
n Austin, Texas, the season for outdoor grilling is just about

year round. Winters are mild; spring and fall are often glo-

rious; and summer is pleasant when the humidity’s low and

the sun’s going down. But there are times when the “Live Music Cap-

ital of the World” is more like the “Live Mosquito Mecca of the South-

west.” Although the 1.5 million hungry Mexican free-tail bats that

hang out under the Congress Avenue Bridge try their hardest, they

can’t seem to eat enough of the bantamweight biters. Without a

screened porch, your backyard BBQ can turn into a 15-round swat-

fest in no time. 

My clients, Burke, Leila and their two young sons, were ready to join

the ranks of the skeeter beaters. So they hired me to design a screened-

in porch for their two-story clapboard colonial. Additionally, they

needed an art studio for Leila and storage space to relieve their over-

crowded garage.

To attach or not to attach

We began with the idea of a two-story addition to the house with a

porch downstairs and a studio upstairs. Having a screened porch at-

tached directly to the family room at the back of the house would al-

low for quick commutes from the kitchen. But convenience aside, it

turned out that having a separate building near the house was the best

solution for a number of reasons (drawings below). 

The most important issue was drainage. The rear of the lot and the

neighbor’s yard behind the lot all sloped downward toward the back

of the house. More often than they liked, Burke and Leila had seen

torrents of runoff racing toward the family room, where the floor

level already sat close to the existing grade. Detaching the addition let

us reconfigure the landscape to keep runoff away from the buildings.

As for the other reasons, we determined that a separate addition

would not block the north light scooped in by the family-room win-

dows. Also, a separate building would give Leila more privacy in her

studio. Keeping the studio and porch separate from the main house

let us include the space between the house and the addition as a part

of Leila’s coveted patio space. And finally, a separate building also al-

lowed more of the backyard to be open for the family’s enjoyment.

A story and a half is the right story

The next order of business was to determine the right scale for the

building: How big? How wide? How tall? The trick was to make it

just roomy enough inside to be functional and just small enough out-

side so that the backyard would not feel crowded.

Together, we settled on an ideal footprint of 18 ft. by 21 ft. This size

would yield a roomy screened porch with a long, skinny storage room

along the east side of the porch. We also realized that a full two-story

structure would feel too tall for the backyard and that it would cause

too much of the building to be visible from the street. We decided that
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A separate building turned out to be the best place for this small 

art studio with a nifty screened porch below
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Attaching the addition to
the house would have
blocked light to the 
family room and would 
have resulted in a cramped
backyard (drawing left).
Making the addition a
separate building created 
a more open, enjoyable
backyard while letting 
the maximum amount of
light into the house 
(drawing right).
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Proposed addition attached to the house The existing grade channeled water
toward the house. Keeping the porch
and studio separate from the house
creates space for a large limestone

patio and a retaining wall. As a
result, the backyard behind the

wall becomes more level and
absorbs rainwater more

readily. Any water on
the patio drains
between the limestone
pavers (photo right).
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Story-and-a-half addition hides behind the garage

To make the addition less visible from the street, the height was dropped from a full

two stories to one-and-a-half stories. From the street, only the tip of the gable is

visible above the garage roof.

a story-and-a-half design would keep most of the addition hidden dis-

creetly behind the garage roof (drawing facing page).

A cozy studio with short walls

Because Leila’s studio begged to be upstairs, the story-and-a-half de-

sign meant that I would have to tuck it below the sloping rafters of the

half-story’s roof (photo right). This arrangement turned out to be per-

fect. The sloped ceilings give the studio the cozy feeling of a roomy attic.

But a useful studio needs to have some wall space. So I set the exte-

rior wall-plate height at 31⁄2 ft., and I interrupted the east and west sides

with large dormers with full-height walls and extra headroom. To let

in natural light, I placed casement and fixed-glass windows on the

north gable end and two pairs of casements on the west dormer wall.

I also had a mostly glass entry door installed on the south gable wall. 

One big advantage to building in the warm Texas climate is being

able to put stairways outdoors. Entrance to Leila’s studio is gained via

a pressure-treated pine staircase that leads to a covered porch shel-

tering the door (photo p. 81). Small double-hung windows flanking

the door bring in additional light and allow for good cross-ventilation.

Ceiling fans and a remote-controlled AC unit mounted high on the

east dormer wall help to cool things during the summer. A cleanup

sink in the studio is the only plumbing in the addition.

Stone and steel

From the house’s back door, it’s just a short walk across the new lime-

stone patio and up a few steps to the screened porch. (With drainage

in mind, I set the porch floor three steps above the patio.) The builder,

Paul Cimino of Toucan Enterprises, and his crew of David Smith,

Bruce Mende and Steve Lang carefully nestled the pier-and-beam

foundation near two tall elm trees. With the floor so close to the soil,

code required that it be framed with pressure-treated lumber. 

Burke and Leila love the look of natural pine, so we decided on

treated 1x4 pine boards for the flooring and V-groove pine boards for

the ceiling inside the screened porch. The wall shared with the stor-

age room is the only solid wall of the screened porch.

For lateral stability, I had to design rigid connections at the two out-

side corner posts. Inside each corner post is a 31⁄2-in. square steel tube

with a 1⁄2-in. thick steel plate welded to the side. This plate is bolted

to the double 2x12 perimeter beam of the studio floor. Another steel

tube is hidden inside the center post to pick up the load at midspan. 

The new patio gave us the opportunity to incorporate limestone,

an indigenous central-Texas building material, into the backyard land-

scape. The limestone retaining wall is a great place to sit, and it doubles

as a runoff diverter to help direct rainwater around the side of the house. 

The face of the wall came from rough-cut limestone blocks re-

claimed from old walls. The wall is capped with new limestone slabs

honed to a uniform thickness. For the patio floor, Leila had the ma-

sons lay flat limestone pavers over a sand bed; the gaps between the

pavers were filled with pulverized granite for maximum drainage. !

Paul DeGroot is an architect in Austin, Texas. Photos by 

Roe A. Osborn.

A working studio in the attic. Tucking the upstairs studio
under the sloped roof of the story-and-a-half addition
lends it a cozy, intimate feel, while the ample dormers let
in lots of natural light.
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Texas-style
skeeter
beater

Dealing with mosquitoes

the size of a sombrero is a

way of life during summers

in Austin. A screened-in

porch is a must to keep the

hungry critters at bay, as

well as to offer a measure

of shady relief from the hot

Texas sun.

Screens wrap three sides

of the porch to catch any

breezes. The aluminum-

framed screen panels had

to be not only strong

enough to fend off kids and

dogs, but also easily re-

placeable. Redwood strips

hide the metal frames and

hold the screen panels in

place. The outer strips are

permanent, and counter-

sunk brass screws hold the

inner strips in case the

screens need to be re-

moved. The white V-groove

ceiling reflects light to keep

the porch bright (photo

right), and the 1x4 pine

floor is left natural to with-

stand the barefoot and paw

traffic as well as the occa-

sional barbecue-sauce spill. 

Fiber-cement siding (James

Hardie; 888-542-7343;

www.jameshardie.com) is a

low-maintenance exterior

that’s stable and easy to fin-

ish, and the voracious Texas

termites won’t touch it. The

exterior trim is made of

back-primed redwood, cho-

sen for its workability and

durability. —P. D.
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