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In October 2017,  the Frank Lloyd Wright Building 

Conservancy, in partnership with Tulane University 

historic preservation graduate student Emily 

Butler, undertook a comprehensive survey of 

Usonian home owners regarding preservation 

issues affecting their houses.  The following data 

are highlights of the information gleaned from the 

survey.  To be respectful of owners’ privacy, all 

information is presented anonymously.  

Please Note: Each restoration/

maintenance/repair situation involving a Wright 

building requires analysis and research to identify 

the correct approach. The Conservancy is sharing 

the information so it may be of use to others as 

they evaluate their own specific situation and may 

consider these and other approaches. 

The Conservancy strongly recommends that 

owners consult with a design professional and an 

experienced contractor to determine which 

method is best for their specific projects.

Further the provision of this information or 

mention of a specific product or products does 

not constitute endorsement, recommendation, 

preference or approval by the Conservancy.



Overview:

131 recipients

62 responses

7 from public sites

4 from former owners

Length of stewardship:

• 1-72 years (includes multiple 

generations of ownership)

• Longest single owner 66 years

Survey Topics:

• Materials

• Building Alterations

• Maintenance practices and concerns

• Referrals

• Products

• Heating Systems



General Building Data:

• 880-6000 square feet

• 17 have additions by architects other 

than Wright

• Additions range from 200 to over 3000 

square feet 

Predominant Exterior Building Materials:

• Wood 83.3%

• Cypress 39.1

• Mahogany 25.5 

• Brick 59.5

• Concrete Block 20.4

• Textile Block 6.8

Predominant Interior Building Materials:

• Wood 95.2%

• Cypress 42.5

• Mahogany 37.4

• Brick 56.1

• Concrete block 22.1

• Textile block 6.8



General Building Data

Roof form:

• Flat 86.7%

• Hipped 32.3

• Gable 10.2

• Shed 3.4

Current roof material:

• EPDM 40.8%

• Copper 20.4

• Asphalt (rolled) 17

• Asphalt (shingled) 13.6

• Wood shingle 10.2

Current floor material:

• Concrete 93.5%

• Wood 15.3

• Stone 1.7

• Brick 1.7



General Building Data

Current window type:

• Casement or French doors 74.8% 

• Clerestory or skylight 74.8

Window material:

• Wood 86.7%

• Metal 10.2

• Single pane 81.6

• Thermal 47.6

Heating System:

• In-floor radiant 76.0%

• Forced Air 39

• Radiator 17

Electrical System:

• Original 34.0%

• Replaced 33

• Both 33



1.7%



Common Preservation or Maintenance Issues: 
By percentage

Roof leaks 73%

Wood treatment (varnish/clear coating) failure 60

Cracked/damaged floors 60

Locating specialist contractors/craftsmen 48

Sun bleaching of wood 43

Window/door failure 43

Mortar deterioration 42

Locating original materials for restoration projects 42

Sagging cantilever 38

Radiant heating system failure  35

Door and window hardware stripping or failure 24

Water damage via skylight/trellis openings 22



Recurring issues:
By percentage

Roof 23.8%

Wood 17

General/comprehensive 13.6

Heating 11.9

Bricks and mortar 8.5

Floors/foundation 6.8



Products and Procedures used on Usonian Houses

The following are products and preventive maintenance procedures that 

have been used on Usonian Houses. As noted earlier, each Frank Lloyd 

Wright-designed building is unique.  Products and procedures that work on 

one building may not work on another.  Information is provided here with 

the hope that it may give basic ideas and concepts for further investigation. 

Careful research should be undertaken when selecting any product or 

procedure, with testing done to confirm that the outcome is as desired.  

Mention of a specific product or products does not constitute endorsement, 

recommendation, preference or approval by the Conservancy.



Products used on Usonian Houses include: 

• Cabbot's stain 

• Amteco TWP 1530 wood finishes

• Osmo wood finishes

• Sikkens wood finishes

• Siloxane masonry sealer 

• Kemko Floor wax

• Scofield "Lithochrome" color hardener

• Daikin ductless air conditioning

• Duralast roofing



Preventive Maintenance

Exterior suggestions by respondents:

• Keep roof and drainage system free of debris.

• Regularly sweep the roof and check its general condition.

• Prune nearby foliage to keep clear air flow allowing roof to dry after rain.

• Clean scuppers and gutters several times a year.

• In late fall lay a heating cable on the roof to ensure against big ice damns.

• Keep accumulated leaves away from the French doors. This prevents insect and 

moisture infiltration.

• Regularly maintain exterior wood finishes.

• Consider pressure wash of the exterior masonry (as with all practices, this should 

be done with great care; experiment on a small inconspicuous area to determine 

the effects).



Preventive Maintenance

Interior suggestions by respondents:

• Regularly and fastidiously clean the kitchen floor to prevent discoloring of the red 

tinted concrete by drips and spills of acidic liquids.  Cleaning solutions, lemon juice, 

and vinegars may cause discoloration.

• Keep a dehumidifier set at 45% running in the basement (if existent) all summer. 

Many of Wright's block houses tend to get more porous with age and, without 

proper stewardship, end up with mold and mildew. Consider adding air conditioning 

to the basement, such as a small split system that can be inconspicuously installed.  



Preventive Maintenance

General suggestions by respondents:

• Maintenance plans mitigate problems. 

• While cleaning keep an eye out for anything out of the ordinary such as: 

� Water stains 

� Evidence of infestation 

� Unusual smells. 

• Monitor function of the radiant heating system, confirm it is:

� Maintaining pressure 

� Not using make-up water (evidence of a possible leak).

• Regularly test all systems including:

� Heating

� Electrical

� Security 

� Phone

� Cameras

� WIFI.

• Consider an annual maintenance agreement with a local heating and plumbing 

company to check boilers/pumps system.



Major renovations or replacement of systems:
By percentage 

Roof 86.2%

HVAC 62

Floor 37.9

Masonry 60.4

Window replacement 32.8

Door replacement 24.1

Kitchen and Bath 3.4

Foundation 3.4



Major systems renovations or replacements during your 

ownership:
By percentage

Roof renovation/replacement 85%

HVAC 60

Masonry repointing or material replacement 57

Floor 36

Window replacement 33

Door replacement 24



Primary preservation resources:
By percentage 

Local Contractor or Craftsman 73%

Architect 61

Frank Lloyd Wright Building Conservancy 51

Engineer 25

Historic Preservation Consultant 24

Google 20

Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation 17

Conservator 12

Association for Preservation Technology 5



A selection of general respondent hints and ideas:

• Do your homework; patience and money are needed.

• Watch for occasional failures in order to prevent them from becoming significant 

problems. This past year, tiny cracks opened up in the copper work of our skylights and 

caused small leaks that only appeared with heavy rains. It took a long time to identify 

the source of the problem because it was nearly invisible.

• It is important to use competent restoration contractors for complete restoration and 

staining of the outside wood trim and light screens.

• Learning about other homeowner experiences has been extremely valuable, for instance 

in how to locate a leak. Finding professionals capable of performing the necessary tasks 

and willing to work on small projects is sometimes difficult. 



Drawing by 

Emily Butler



Recap

Major issues:

• Roof/leaks

• Concrete floors/radiant heating

• Wood finishing

Major takeaway: respondents are looking for information on craftspeople 

and products.

For more information do not hesitate to contact us:

Frank Lloyd Wright Building Conservancy

53 West Jackson Boulevard, Suite 1120

Chicago, Illinois  60604

312.663.5500

preservation@savewright.org


