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October 25, 2005
 
Margo Green
1200-66 Barton Creek Blvd.
Austin, Texas 78735
Dear Margo: 
Hello! Please let me introduce myself. I am Ed Wendler, the original developer of Watersmark. I only own 2 remaining lots but I still volunteer as a member of the Watersmark Design Review Committee. I know many of you from years ago at Barton Creek Country Club, some of you as new friends by meeting you at Watersmark, but many of you I have never met.
 
As a developer, I may get 3 or 4 chances to work on a great project; the rest are hopefully profitable but never works of pride and joy. I hope all of you realize what a special place WatersMark is. I have given speeches on it; people are copying it; it has been featured in national environmental planning seminars; local environmental groups tour it; and I have taken Austin’s Mayor and Council through it. Two houses in Watersmark have been on the Austin AIA tour of homes and Agave Court, a piece of Watersmark, won a prize from the National Association of Builders. I always hear from residents about how they love Watersmark; one of Watersmark’s residents even had an editorial on it in the Sunday paper. I get phones calls and compliments all the time. I am sure you get the same comments.
 
Sorry for patting myself on the back, but I am also patting you on your collective backs. Part of what makes Watersmark special are the people and the homes that those special people built.
 
When I started Watersmark a friend of mine told me I would end up frustrated. Still being gung-ho I told him about all the guidelines, brochures, pictures of houses, architectural reviews and about how careful we were being that Watersmark would not end up like every other neighborhood in Barton Creek or anywhere else. He said no matter how explicit I was, some people would not get it. It wasn’t long until I began to see what he meant. I sold the first 20 lots in Watersmark myself so I could explain in person what I was trying to accomplish. Soon one potential buyer showed me a picture of a starkly white house with a shiny blue tile roof. Another wanted to buy 3 sites and build a McMansion. We were obviously speaking different languages.
 
For about 8 years I have battled, sometimes successfully and sometimes not, to uphold the original concept of Watersmark. Lately there seems to be trouble between the Design Review Committee and the Board of Directors and between the Board of Directors members themselves. I am sure that some of the conflict is due to personalities and turf battles, but I think much of it comes from a lack of consensus on what Watersmark should be and how it should look.
 
I think all of you feel Watersmark is special but my guess is very few of you have thought about why it is special. Why is Watersmark different than the Estates of Barton Creek, Rob Roy, Tarrytown, Davenport, or the other subdivisions in Barton Creek? What is different about it?
 
I want to tell you why I think is Watersmark is different and what my vision was. Some of you may disagree and some of you may have a totally different vision and that is appropriate. I just hope all of you think about it. And after thinking about it, I hope there is a consensus about your collective vision of Watersmark. I also hope that once there is consensus that you hold the Board of Directors accountable for upholding that vision. The Board should not only be frugal with the budget, they should act to uphold the collective vision.
 
 
 
Here was my vision:
 
There are 2 pieces of Watersmark, one manmade and the other natural. The manmade piece includes the houses, the landscaped areas comprising each yard, and the landscaped common areas. My vision was 65 individually designed houses, each house unique, expressing the personality of the owner. I envisioned the houses being small in scale so that they would not overpower the natural landscape; there is a limit on how big houses can be and how tall they can tower. The small house sites limit how far a house can sprawl out. I wanted a premium placed on the talent of the architects used so these houses would be gems, not looking like every other house anywhere else in Austin or Barton Creek. I wanted the manmade portion of Watersmark, each house, to be a diamond.
 
The second piece, the natural landscape, was to be left as it was, wild and wooly. We took great care to destroy as little of the native vegetation as possible. Because the houses are close together the dense hill country vegetation, which includes the cedar trees and scruffy underbrush, provides buffering from your neighbor; it gives each house privacy. The dense natural vegetation also makes for elements of visual surprise. You can round a corner to find a small road leading to several houses that you didn’t know were there. You can be driving along, pass of patch of native hill country and find a great house, a gem, hopefully thinking, wow, how did that get there? Maybe that creates a little bit of mystery. Part of that surprise is just getting peeks of houses back in the woods. There is no surprise when you drive around Barton Creek; you can see everything before you get there. There is no surprise when the native areas are trimmed up; you can then see right through them.
 
I wanted the landscaped common areas and individual yards to be a middle ground, not wild and wooly, but not looking like the golf course either. I wanted there to be mystery here as well. Are they tended and gardened or are they wild? Sometimes that mystery occurs between seasons. Part of the year there might be wildflowers blooming and part of the year it would be natives grasses. In the spring it might look like a garden; in the summer, a native area, a little scruffy. That mystery might also be caused by having a continuously blooming plant in middle of scruffy native areas. Was it planted or is it natural?
 
I am always told that Watersmark has a great “feel.”  I don’t think many people ever examine that statement or take the time to figure out why that is true. My belief is the mix of having the manmade amidst the wild and wooly natural landscape is what gives that “feeling”. There is a tension between the manmade and the natural. I think the better the houses are, the more gem like, the greater that tension becomes, giving Watersmark an even heightened “great feeling.” I also think that the more the natural areas are rough the more amazing the diamonds seem. The more the native areas are trimmed, pruned, or subjugated the less that tension and the less amazing the houses.
 
I think a new twist on the old phase, a diamond in the rough, applies here. That old saying meant you could take the rough part away and have a diamond left or that the rough can be pruned away to make a diamond. It meant getting rid of the rough so that only the diamond is left. The new twist means the diamond is more beautiful when it sits in the rough. The less rough there is the less amazing the diamond seems. I wanted the Watersmark ethos to be a new twist on diamond in the rough.
 
I have always worried that over time two things will happen. One, the diamonds, the houses, will be altered with little grasp or care for architectural thought and merit. And second that the native areas will be slowly chipped away, a mowed lawn added here and there, the native area trimmed up and made “neat”. The tension between the natural and manmade will be diminished one house at a time or one patch of native area at a time.
 
 
Recently I drove through Watersmark and saw the native area before the first cul-de-sac on the right had been trimmed up. Please try to imagine what Watermark would look like if all the native areas are trimmed. My belief is it will not be the same and the great feeling that Watersmark has will be destroyed.
 
My vision of Watersmark may not be the consensus vision. But I think the community should discuss its vision and come to a consensus before acting. Don’t run out and change things without some thought first. And I hope that you question the Board Members about what their vision is. Elect a Board that has a vision you agree with.
 
I feel a like a parent sending their kid off to school. You hope that they listened but now they have to be responsible for themselves.
 
Please think about Watersmark and what you want it to be, then act to ensure Watersmark that fits the vision.
 
 
Sincerely, 
Ed Wendler Jr.
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