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"Valhalla," Heller Estate
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TITLE
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SURVEY RECORDS Forest Supervisor's Office, Lake Tahoe Basin Management Unit
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Q DESCRIPTION

CONDITION CHECK ONE CHECK ONE

—EXCELLENT ^.DETERIORATED —UNALTERED X.ORIGINAL SITE

X_GOOD —RUINS -X-ALTERED —MOVED DATE———————

X-FAIR — UNCXPOSED

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Heller Estate includes the following structures: the Main House, (I); Boathouse, 
(III); and the Twin Cabins, (IV). Roman numerals correspond to location of structures 
on Estate's map.

Main House I

The Main House is a Targe wood framed, shingled structure approximately 48' x 75', 
with an angled wing approximately 25' x 50'. The house has a gambrel shake roof 
overhanging a wide porch on three sides. A bark-covered log balustrade surrounds 
the porch, and bark-covered log columns support.the overhanging second story. The 
central form is .3 large v rectarvgle. .A.rectangular win.g anglesraway from the struc­ 
ture to the 'southwest.. The, mainrhaTl is 2-1/2 stories, tall. The wing,, including 
the roof-peak, ;i$,twp. stories. .Seven, pairs of french doors provide access to the 
main hall from the porch.

The essential form of the interior of the house is one great hall, dominated at 
the east end by an enormous two-story stone fireplace that extends the width of the 
house. The beamed ceiling is supported with large trusses hung with light fixtures 
and decorative wooden "drops." A balustrade of bark-covered poles surrounds the 
central space at the second floor level. Squared longitudinal ceiling support beams 
are decorated with a delicately stenciled Scandinavian pattern. Second story dormer 
windows extend outward, north and south, at the balcony level. First floor walls 
are paneled in wood.

Plainly finished, though pleasant, bedrooms lie at either end of the great hall. 
A small fireplace, surrounded with a decorative wood molding, in one of the bedrooms 
appears to be the only concession to ornamentation in the sleeping quarter portion 
of the house. ••• - •••••• • -•

The two-story stone fireplace has a large arched opening. A stone platform leads 
to a smaller hearth opening and wood mantel. Two built-in wooden benches flank 
the smaller opening. This fireplace is back-to-back with a very small one on the 
porch outside.

The small dining room off the main hall has lowered ceiling and small fireplace 
of its own. The kitchen has been randomly repaired and is unrestored.

The interior of the angled wing of the house was remodeled in the 1960's. A small 
addition appears to have been added at the end. The exterior has been treated 
with the same surface essentially as the house, with the addition of aluminum 
sashed windows rather than wood, and carved contemporary doors. The wing is 
inconspicuous seen from the north (Lake Tahoe) or east (Camp Richardson) but quite 
prominent when seen from the usual road approach from the south. Condition of the 
house is generally good.
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Boathouse III

The boathouse is a long (30' x 80'), two-story, wood frame building with a gambrel 
roof and cedar bark siding. The rear portion contains interior living quarters 
with tall, dormer windows. Almost all of the other windows (9) are diamond paned 
glass.

Skylights provide interior light and a tall wood paneled door dominates the 
northern end. A small gable-roofed extension protrudes at the front. Condition 
appears to be fair.

Twin Cabins IV

The Twin Cabins are two gambrel-roofed and shingled rectangular wood frame buildings, 
42' x 16', joined with a gabled shingle roof supported by bark-covered log columns.

Interiors are wood siding, stained and rubbed. A stone fireplace occurs in the 
northwest room. The gambrel roof is supported by a small exposed truss and rafter 
system.

The Cabins appear to be essentially unaltered, apart from the installation of shake 
roofs. Their condition is fair with some deterioration of the sills, piers, 
lower walls and porch.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Heller Estate and its structures possess both architectural and historic signi­ 
ficance. The individual buildings are important to the estate complex as a whole. 
The estate is important to the unique cultural environment created by the two 
adjacent estates, formerly known as the McGonagle and Pope Estates at South Lake 
Tahoe.

Main House, "Valhalla"

Built in 1924, the house reflects two earlier 20th century architectural traditions. 
The exterior style of the structure combines shingle style and colonial revival 
traditions with rustic elements.

In its choice of style, it closely reflects the style of the main house of the 
adjacent Pope Estate, constructed almost 30 years prior. As such it employed a 
style whose vogue had largely passed. The style, however, was established and safe. 
The interior reflects utilized Nordic themes, more in keeping with the period revival 
modes of the 1920's.

The construction of the Twin Cabins in 1923 preceeded Valhalla, both chronologically 
and as a stylistic model. The style of the cabins may in turn have borrowed the 
style of the earlier boathouse, built by Tevis, whose roof'was gambrelTed like the 
cabins. The choice of style appears locally inspired.

The designer is reputed to have been an architect named Rankin. The massive fire­ 
place was designed and constructed by a Scandinavian engineer/mason who devised a 
complex system of pulleys and tackle to lift the large stones into place. Not only 
is the fireplace an impressive architectural feat, it is apparently well engineered.

"Valhalla" shares references to past Scandinavian influences with the McGonagle 
House of that estate. The huge beamed hall and stone fireplace evoke strong 
medieval Nordic images. The cavernous room and the darkly lit corners lend an almost
al±rnt9hqUf lty, t0 the 9^at h^* The McGonagle house ' apparently co stated a? 
almost the same time, may have helped inspire the interior treatment.
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION . ,

The southeast corner of the Heller Estate begins, on Highway 89 at a point 650 feet west 
of the junction of the Pope Beach Road and Highway 89; thence west along Highway 89 
for 150 feet; thence 1675 feet north to the shoreline of Lake Tahoe; thence 210 feet 
along the shoreline to the northwest corner of the Camp -Richardson parcel; thence 1625 
feet south along the west boundary of this parcel to the point of beginning on Highway 89 
This boundary corresponds-to the historic boundary of the Heller Estate and maintains the 
historic integrity it possessed when placed in public ownership._______________
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STATE
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Paula Boghosian; Frank A. Magary, Pam Smith, and Richard Kraushaar
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September 30, 1985
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The Heller house expresses a basic dichotomy; its exterior style and materials 
relate it to the refined and genteel expressions of the Pope Estate. The interior 
reflects an entirely different character in its use of massive and brooding Nordic 
imagery.

While the house is handsome and inviting on the exterior, Valhalla's outstanding 
architectural values lie in the design, character, and sheer power of its interior 
statement.

Walter Heller, who built the Heller House, "Valhalla", in 1924, was a wealthy 
financier and banker of San Francisco. His student days culminated in a Ph.D from 
the University of Gottingen.

He organized the Heller Bruce Co., a successful investment broker firm in 1923. 
Heller later became a director of Wells Fargo Bank, in addition to serving as 
president and senior partner of his own brokerage house. He remained active in 
banking and brokerage circles until his death in 1956.

There was much social contact at the Lake between the Hellers and the Ehrman family, 
whose large and handsome estate stood a few miles to the north at Sugar Pine Point. 
At least one aspect of that house, the angled bedroom wing, may have been borrowed 
and incorporated into the Heller's "Valhalla".

Their active social life and summer "entourage" of servants to assist life on the 
Estate are indicative of the lifestyle of the wealthy of the era.

The Heller Estate occupies the general location of an early Tahoe resort establishment, 
Cascade House. Camp Richardson, a resort since the '20's, lies directly east and 
"Lucky" Baldwin's Tallac House resort once stood about one-half mile to the west. 
Baldwin's fame as a millionaire and pioneer business figure is established, as is 
that of the Tevis family of the adjoining estate. (Subsequently, the Pope family, 
also well-known and wealthy, came to own the Tevis estate, and occupied it for forty 
years).

These associations with some of the early and wealthiest families in the state add 
historic and cultural importance to the enclave of estates at this location.
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