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July 8, 2009
Town of Portland

Planning and Zoning Commission

33 East Main St.
PO Box 71

Portland, CT  06480

Re: Portland Town Place development application, Marlborough and Main Streets

Ladies and Gentlemen:

None of us want to block development with a potential to increase tax basis for Portland, improve services to townspeople and create successful resolution for landowners of an otherwise vacant and potentially deteriorating section of Portland’s downtown.  Instead I want to discuss the potential for improving the outcome of the Portland Town Place development.
The Erastus Brainerd, Jr. House, the Hart/Jarvis House and the John H. Sage House are important historically and architecturally, and these buildings on their present site offer an opportunity to create a mixed use development that successfully blends historic preservation with new development.

I again want to stress the unusual and unique quality of these houses.  Their value is not only recognized by the Portland Historical Society, but also at the regional, state and national levels, as noted in attached letters from The Greater Middletown Preservation Trust; James O’Gorman, Wellesley College Grace Slack McNeil Professor Emeritus of the History of American Art, author of the recent book Henry Austin: In Every Variety of Architectural Style; the Historic Preservation and Museum Division of the Connecticut Commission on Culture and Tourism; the Connecticut Trust for Historic Preservation; and the National Trust for Historic Preservation.  In addition, members and townspeople have expressed their support for the saving of these structures.  Numerous letters have been sent to the Planning and Zoning Commission and I submit for the record a petition of public support with 454 signatures of Portland residents and landowners and 49 signatures of concerned citizens from out of town.  
The Erastus Brainerd, Jr. (Wagner) House (1852) is of brownstone, celebrating the brownstone quarries that made Portland famous throughout the world.  Not only that, but the house’s architect was the famous Henry Austin, who is known for many prominent buildings in Hartford and New Haven including Union Station and New Haven City Hall, in addition to the Congregational Church of Portland, and he also was a partner in designing the Wadsworth Atheneum and the first Yale library, now Dwight Hall.  The Brainerd house is an exquisite Italianate with much ornamentation, and has been adapted and used in a commercial setting 
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already without losing much of its original detail.  To their credit, the developer and architect recognize this by their plan to remove or replicate much of this detailing and place it on a new building, an excessively complex and expensive process that will, unfortunately, not preserve the historic structure and value.
The Hart/Jarvis House was the childhood home of Elizabeth Hart Jarvis Colt and her brothers, who built Colt Firearms from the time of Samuel Colt’s early death through much of the latter 19th century and left their mark not only on the firearms industry by on so much of Connecticut’s cultural  heritage.  This impressive Greek Revival House with its large Ionic columned face overlooking the river oversaw the rise and fall of the brownstone quarries and shipbuilding, Portland’s signature industries.  Though internally this house has been significantly altered, there are signs that much of the original majesty remains, merely covered by modern layers.  Taking pieces of this structure, removing appendages and moving them, as presently planned by the developer, is a poor substitute for proper rehabilitation and adaptation.
These two houses, along with the John H. Sage House, have the promise to be signature pieces with great drawing capability in a significant and beautiful new extension to Main Street Portland.

In an effort to find some mutually agreeable resolution to this issue, the Portland Historical Society has taken a number of steps.  We have consulted with and assembled a group of experts willing to assist in this process from multiple angles.  Initially a small group of us toured the houses to identify their historic value.  Then the whole group participated in the site walk of the property and gave us their evaluations.  (Attached please find a list of these individuals.)  Representatives then joined us in meeting with the developer/owners and architect last week.
During these discussions, the developer has acknowledged that it is possible to do this development and reuse all three of these buildings in their present sites.  (Our partners have come up with an initial schematic that shows that this is possible.  Structural engineers and architectural historians have evaluated the buildings and found them to be structurally sound and appropriate for adaptation, see attached.)
According to the developer, the Brainerd House must be demolished due to its position on the site and the expense of moving it.  It would interfere with the large parking area they feel is necessary to acquire an anchor tenant for the 65,000 sq. ft. store in the development.  Based on this information and past experience of the National Trust for Historic Preservation, we have come to an understanding with the developer that produces this compromise. 
The Portland Historical Society would support a conditional approval of the application for Portland Town Place if:

1. The Planning and Zoning Commission would decrease the parking requirement to allow the Brainerd and Hart/Jarvis Houses to remain in their present historic sites.

(Reduction of parking field is supported by experience and often applied as a solution when historic preservation is applied to development.  The attached study, “Parking at Mixed-Use Centers in Small Cities”, shows that in present mixed use development actual parking usage is far below the usual requirements.)
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2.  The Planning and Zoning Commission would give conditional approval stating no demolition of the 3 historic houses (Sage, Hart/Jarvis, and Brainerd) could be done until 2 anchor tenants are signed to leases.

3. The Planning and Zoning Commission would give conditional approval stipulating that the developer will provide the opportunity for the Portland Historical Society and its partners along with representatives of the town to meet with the anchor tenants to demonstrate how these historic buildings can be rehabilitated and adapted to the benefit of the development and allow the needs of the anchor tenants to be met successfully on the site.
We understand that this presupposes the developer would then be willing to make the adaptations to this plan to allow the Brainerd and Hart/Jarvis Houses to be rehabilitated and reused.  There are significant benefits to the developer, including the up to 45% tax credits for rehabilitation costs, and savings of demolition costs and demolition delays, which along with any expedited approval process from the town, could balance additional costs and time delays of modified plans.   The Portland Historical Society has begun documentation of these historic buildings to assist in State and National Registration of these buildings to allow the developer to take advantage of tax credit programs.  (See attached.)
As a final thought, Portland Zoning Regulations on Mixed Use Development (Article 9.17.4) states, “… consideration shall be given to the following: … 3. Preservation of historic and architectural features… 10. Preservation of the character of existing neighborhoods…”.   We would encourage the Planning and Zoning Commission to consider this and the fact that this present application is contrary to the goals of Portland’s Plan for Conservation and Development which states: “It is imperative that these historic sites and structures be preserved in order to pass along some of Portland’s history to future generations.”  
The Portland Historical Society’s primary goal is to save these 3 historic houses in their present locations.  We strongly encourage the town of Portland to press for a plan that involves the restoration and reuse of these buildings as a part of this development, one that will play such an important role in Portland’s downtown.  You can improve the future of Portland while preserving and carrying forward its valuable history.
Sincerely,
Claire Frisbie, President

Attachments:

· Letter – The Greater Middletown Preservation Trust

· Letter – James O’Gorman

· Letter –CT Commission on Culture and Tourism - Historic Preservation and Museum 
Division
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· Letter – CT Trust for Historic Preservation

· Letter – National Trust for Historic Preservation

· Portland Historical Society 2009 Partners during Portland Town Place historic buildings consideration
· Letter – James K. Grant, P.E.

· Letter – Elizabeth Acly, P.E.
· Study – Parking at Mixed-Used Centers in Small Cities
· Draft – Historic Inventory Information, Erastus Brainerd, Jr. House
