustav 

Blersch completed his house on the east bank in 1860.  Gustav Blersch, his wife Adeline, 

and their children had lived in their house less than one year when General David Twiggs 

surrendered the Department of Texas to Confederate forces on February 16, 1861.8   

 The Blersch family stayed in San Antonio at least until February 1862, when 

Gustav Blersch wrote to his brother, stating that their house was “one of the finest here.”9 

Blersch and Pentenrieder later transferred their business interests to Matamoros, Mexico 

where they were in partnership with the Groos brothers in the firm, Groos, Blersch and 

Company.10  
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 Gustav Blersch also spent time in Germany during the war, and at its conclusion, 

he returned to San Antonio briefly before deciding to return to Germany permanently. 

The house was then rented to a succession of tenants before it was sold in 1871 to 

prominent banker, James T. Thornton and his wife, Mary.  The Thornton’s enlarged the 

house before selling it in 1883 when they moved to Missouri.11 

 By the time James and Mary Thornton moved, houses had been built on all of the 

lots on Washington Street.  Construction continued throughout the immediate 

neighborhood, and by approximately 1910, the area was almost fully built-out.  The 

neighborhood was identified largely by its predominantly German population until the 

early 1900s when original families began to sell their houses and the German language 

fell from favor during World War I.  It became increasingly common for lots to be 

subdivided to construct houses either for family members or speculative sale. While 

many houses remained single family dwellings, others were divided into multiple 

apartments after their original builders died or moved to newer suburbs.  Apartments 

proliferated when housing shortages developed during both World War I and World War 

II.  Throughout these changes in neighborhood composition, Gustav Blersch house 

remained a single-family residence.   

 Following sale of the house by James T. and Mary Thornton, subsequent owners 

included rancher Caven Woodward and his wife, Julia (1883-1885), Julia Woodward 

Williamson and stock dealer, George S. Williamson (1885-1889),  lawyers J.R. Fleming 

(1890-1895), Robert W. Stayton (1895), J.H. McLeary (1895-1900) and W.P. Finley 

1900-1904).  The house was purchased by cotton broker, William Clarkson in 1905 and 

remained in the Clarkson family until it was sold to a cousin, Elsa Buss Watson and her 
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husband, William A. Watson in 1948.  The Watson’s daughter, Ann Maria Watson 

Pfeiffer and her husband, Fred N. Pfeiffer, own and reside in the house in 2010.  The 

Gustav Blersch house has therefore remained a single family residence since its 

construction in 1860, and in the same extended family from 1905 until 2010.   

 With the exception of the addition of a side sleeping porch (c. 1921 or earlier) and 

enclosure of rear porches (c. 1921), the appearance of the house has remained virtually 

unchanged since the middle 1870s.  The Gustav Blersch house was recorded in the 

Historic American Buildings Survey in 1969 and is a contributing structure to the King 

William National Register historic district. 

Overview 

Gustav and Adeline Blersch  

 Gustav Blersch (1830-?) immigrated to the United States from Uigendorf, 

Germany, and arrived in Galveston on December 10, 1854.  Blersch came directly to San 

Antonio where he and another German immigrant, Erhard Pentenrieder (1830-1875), 

opened a store on the southeast corner of Main Plaza (Plaza de las Islas). In 1855, 

Pentenrieder and Blersch advertised themselves as importers and wholesale and retail 

dealers in musical instruments, toys, books, stationery, and fancy goods.12  

 Gustav Blersch and his family lived in a house “opposite the boarding house of 

Mrs. Jacques” after arriving in San Antonio.  On May 26, 1859, Blersch and Erhard 

Pentenrieder purchased four lots on the east bank of the San Antonio River south of Main 

Plaza from Kate Elder Mitchell and her husband, Newton A. Mitchell.  The land was part 

of a sixteen-acre tract acquired by Kate Elder in 1853 from her brother-in-law, Thomas 
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Jefferson Devine.  The property, which lay between the river and acequia madre, sold for 

$100 an acre.13   

 Six months after purchasing their lots, Blersch and Pentenrieder divided the 

property.  Blersch retained the upper two lots and Pentenrieder kept the lower two lots.14 

The partners then constructed homes on their respective land.   

 Records kept by Gustav Blersch, today in the possession of his great-

granddaughter in Germany, record construction of the house in detail.  Blersch paid 

Gustav Freisleben $35 for plans and estimates for their two-story limestone house on the 

unnamed street that paralleled the San Antonio River. San Antonio builder, John 

Hermann Kampmann was paid $5,074.36 to build the house.   Architect Freisleben and 

contractor Kampmann were both prominent local figures and worked together on various 

projects including St. Mary’s church built in 1868.15 

 Project expenses included the following: 

Fencing, preparing site and surveying 118.54 
Windows and doors shipped from Von Lauer in New York 426.00 
Freight for windows and doors from Lavaca 150.00 
Wood for floor from G. Von Heyck and Helferich 68.00 
Wood for the roof from Ferguson 37.00 
Other lumber from Ferguson 33.46 
Lumber from Floege in New Braunfels 757.50 
Ten boxes of metal sheet for the roof 91.00   
 

Other expenses included a pump and water pipe.  Records indicate that there was a 

chicken house and yard and a stable for horses, neither of which remain standing.  Six 

Italian poplar trees were purchased and planted around the yard.  Family records indicate 

that the floor in the dining room was painted and that there were Venetian blinds 
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downstairs.  Furnishings included a parlor mirror, sewing machine, beds, clocks, books, 

silver ware and a piano.    

 After the house was completed, Blersh wrote to his brother on February 16, 1862. 

….Adeline…has never been so well, she is always happy.  I myself 
and the little ones are only well.  Since we live in our new house 
(which is by the by one of the finest here) that is now some two 
years we never had a doctors visit…16  

In the 1862 letter to his brother, Blersch indicated that Erhard Pentenrieder had left for 

Mexico with a stock of goods.  The inventory had sold and Blersch was selling their San 

Antonio inventory at auction on February 20, 1862.  He then planned to return to Europe, 

traveling by way of Matamoros and Havana.17 

 Gustav Blersch was naturalized in 1860 and continued to claim San Antonio as 

his home during the Civil War.  It is assumed that his wife Adeline, and their children, 

remained in Germany, while Gustav Blersch returned to Matamoros.  There he conducted 

business with the Erhard Pentenrieder and brothers Carl W.A. and Friedrich Groos under 

the name of Groos, Blersch and Company.  In January 1864, the company’s store on the 

main plaza in Matamoros was looted during a raid by Juan Cortina.  In the aftermath of 

the war, the partners unsuccessfully filed claims with the American and Mexican Joint 

Commission for their losses.18    

 After the Civil War, Blersch and his family settled in Germany permanently and 

rented their house until 1871 when it was purchased by prominent banker, James T. 

Thornton (1834-1894).  Thornton enlarged the house, adding a two-story rear wing and 

bay window.  He and his family lived there until 1883 when they moved to Kansas City, 

Missouri where Thornton established another bank.   
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 The house was purchased by rancher Caven Woodward (?-1883) and his wife, 

Julia Newton Woodward, three weeks before his death on January 26, 1883.  The 

Woodwards lived on their Frio County ranch until 1883.  Their new house in San 

Antonio was immediately south of the Newton Mitchell house which had been purchased 

by Louis Ogé and his wife, Elizabeth “Betty” Newton Ogé in 1880.  Betty Newton Ogé 

and Julia Newton Woodward were sisters. In her history of the Newton family, Jemmie 

Newton Clark wrote about the sisters’ houses. “Their houses were built on larger lots 

running back to the San Antonio River.  There were pecan trees all around the houses and 

[they were] very attractive places.”19 

 Julia Newton Woodward and her two sons, Earnest and Charles, inherited the 

house on Washington Street that was valued at $13,000.  Household and kitchen 

furnishings and the family’s piano, were valued at $1,000.  The family divided its time 

between the Frio County ranch and the San Antonio house.  Julia Woodward married 

stock dealer George S. Williamson in 1885, and they kept the house until 1889, when it 

was sold to William McGrorty of New York. McGrorty’s connection to the Williamsons 

is not clear, but he held the house for only one year, selling it in June 1890, to San 

Antonio attorney, J.R. Fleming.20 

 J.R. Fleming was the first of four attorneys to own the Blersch house between 

1889 and 1905. Fleming was a partner in the firm of McLeary and Fleming at the time he 

purchased the house.  Because he was not listed in the 1889-1890 San Antonio city 

directory, he likely bought the house when he arrived in the city.  Fleming and his wife, 

Mary, lived in the Washington Street house until they sold it in 1895 to Robert W. 

Stayton.  Stayton apparently succeeded Fleming as J.H. McLeary’s law partner. In 1895-



 9 

1896, the firm was known as McLeary and Stayton. Stayton owned the house for only 

about six weeks and it therefore appears that he was simply holding the property for 

sale.21  

 Robert Stayton sold the Blersch house to Mary King McLeary, wife of his law 

partner, James H. McLeary (1845-1914) in 1895.  The McLeary family lived there for 

five years.  James Harvey McLeary was born in Tennessee and came to Texas with his 

family in the late 1850s.  He served in the Civil War, and after the war, attended 

Washington and Lee University.  He received his law degree in 1869.  He first opened an 

office in Columbus, Texas, and then moved to San Antonio. His first wife died in 1872, 

and the next year he was elected to the Texas legislature.  In 1875, he married Mary 

King, daughter of Valentine King, a prominent doctor and lawyer.  The McLeary’s had 

four children including Bonnie (1890-1971), who was five years old when her parents 

bought the Washington Street house.22  

 James H. McLeary was elected Attorney General of Texas in 1880, and later 

served as a United States judge and a delegate to the 1892 Democratic national 

convention.  He also served as a major in the Spanish American War.  The McLeary’s 

sold their house in 1900 just prior to his appointment in 1901 as United States judge in 

Puerto Rico.  Mary and James McLeary’s daughter, became a prominent sculptor.  She 

studied in France and the Art Students League in New York, and became the first Texas 

sculptor to have work accepted by the Metropolitan Museum of Art.23 

 The McLeary’s apparently vacated the house prior to selling it in 1900.  The 1900 

United States Federal Census recorded John and Mary Spring and their extended family 
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living there.  Shortly after this, Mary and James McLeary sold their house to W.P. Finley, 

the partner of prominent attorney, James E. Webb.  Finley remained in San Antonio 

briefly, and by 1903, James Webb had formed a new partnership with Conrad A. Goeth.24  

 A one-story gable-roofed frame outbuilding was constructed behind the house c. 

1900.  William and Elsa Watson, who purchased the house in 1948, understood that it 

had been built as an office for a lawyer who owned the house.  It is not known if it was 

built by James McLeary or W.P. Finley.   

 The Blersch house was sold to cotton broker, William Banton Clarkson (1859-

1933) and his wife, Alice (1860-1922) in 1905.  Both William and Alice Clarkson were 

born in England and immigrated together to the United States in 1885.  Their first child, 

Florence, was born in Texas in January 1886.  In 1900, the couple and their seven 

children were living in Houston where Clarkson was working as a cotton broker.25 

 William Clarkson continued to work as a cotton broker until his retirement.  Their 

oldest daughter, Florence (1886-1964), married Frederick C. “Fritz” Groos (1883-?) in 

1907.  Fritz Groos was the son of Gustav and Anna Groos who built the adjoining house 

to the south (231 Washington Street) in 1875.  The couple and their first child, Clarkson, 

born in 1908, and were living at 231 Washington with his family in 1910.  Two other 

sons, Frederick and Gus, were born 1911 and 1913. The couple divorced in about 1919.26 

 Alice Clarkson’s health was failing, and in late 1920 or early 1921, her daughter, 

Florence, and three grandchildren, Clarkson, Fred and Gus, moved to 213 Washington 

Street.  The devastating flood of September 1921, sent the San Antonio River behind the 

house over its banks, and the Clarkson’s house, with its half-basement, was flooded.  

Fred Groos, in his memoir, recalled spending the night of September 9, on the roof with 
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his grandmother, other family members and their dogs, while his grandfather kept watch 

with a kerosene lantern on the front porch.  The ground floor of the house was ruined, but 

the flood water stopped within four inches of the main (upper) floor.  A trench was dug to 

drain the water to the lower yard and the river and a pipe installed inside the house to 

facilitate pumping in case of future flooding.  Repairs were made to the house after the 

flood and it is thought that the rear porches that were screened with lattice and shutters 

were enclosed at that time.27 

 The San Antonio Express published a photograph of the house on October 16, 

1921.  The caption stated:  

About few of the old homes in San Antonio is tradition so 
intimately woven as that of Mr. and Mrs. W.B. Clarkson, 213 
Washington Street…This splendid old dwelling has been the scene 
of many brilliant affairs at which guests included distinguished 
names in military and civil life……28 

 
 Alice Clarkson died in 1922 and her daughter, Florence, stayed to live with 

William Clarkson. Clarkson and Fred Groos remained in the house with their grandfather 

and their mother while they finished school and started their careers. After William 

Clarkson’s death in 1933, his brother-in-law, Gus Groos, purchased the house from the 

estate and gave it to Florence Groos.  Clarkson and Fred Groos and other family members 

continued to lived there off and on with Florence Groos until she sold the house in 

1948.29  

 Florence Groos sold the house to a cousin, Elsa Buss Watson (1908-1974), and 

her husband, William A. Watson (1907-1984), in 1948.  Elsa was the granddaughter of 

the banker, Carl Groos who coincidentally was in partnership with Gustav Blersch in the 

mercantile business in Matamoros during the Civil War.   Florence Groos’ former 
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husband, Fritz Groos, was the grandson of Carl Groos’ brother, Gustav.  The Watsons 

continued the Sunday morning tradition of visiting their cousins at the adjoining Gus 

Groos house, a practice facilitated by a gate in the shared fence.30  

 Elsa and William Watson had one child, Ann Maria (1950-  ).  Elsa Buss Watson 

lived at 213 Washington Street until her death in 1974.  William Watson married Conoly 

Prendergast Cullum (1915-1994) in 1975, and he lived in the house until his death in 

1984.  Watson’s made no changes to the house.  The one-story frame house at the rear of 

the property burned in 1974 and was demolished.   

 Conoly Cullum Watson remained in the house for about one year.  Ann Maria 

Watson then moved into the house which she had inherited.  She continues to live there 

in 2010 with her husband, Fred N. Pfeiffer.  The Pfeiffer’s reconstructed the c. 1910 

garage in 1993, enlarging it to accommodate a rear storage area.   Frame canopies were 

built in 1996 to shade the west side (rear) of the house after large pecan trees died and 

were removed.  With these exceptions, the house remains virtually unchanged from its c. 

1921 appearance.   

 The house was recorded in the 1969 Historic American Buildings Survey.  It is 

designated an exceptional local landmark and is a contributing structure to the King 

William National Register Historic District.  

Architectural Description 

 The Gustav Blersch house is constructed of limestone with a wood front porch, 

side sleeping porch (c. 1921 or earlier) and enclosed back porches (enclosed c. 1921).  

The house is roofed in metal.  The massive limestone structure is built directly on an 

earthen base that is four-feet below grade with no apparent footings.   
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 The house is constructed on a raised cottage plan.  It is approached from the street 

by a scored concrete sidewalk.  Primary entry is from the east elevation by way of a wide, 

eight-step stairway with wood and lattice railings.  The railings extend across each side of 

the ten-foot-deep porch.  The porch extends forty-eight feet across the front of the house.  

The lower floor of the house is accessed by way of stairways on both the north and south 

ends of the porch.  Eight limestone stairs lead down to the lower front porch.  The upper 

porch is supported by limestone columns that rest on the stone perimeter wall running the 

length and depth of the ground level porch.  Limestone pavers cover the lower porch 

floor.   

 The porch structure is topped by a simple gable.  Jigsaw work that originally 

trimmed the porch was removed many years ago. The main body of the house terminates 

in a plain parapet wall.  The parapet wall is plainly finished on the east elevation and 

features a simple, projecting stone cap on the north, east and west elevations.  On the east 

elevation, the parapet wall features a projecting, carved stone cornice.  The entryway is 

comprised of a recessed single, paneled wood door and framed in multi-paned sidelights 

and a fixed transom, both glazed with elaborately detailed wheel-cut glass.  There is an 

exterior screen door with decorative metal protector.   

 Two double-hung wood sash windows open onto the porch on either side of the 

front door.  The lower and upper sashes each contain six lights. The windows are 

approximately four-feet wide and eight-feet-tall.  A wood and stone full-height bay 

window (c. 1872) projects six feet from the north elevation of the house.  There are wood 

casement windows in each of the three faces of the bay window on the ground level. At 

the main floor level, a double-hung wood sash window defines the front (east) face of the 
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bay.  The north face of the bay contains a brick chimney that projects above roof height.  

The west facing window was removed c. 1921 and a frame bathroom added.  The 

bathroom is supported by cedar posts and the open area below is screened with lattice.  

The north face of the bathroom contains two small double-hung wood sash windows.  

 The rear, two-story limestone addition (c. 1872) contains two rooms on both the 

ground and main levels.  Like the original 1860 structure, the ground floor of the rear 

addition is built on the raised cottage plan—i.e. the floor of the ground level is situated 

four-feet below grade level.  On the north face of the addition, each of the two original 

rooms contains two wood casement windows on the ground level and two double hung 

wood sash windows on the main level.  (The eastern ground floor room has been divided 

into a pantry and small dining room, each containing one of the casement windows.  This 

is the only significant change to the c. 1872 floor plan.) The windows have simple, 

projecting wood sills and are topped by massive stone lintels set flush with the face of the 

structure.  There are remnants of shutter hangers set in the limestone.  All windows have 

wood frame screens that reflect the window fenestration.  The rear (west) elevation of the 

1872 structure contains one casement window on the ground level and one double-hung 

wood sash window on the main level.   

 The southwest corner of the west elevation is of frame construction, resulting 

from the enclosure of the rear porch (c. 1910) extending along the south elevation.  Stone 

and concrete steps descend to a ground level doorway.  There is a projecting wood 

canopy (1996) over the entryway.  The main level of the west elevation contains no 

fenestration.  The frame structure is covered with drop siding.   
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 The entire south elevation of the house reflects the enclosure of the once-open 

back porch.  The enclosed porch and adjoining screened sleeping porch are covered with 

drop siding in four patterns, indicating various construction periods.  The widest and 

oldest siding is at the southwest corner where the initial enclosure was made to 

accommodate a bathroom (c. 1910) on the main level.  Another siding type extends for 

the remainder of the south elevation, a third type is seen on the west elevation of the L-

shaped porch structure, and a fourth type was used for the sleeping porch. There is a 

double-hung, six-over-six wood sash window in the bathroom.  Both the south and west 

elevations of the L-shaped porch addition contains wood casement windows on the 

ground level and two-over-two wood sash windows on the main level.  A stairway and 

door located just east of the bathroom on the south elevation provide access to the main 

level interior hall.  A wood canopy (1996) extends across the south elevation, projecting 

approximately three-feet below the roofline.  The canopy is supported by simple brackets. 

 The southwest portion of the west elevation is defined by the screened sleeping 

porch (c. 1921).  The ten-foot wide, sixteen bay porch is supported by simple square 

wood columns.  Lattice screens the open lower level which is used for storage.  The 

sleeping porch extends the full depth of the original 1860 structure.  The projecting 

roofline is supported by simple brackets. 

 Since 1865, the yard has been enclosed in various ways.  A plank and picket fence 

defined the yard in the 1860s.  By the early 1900s, picket fences separated the yard from 

adjoining property to the north and south, while a wood dowel fence ran across the front 

of the lot.  The wood and dowel fence was replaced by a green hedge over sixty years 

ago. The picket fences were removed in the 1980s and replaced by a stone veneer wall 
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(south) and a wire loop and post fence (north).  The picket fence along the river collapsed 

many years ago and was replaced in the 1980s by a decorative iron fence and stone 

columns as part of the San Antonio River flood control project.   

 The entry walkway is flanked by flower beds containing iris, other bulbs and 

nandina bushes.  To the right of the walkway are English elm and pecan trees, and to the 

left is a crape myrtle that rises to the full height of the house.  The entry walk curves 

around both the left and right sides of the front porch to access stairs leading to the 

ground level porch.  To the left of the sleeping porch is a red oak tree.  Another red oak is 

located on the south side of the upper back yard.  A flower bed extends the length of the 

stone wall separating the upper and lower back yards.  A flagstone patio wraps around the 

back of the house.  Two sets of stairs lead to the lower yard.  Near the garage behind the 

house are tall anaqua and pecan trees.  The upper yard behind the garage is lined in 

flower beds.  There are three pecan trees in the lower yard.   

Significance 

 
 The Gustav Blersch house is significant as an exceptional example of an 

antebellum structure that has remained a single family residence since its construction in 

1860.  The only major structural alterations were the rear addition that doubled the size of 

the house and a bay window on the north side of the house, both c. 1872), and a sleeping 

porch on the south side of the house c. 1921 or earlier.  The addition of a bathroom (c. 

1910) and addition and enclosure of porches (c. 1921) was typical of contemporary trends 

to modernize older structures.  The Gustav Blersch house is one of three documented 

antebellum structures standing in the King William National Register historic district.  

The other two structures— the Erhard Guenther house (1859; 205 East Guenther Street) 
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and the Oge house (built by Newton Mitchell in 1859; 209 Washington Street)—have 

both been extensively altered and neither is used as a single family residence.  The Ogé 

house is not recognizable to its 1859 appearance due to major additions c. 1880, and a 

three-story addition was made to the Guenther house (c. 1910).  In spite of additions to 

the Blersch house-- a rear extension and bay window (c. 1872), a side sleeping porch (c. 

1921 or earlier), and enclosed rear porches (c. 1910 and 1921)—the primary elevation is 

remarkably intact.  The Gustav Blersch house was recorded in the Historic American 

Buildings Survey in 1969, is a contributing structure to the King William National 

Register historic district, and is an exceptional landmark in the locally-designated King 

William historic district. 

Documentation- Photos 
 
Current Photos 
 
1.  East elevation looking west 
 
2.  Northeast corner looking southwest 
 
3.  North and west elevations looking southeast 
 
4.  West elevation looking east 
 
5.  West and south elevations looking east 
 
Historic Photo 
 
1. Gustav Blersch house looking west, c. 1865 
 
2.  Gustav Blersch house looking west, c. 1910 
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2 Heusinger 1951: 76.   
3 BCDR I1:258; BCDR L1: 254.  Kate Mitchell’s land was described as “the three upper tables of irrigable 
land on the tract formerly owned by John McMullen…” 
4 Kate Elder purchased the land together with “buildings and improvements.”  The extent of the 
improvements is not known.  The 16-acre tract is bounded roughly by today’s Turner Street on the north, 
Beauregard Street on the south, Washington Street on the east and the San Antonio River on the west.  
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6 BCDR H2:321-322; BCDR R1:550.  
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purchased it from Sam Maverick in February 1845.  Devine sold six acres to Gustav and Caroline Roessler 
in December 1849 and it was used for farming and grazing until 1859. The Roessler’s lost the property and 
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12 Blersch family genealogy; e-mail correspondence, Inge Rudolf to Maria Watson Pfeiffer, August 4, 
2010;  Geue 1982: 55; San Antonio Weekly Ledger, October 6, 1855; San Antonio Daily Express, 
November 11, 1875. Erhard Pentenrieder, a native of Arbling, Bavaria, arrived in San Antonio in 1852. 
13 San Antonio Herald, December 8, 1859; BCDR L1: July 16, 1853. Catherine (Mrs. William) Jacques 
operated a boarding house at Commerce and Yturri Street in 1841, and in 1844, purchased the Trevino 
property on Soledad Street (Chabot 1937, 290).  The land was described as “the three upper tables of 
irrigable land on the tract formerly owned by John McMullen…”  Elder purchased the land together with 
“buildings and improvements.”  The property is bounded roughly by Turner Street on the north, Beauregard 
Street on the south , Washington Street on the east and the San Antonio River on the west.  
14 BCDR H2:321, May 6, 1859; BCDR H2:322, January 14, 1860.  Pentenrieder and Blersch paid $1,333 
for the land and split the cost in January 1860.   
15 Steinfeldt 1978: 135.   
16 Gustav Blersch to Ernst Blersch, San Antonio, February 16, 1862. 
17 Ibid. 
18 National Archives, Groos, Blersch and Company vs. Mexican Republic, Case 872. 
19 BCDR 21:454-455; Bexar County Probate Minutes I: 597-606; San Antonio Evening Light, January 27, 
1883:1). Caven Woodward died on January 26, 1883. 
20 Bexar County Probate Minutes I:606; Bexar County Marriage Records #8236, November 18, 1885; 
BCDR 60:333-335; BCDR 68:443-444; Newton  nd: 35-37. 
21 Johnson and Chapman  1890; Appler 1895; BCDR 138:59-61.  
22 Hazlewood 1996: 4:428.  
23 Curlee 1996: 4:427-428. 
24 United States Bureau of the Census, 1900;  BCDR 187:67; Appler 1903. 
25 BCDR 239:245; United States Bureau of the Census, 1900; San Antonio Light, September 8, 1933, 15-E.   
26 United States Bureau of the Census, 1910 and 1920; Groos 1987, Memories of Washington Street, 11. 
27 Groos 1987, Memories of Washington Street, 5-6.  In the middle 1920s, a large meander in the San 
Antonio River behind the Blersch house was filled and the channel straightened.  A simple fence separated 
the terraced yard of the house from the newly aligned river.  The lower and upper yards were separated by a 
wall of limestone blocks.  The wall and lower yard extended south across the Gustav Groos house property 
until c. 1985 when the Groos house was remodeled and the lower yard filled.  Construction of the Olmos 
Dam in 1925, flood control improvements to the river channel in the 1980s, and completion of the San 
Antonio River flood control tunnel in 1998 now protect the house from flooding.  
28 San Antonio Express, October 16, 1921. 
29 United States Bureau of the Census, 1930. 
30 BCDR 2548:466-468. 





s

8 L K.

"<
t-
o...J

"7.17'

~
t-
O...J

fNO.V2·I~N,",N

--. C-ONCIH T [

'"OINT OF
I[OIN"ING

WASHINGTON

o
fit)

s -
, liE

N.3~OO ~I . SET·X· ON
30.65' r / TOP Of WALL

0.577 ACRES
25 , I 45 sa. FT.

-----
- \ I

- - - :OCK "AL.L. .ITH j \1'\

.ItOUIHT IRON UNCI

)
".100

ITONt

A2LOT
11.9

GAl IITII."\, 1L A Q

ITOH[

21.S

j" (2) STORY ROCK and
\; ~ WOOD FRAME RES.
l,,'" AOORESS: 2 I :5
u

Z7.I'

•C\I
II')

'11000 "o"c~

I~ WOOD .n:•••_/ I..,.
WITH 'UILI e.ia.or

u
CI..,

-1- 0 N.
Iw
,

{)

I~I01
Iv
I

104.34'
.«.

cu II.

(5.$.6 'R.OW. ·3B.B'ASPH I STREET

-----------

11.1

• WOOD0,,,..-
2 MIUIIM

> ••••
C\I.... LOT AI

Q

'.4'
N

!

•o
fit) NORTt

..,.....•~_/
•N
It)

en
w

> 8 9 6•
II:
:J
U C

"U
Q
II: II:

••
0

~

Str'x· ON
CONe

'cC*C
I)jtl"l.

~
ag




















	11BX01 inscription
	11BX01 application
	11BX01 narrative
	11BX01 floor plans
	Created with MetaPrint
	A2.pdf

	11BX01 site plan
	11BX01 elevations
	Created with MetaPrint
	A3.pdf

	11BX01 RTHL  Authorization
	11BX01 hist pic
	11BX01 hist pic_2
	11BX01 current pic_East
	11BX01 current pic_NECorner
	11BX01 current pic_North and West
	11BX01 current pic_West and South
	11BX01 current pic_West

