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Memorandum

Department of Planning and Development

Planning Division

To:
Chair Beal and Members of the Portland Planning Board


From:
Carrie M. Marsh, AICP, Urban Designer, City of Portland, Planning Division

Date:
03/30/06

Re:
The Longfellow at Ocean Gateway

Introduction

The Longfellow Residences and Retail site is bounded by India Street, Fore Street, and the future Hancock and Commercial Street Extensions.  This part of the project will be a mix of uses that includes condominiums, a restaurant, retail, a health club and spa and underground parking.  

The existing Grand Trunk Building at the corner of India and Commercial Street Extension will be commercial and residential use.  It will connect to the Longfellow Residences by a skywalk.  

An office building is proposed at the corner of India and Fore Streets.  A 700+/- space parking garage is proposed along Fore Street and the Hancock Street Extension.  

Renderings are provided of a proposed apartment building on Middle Street, but no elevations are provided.  It is understood that this portion of the project will be developed at a later phase.

This memo discusses the design of the project as shown in building plans, elevations and renderings dated March 13, 2006.  Detailed information on materials and architectural features have been discussed, but not resolved, at this time.  
Description

Longfellow Residences (B-6)

The proposed Longfellow Residences, and the Grand Trunk Building, are in the B-6 Zone.  This portion of the project extends a full block in depth from Fore Street to the Commercial Street Extension.  The building is generally defined as a “U” shape with an inner garden court, and the open end facing the water.  Covered walkways line the perimeter of the courtyard.  A building wing extends to India Street parallel to the Grand Trunk Building (separated by an alley).  

The West Elevation along India Street is a narrow building extension which is the width of a single townhouse unit.  There appears to be an entrance to the townhouse units at India Street.  This building is designed to reflect traditional architecture styles.  The building includes a distinct base/middle/top, double hung windows placed in a rhythm consistent with traditional architecture, well articulated building bays, a primarily brick façade with a cast concrete block base, and a heavy cornice line with a differentiated top floor that is stepped back.

The remainder of the building represents a contemporary use of building details and materials, while reflecting the traditional building differentiation of base/middle/top, provision of a cornice line, and a break up of the massing through vertical and horizontal articulation, and fenestration.

The South Elevation along the Commercial Street Extension is defined by two ends of the “U” shape, separated by a valet plaza.  Retail uses are proposed at the street frontage, with residential units above.  There are one story building vestibules connected to both wings of the Longfellow.  These building elements set back behind the valet plaza, and serve to define the edges of the inner garden courtyard.  These are shown as restaurant space, and a lounge for a health spa.  The South Elevation shows façade detailing that includes balconies over Commercial Street Extension, and a variety of window styles with large glass windows at the building corners.  

The East Elevation along the Hancock Street Extension is a health and fitness center and spa on the first floor, with residential units above.  The façade includes a mix of building materials that articulate the massing, and a variety of window styles used for fenestration.  The building bays are finished in brick, defined by balconies, and capped with cornice detailing.  One door is shown at the street level.  There are no doors in to the retail space from the sidewalk, in a manner that would provide access to a future division of the interior space, though this may be accommodated at a later time.  There are several bays that appear to be blank at the street level.

The North Elevation on Fore Street is defined by the health center and the concierge lobby.  There are two main entrances to the building, building bays defined by storefront windows, and service doors which provide access to loading areas and parking for the project which is below grade.  There appear to be several building bays which are blank.

Grand Trunk Building (B-6)

The project includes the reuse of the Grand Trunk Building at the corner of India and Commercial Street Extension.  This building will be connected to the Longfellow via a skywalk.  The building will be utilized as commercial/retail on the first floor, and townhouse units above.  This building will be reviewed by the City’s Historic Preservation Board.

Office Building (B-5)

A five story office building with first floor retail space is proposed at the corner of Fore and India Streets.  This building is contemporary in design and materials, while reflecting traditional building components such as horizontal and vertical articulation of the massing, a distinctive base/middle/top, and a main entrance at the corner that is oriented to the street.  The façade of this building will be primarily glass and red copper, with stone and brick to differentiate the base.  The facade material will be applied as a rainscreen.  Aluminum sunshades will be used at each level.  Storefront windows are shown at the street level – the access to this space appears to be through the main door.  The top floor will step back, with a painted aluminum and glass railing system.  The applicant’s architect has noted that this building has been designed in a manner that will allow it to achieve Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) Silver Status.

Parking Garage (B-5)

The project includes a 700+/- space parking garage that fronts on Fore Street.  This building is shown as six stories with a roof top deck, with access towers on either end.  Retail space will be provided at the first floor and second story mezzanine level along Fore Street.  However, this retail space will not be constructed until which time that the other retail space in the project is filled.  The building has an exposed structure, with horizontal floors along Fore Street.  The façade will be detailed with brick pilasters and “green screen” that will allow for plant materials to grow up the building.  The towers will be glass, steel and green screen.  The north elevation is shown with a super graphic of an historic image of the Portland waterfront.

Residential Building (B-5)

A rendering is provided of a residential building at the corner of Middle and Hancock Street Extension, behind the Parking Garage.  It is understood that the applicant will bring that building forward for review at a later date, and it is not presented for consideration in this submittal.

Discussion

The project is generally consistent the Design Guidelines for the Eastern Waterfront, particularly with regard to contextual design, placement, massing, proportion, articulation, materials, and parking garages.  The applicant has prepared two narrative memos on the design.  The following issues remain open for discussion:

Primary and Service Entrances

One issue in the Design Guidelines for the Eastern Waterfront that requires further discussion is the design of primary and service entrances.  The concern is that the entrances in to the restaurant and retail space along Commercial Street are set back from the sidewalk and do not orient to the street; the Hancock Street elevation does not include entrances in to the retail space; and the Fore Street elevation includes highly visible doors to loading, service and parking areas.

Street Edge along Commercial Street
There is concern that the Valet Plaza serves as a break in the street wall that is inconsistent with the rhythm of buildings along Commercial Street.  This street wall could be strengthened by the potential relocation of the one-story building vestibules, or through the increase in the footprints of these elements, so that the facade is brought closer to Commercial Street.  Staff is currently exploring whether this is consistent with the minimum building heights (three habitable floors) required in the B-6 Zone for buildings within 25 feet of a street right of way.  It appears that the applicant could bring the vestibules ten feet closer to the curb, regardless of zoning restrictions.  

The rearrangement of the building vestibules could also help to better define the Valet Plaza, and potentially create a greater amount of open space in the interior Garden Courtyard.

Greater detail is needed on the design of the one story building components that define the plaza.  

Permeability

Permeability through the site along the north-south axis is considered a critical public amenity to encourage pedestrian walkability and access to the waterfront.  The use of a fully permeable and accessible lobby with public access from Fore Street through to the garden courtyard is desired.

Open Space

The plans indicate semi-public, or public open space incorporated in to the project in four places.  The first is the alley between the Grand Trunk Building and the townhouses which opens on to India Street.  The second is the Valet Plaza along Commercial Street.  The third is the Garden Courtyard.  The fourth is to the north side of the parking garage along Middle Street which is a site for a future phase of development.  The discussion of the project would benefit from greater information on the intended use, design, and detailed landscaping plans of these spaces.

Recommendation

Below are design issues that were raised following the review of the plans dated March 13, 2006 that would benefit from further exploration and discussion.  

1. Provision of entrances in to the retail space on Hancock Street;

2. Mitigation of areas of blank wall along Hancock and Fore Streets;

3. Mitigation of the impacts of the doors to the service and parking areas on Fore Street; 

4. Opportunity to bring the entrances to the restaurant and retail space closer to Commercial Street, and orient them towards that street;

5. Reduction in the scale of the valet plaza area by potentially bringing the one story building vestibules closer to the street, or increasing the footprints towards the street;

6. Strengthening of the building edge on Commercial Street in the manner described above;

7. Resolution of design and details for the one story building vestibules that frame the garden courtyard and serve as entrances to the health spa and restaurant.  

8. Opportunity to maximize the permeability through the site should be explored;

9. Provision of details of the proposed skywalk between the Longfellow Residences building and the Grand Trunk Building;

10. Provision of greater details on the intended use, design, and landscaping of open spaces; 

11. Provision of further details on the super graphic at the north side of the parking garage.
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