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Introduction

Following a preliminary workshop on November 7th, Vin Veroneau of J. B. Brown & Sons and representatives of Opechee Construction are returning to the Board for a follow-up workshop on their proposal for a new hotel/condominium development at 
321 Commercial Street.  The purpose of the workshop is to solicit the Board’s feedback on design modifications and site plan revisions made in response to comments and concerns expressed at the first workshop.

Board members will note that the enclosed elevations are still conceptual in nature and that no details or wall sections have been provided.  Staff has suggested that more detailed drawings of key architectural features be provided at the workshop to give the Board a clearer idea of how these features are proposed to be articulated.  As the applicant hopes to move directly to a public hearing at their next review session, it would be advisable to get input from the Board on some of these details at this time.
Staff understands that more detailed, scaled elevations will be delivered by day’s end on Friday and will be attached to the packet when delivered.
Background

Vin Veroneau, President of J. B. Brown & Sons proposes to construct a mixed-use development that will occupy the full width of a city block on the north side of Commercial Street.  Located immediately west of the former Porteous Warehouse (now Baxter Place), the proposed development will represent the western terminus of an almost continuous row of large-scale commercial blocks that define the inland side of Commercial Street.

The proposed 6-story structure will be occupied by a 131-room hotel (Courtyard by Marriott). It is also designed to accommodate a 7,000 square foot restaurant at the ground floor level, 14 residential units on the top floor, and surface parking for 19 vehicles at the rear portion of the lot.  The project also entails modifications to Foundry Lane.  (Foundry Lane is a discontinued city street that is now private.)  
Subject Parcel

The development parcel is located immediately west of the former Porteous Warehouse (Baxter Place) on the block bounded by Foundry Lane on the east and Maple Street on the west.  The northern half of the block is occupied by a parking lot, which is also owned by the developer.
Foundry Lane on the east side of the block is a discontinued street and is now private.  Although the upper end of Foundry Lane, towards York Street, was redesigned several years ago as a pedestrian way, the lower portion still reads as a street and retains its original granite pavers.  At the time the upper portion was redesigned, it had been the City’s expectation that the lower portion would be treated similarly.  This was to achieve two goals:  to provide a continuous pedestrian passage from York to Commercial and to maintain the historic role of Foundry Lane as a through-street.  The City was not in the position to require improvements to Foundry Lane at that time, however, as there was no current project to compel the owner to make improvements.
Surrounding Context
General Context

As noted in the introduction, the proposed development will form the western “bookend” of an almost continuous row of large-scale mid-nineteenth and early 20th century commercial blocks that occupy the inland side of Commercial Street. 
As Board members are aware, Commercial Street was “created” in the early 1850’s on filled land.  It was the coming of the railroad in the 1840’s that mandated its creation.  Starting in 1850, the land downhill from Fore Street was filled to create a mile-long,  100’-wide street to accommodate tracks, traffic and the business blocks and warehouses of an expanding economy. The fact that Commercial Street was almost fully developed within a very brief time period and that many of its structures were built for the same general function, accounts for Commercial Street’s striking uniformity in scale, materials
and architectural expression.  While the buildings might at first glance appear as fairly homogenous, a closer look reveals a wide variety of architectural detail and material expression.  Looking at the granite alone, one sees an impressive variety of surface treatments and detailing that lends textural and architectural interest to the street.  
Other specific building characteristics that unify the street include:

· A strong base, typically executed in granite, which is clearly distinguished from the upper floors.  A continuous horizontal datum is established by the fascias on abutting storefronts 
· Building heights that generally range from 3-5 stories
· Overall simplicity of massing
· Very regular fenestration. Windows are vertical in orientation.
· A defined cornice

· Roof forms are typically flat or gambrel, with few exceptions

· Consistent and limited material palette.  

The layout of Commercial Street itself also contributes to its distinctiveness.  The flatness and unusual breadth of the street, together with its broad sweeping curve as one travels from one end to the other, make possible expansive views of the continuous streetwall on the inland side of the street.
Commercial Street was recognized by the American Planning Association in 2008 as one of the ten “Great Streets in the United States”, in large part because of its remarkable state of preservation. Indeed such extensive and coherent city blocks seldom persevere in their integrity. Several factors account for Commercial Street’s preservation.  First, and remarkably, the street survived the Great Fire of 1866.  Its relative dormancy during the mid-twentieth century and the lack of pressure for redevelopment also contributed to its preservation.  And finally, its re-emergence as an active commercial area in the early 1990’s coincided with the passage of Portland’s historic preservation ordinance.  Today Commercial Street, perhaps more than another other single area in the city, demonstrates the effectiveness of preservation regulations to manage physical change over time.

Immediate Context
The proposed development’s immediate context is quite disparate. East of the property and separated by Foundry Lane is the former Porteous Warehouse.  While this structure certainly shares many of Commercial Street’s identifiable building characteristics, it is somewhat unique in that it is taller than most of the warehouses to the east and has an unusually high base.  The first floor is raised a half-story above grade and the base reads as 2 ½ stories high.  It also exhibits more variety in its fenestration and has architecturally noteworthy entrance hoods.  Completed in 1902 and designed by Francis Fassett, the building is later than most of the warehouses on Commercial Street.  This likely accounts for some of its individuality.

West of the development site is Rufus Deering’s lumber yard which does not relate to the development pattern of the district.   Diagonally across Commercial Street is the Gulf of 
Maine Research Institute, a large-scale, architecturally notable and well-detailed contemporary interpretation of the historic warehouses that characterize Commercial Street.  The building features a granite base with metal siding and contemporary glazing on the upper floors.
Preliminary Proposal presented at November 7 Workshop, Board Response
Enclosed as Attachment 3 is a copy of the preliminary proposal presented at the first workshop.  During the Board’s review, most of the discussion focused on the following three issues:
1) Building footprint/plan and its relationship to the geometry of the parcel.  
Board member Ted Oldham identified this as a threshold issue, arguing that the plan of the building should correspond to the basic geometry of the site.  He noted that the existing parcel is essentially a parallelogram and that the western and eastern property lines are not perpendicular to Commercial Street.  Rather than responding to the geometry of the parcel, the proposed building footprint was strictly rectilinear.  The result of this plan is that the side elevations of the new building are not parallel to the abutting street (Maple) or Foundry Lane.  Mr. Oldham expressed the view that this lack of relationship to the site was at odds with basic urban design principles and that the building appeared arbitrarily placed on its parcel.  He also noted that one of the hallmarks of the Commercial Street streetwall is that the buildings filled their respective parcels and correspond to the geometry of the street grid.  To achieve this, the footprints of a number of the historic warehouses are not true rectangles, as they might initially appear.  
Mr. Oldham also noted that the shallowest portion of the “L”-shaped building abutted Maple Street, with the deeper portion abutting Foundry Lane.  The applicant was encouraged to consider flipping the plan so that the deeper portion of the building would abut Maple Street.  This would be more consistent with the substantial depth of most of the large warehouses facing Commercial Street.

While Mr. Veroneau and Mr. Woglum of Opechee Construction pointed to a number of site constraints and operational considerations that affected the plan of the building, Board members were in agreement that the plan of the building should be given further consideration.  

2) Building Design/Elevations
Board members noted that the building façade was broken up into a number discrete components through the use of recesses in plane and alternating surface materials.  While recognizing that this treatment likely grew out of a desire to lend variety and visual interest to the façade, they noted that most of the buildings that line Commercial Street are quite straightforward and consistent in their basic architectural expression. (Several buildings were pointed to as examples of this
development pattern.)  They noted that it is in the mastery of their contributing details, however repetitive, that the buildings gain their visual interest.  

Board members also noted that the use of metal panels for the surface treatment at the corners of the building had the effect of making the building appear less solid and substantial than most of its neighbors.

Board members encouraged the project designers to simplify the overall design expression of the building and to pay particular attention to the articulation of the traditional building materials and to the architectural details.  
3) Foundry Lane
Based on the site plan presented, Board members expressed concern that the sense of Foundry Lane as a continuous passageway had been lost.  While the plan did provide for pedestrian access from the top portion of Foundry Lane to Commercial Street, it did so by way of a narrow walkway immediately abutting the Baxter Place sidewall.  This site plan solution did not succeed in preserving the memory of Foundry Lane as a continuous way.  Although the Board understood from Mr. Veroneau that negotiations with the owners of Baxter Place limited his ability to continue Foundry Lane at the same width and alignment of the top portion of the Lane, the Board nonetheless encouraged the project team to revisit this key element of the site plan. 

Revised Proposal 
As of this writing, staff has received the enclosed revised site plan and sketch-quality elevations of the Commercial Street and Maple Street facades, together with a cover letter from Mr. Veroneau and a letter from Opechee Construction regarding elements of the site plan.  (The Opechee letter addresses a number of issues of primary interest to the Planning Board, but does touch on some elements applicable to both review processes.) Staff has not yet received the detailed elevations intended for review at Wednesday’s meeting, however, and is therefore not in a position to comment on specific details of the design. It is expected that these will be delivered before the end of the day and will be attached to the packet.
Based on the materials available for review at this time, a number of aspects of the project are clear:  a) the overall design expression and material palette of the building has been simplified, pursuant to the Board’s direction at the last workshop; b) the site plan has been revised to continue to the extent possible the alignment and treatment of Foundry Lane as it appears at top of the block; and 3) the building plan/footprint has not been revised.  Mr. Veroneau addresses each of these items in his cover letter.

It should be noted that Historic Preservation and Planning staff met with Mr. Veroneau, Mr. Woglom of Opechee Construction, and others from the project team in two working sessions since the Historic Preservation Board’s last workshop. During those meetings, we discussed in considerable detail the issues raised by the Historic Preservation Board.
Additional information provided by the applicant and contractor made clear how and why the initial proposal was configured as it was.  That said, it appeared that there were opportunities to modify the plan somewhat, particularly with regard to how the building would relate to Maple Street.  From discussions, it appeared that at least the Maple Street elevation could be made parallel to street.  As noted above, the project team ultimately

elected not to pursue that building configuration.  Mr. Veroneau explains the rationale behind this decision in his letter and will no doubt discuss it in more detail on Wednesday.   
Staff  Comments
Based on the materials available as of this writing, it appears that the revised plans are responsive to a number of the key concerns raised by the Board in the preliminary review session.  The new design approach is more consistent with the existing structures that characterize Commercial Street in terms of its simplicity of massing, overall simplicity of architectural expression, regular fenestration, traditional material palette, etc.  
The remaining challenge, as noted in the staff report for the November 7 workshop, is to provide the same quality and finesse of architectural detail and the same masterful expression of traditional building materials that the historic structures on the street exhibit. Based on the drawings available to staff, some of the proposed architectural details still seem unresolved, as do the sign solutions.  This is likely because the main objective of the developer to this point has been to address the overall expression of the building, leaving the details to a later review session.
Applicable Review Standards 

The Board will be reviewing the proposed development for conformance with the Standards for Review of New Construction in the Historic Preservation Ordinance.  The standards address the following general design compatibility factors and their contributing subcategories:
 
Scale and Form


Height



Width



Proportion of principal facades



Roof shapes



Scale


Composition of Principal Facades



Proportion of openings



Rhythm of solids to voids in facades



Rhythm of entrances and projections



Relationship of materials



Signs


Relationship to Street



Walls of continuity



Rhythm of spacing and structures on streets



Directional expression of principal elevation



Streetscape, pedestrian improvements

Attachments

1. Photographs of existing conditions, other development in vicinity
2. Existing site plan
3. Excerpts from plans presented at 11/7 workshop
4. Letter from Vin Veroneau with attachments
5. Letter from Opechee Construction

6. Detail of revised site plan

7. Sketch elevations – as revised
8. More detailed plans to be attached as available.
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