HISTORIC PRESERVATION REVIEW BOARD
STAFF REPORT AND RECOMMENDATION

Landmark/District:  Mount Pleasant Historic District (x) Agenda
Address: 3324 18" Street, NW ( ) Consent
Meeting Date: November 18, 2010 ( ) New construction
Case Number: 11-030 (x) Addition
(x) Alterations
Staff Reviewer: Tim Dennée (x) Concept

The applicant, contract purchaser Community Three Development LLC (Grant Epstein) for owner
Developmental Corporation,* requests conceptual review of a proposal to rehabilitate this stately, yet
dilapidated, detached house and two-story garage and convert them to condominium units.> Both
buildings were designed by architect Albert Goenner and constructed in 1909 for Charles Schafer,
treasurer of the Oriental Building Association.®

The applicant does not propose a subdivision of the property, but intends to seek zoning relief to create
a second primary structure on the lot. This may be a more difficult-to-attain outcome from a zoning
point of view, but probably preferable from a preservation one.

In addition to repairing and dividing the interior, the project proposes additional parking on the site, as
well as several alterations to achieve additional interior and exterior space.

e Four parking spaces would be introduced on a pad off the alley by excavating that portion of
the south side yard down to the alley grade, removing and reconstructing a portion of the stone
retaining wall around the pad.

e The attic space would be opened up with new dormers on the north and south sides of the rear
wing.

e As the basement would contain units, sunken terraces are proposed for exterior access, light,
and recreational space.

e A one-story, sunroom-type addition would be constructed on the south side of the rear wing as
the kitchen for one of the ground-floor units.

Evaluation

The parking proposal is understandable, even in addition to the one-car-wide driveway, because of the
number of units. Especially as it would sit rearward of the front line of the house, a sunken parking
pad can be sufficiently screened from 18™ Street with more vegetation. The pad cannot be moved
rearward, as it is to be built between a lamp post and the guy wire for a utility pole.

! This corporation was formed by and for the behalf of the present owner-occupants.

2 R-4 zoning allows conversion to apartments with a maximum number of units equal to the lot area divided by 900. This
would permit up to thirteen units on the property.

® The headquarters of the Association at 600 F Street, also designed by Goenner and constructed the same year as the
Mount Pleasant house, is a landmark. The Association’s early backers were mostly Germans, as were Schafer and
Goenner.
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The proposed dormers are too large for the available space on the roof of the rear wing; they are same
size as those on the much wider larger main roof and, according to the elevations, reach higher than the
hip ridges on the ell. Any new dormer should not exceed the size of the existing one on the rear of the
ell. If designed like the rear dormer, it could comfortably occupy the alley-facing side of the ell
without compromising the original character of the building. However, no dormer should be added to
the Monroe Street side, because on such a prominent elevation, it would constitute a major alteration.
The District of Columbia Design Guidelines for Roofs on Historic Buildings state that, “If dormers are
added to sloping roofs, they should be located on non-character-defining slopes and be designed to be
compatible with the character of the building.”

The sunken terraces would be deleterious to the appearance of the building as they would visually
undermine it. In addition to removing the visual base of the building and changing its proportions,
such extensive terraces reduce the green space—already reduced by the parking pad—require railings
or fences where they would otherwise not occur, and bring about large openings in the exposed
foundation. Although the north side yard is higher than the Monroe Street right of way, it is not so
high that passersby could not see down into such terraces. Sequestering exterior space for the use of
individual units is characteristic of modern garden apartments and not historic single-family dwellings.
While entrance areaways and light wells could probably be accommodated in this location and are
frequently approved for historic property, creating extensive areaways or sunken terraces has been
discouraged except in the fenced rear yards of rowhouses. The amount of excavation should not
exceed that necessary to provide light and access to the basement, i.e., not more than the present
areaways around the ell, plus perhaps some lengthened windows in conventional wells. The District of
Columbia Preservation and Design Guidelines for Basement Entrances and Windows state that,
“Basement areaways should be kept to a minimum size, typically projecting no more than 36 from the
face of the building. The creation of large sunken patios or outdoor living areas in front of a primary
elevation of historic property is not appropriate.”

The size, location and general concept for the addition are compatible with the character of the
property, as it adds bulk to an almost symmetrical building in a way that detracts little. However,
rather than taking its design cues from the center bay of the front porch with its beefy doubled
pilasters, a somewhat lighter, quieter structure, hierarchically subordinate to the main porch in the heft
and order of its columns or pilasters would be a more compatible solution.

Recommendation

The HPO recommends that the Board approve the concept, with the conditions that: the excavation of
the yard and expansion of basement windows be limited to what is necessary for light and access; the
north dormer be eliminated and the south dormer reduced in size; and that the detailing of the addition
be developed further.

* The Guidelines also state that, “Basement entrances and stairs on historic property service secondary entrances and are
designed accordingly. They are typically obscured or entirely hidden from public view, and are often located directly
below the main stair and entrance. Historic basement entrances are almost never a focus of the building’s facade
composition. To be compatible, new basement stairs and areaways for historic property should conform as much as
possible to the design principles of historic conditions on similar properties.... Window wells for basement windows
should be kept to the minimum dimensions required by code.... Fences around areaways are discouraged because they are
obtrusive and out of character with historic site conditions.”



