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 ANN ARBOR HISTORIC DISTRICT COMMISSION 
 

Staff Report 
 

ADDRESS: 121-123 East Liberty Street, and 220 South Fourth Avenue,  
Application Number HDC16-213 

 
DISTRICT:  Main Street Historic District 
 
REPORT DATE: October 20, 2016 
 
REPORT PREPARED BY: Jill Thacher, Historic Preservation Coordinator 
 
REVIEW COMMITTEE DATE:   Monday, October 17, 2016 
 

OWNER   APPLICANT   
 

Name: Fourth & Liberty Associates, LLC  Same  
 Ed Shaffran 
Address: 209 S Fourth Avenue 
 Ann Arbor, MI 48104    
Phone: (734) 274-2259    
 
 
BACKGROUND:   The non-contributing building located at 121-123 East Liberty and 220 South 
Fourth Avenue was built as two storefronts on East Liberty in 1897 or earlier. The 220 South 
Fourth storefront was carved out of the rear of 123 East Liberty. 
The 1901 City Directory lists Gilbert W Snow as the occupant of 
121 E Liberty. In 1912, the City Directory lists the store as a 
machine shop. William E Pardon is listed as the occupant of 123 
E Liberty, who also ran a grocery store in the same location. By 
1915, the store was the location of a clothing store run by Fred W 
Gross. Originally a two-story (121) and a three-story (123) 
building, a fire in the 1950s damaged both. The upper floors were 
removed, creating a one-story building, and the building was 
refaced with enameled steel panel siding.  
 
This application was previously approved on August 13, 2013 as 
HDC13-132. It expired in August of this year. The associated site 
plan, SP13-035, will expire in December of 2016. The owner of 
the property has applied to the city for both a two-year site plan 
extension and a new HDC Certificate of Appropriateness.  
 
LOCATION: The site is located on the north side of East Liberty 
Street at the corner of South Fourth Avenue.  
 
APPLICATION:  The applicant seeks HDC approval to construct 
three new floors above the existing one-story building, creating 
six new residential units. 
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APPLICABLE REGULATIONS:   
 
From the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation: 

 
(2) The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved. The removal of 

distinctive materials or alteration of features, spaces, and spatial relationships that 
characterize a property will be avoided. 
 

(6)  Deteriorated historic features will be repaired rather than replaced. Where the severity of 
deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature will match the 
old in design, color, texture, and, where possible, materials. Replacement of missing 
features will be substantiated by documentary and physical evidence. 

(9) New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall not destroy historic 
materials that characterize the property. The new work shall be differentiated from the old 
and shall be compatible with the massing, size, scale, and architectural features to 
protect the historic integrity of the property and its environment. 

(10) New additions and adjacent or related new construction shall be undertaken in such a 
manner that if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic 
property and its environment would be unimpaired.  

From the Secretary of the Interior’s Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings (other 
SOI Guidelines may also apply): 
 

Design for the Replacement of Missing Historic Features  

 

When an entire interior or exterior feature is missing (for example, an entrance, or cast iron 
facade; or a principal staircase), it no longer plays a role in physically defining the historic 
character of the building unless it can be accurately recovered in form and detailing through 
the process of carefully documenting the historical appearance. Although accepting the loss 
is one possibility, where an important architectural feature is missing, its replacement is 
always recommended in the Rehabilitation guidelines as the first or preferred, course of 
action. Thus, if adequate historical, pictorial, and physical documentation exists so that the 
feature may be accurately reproduced, and if it is desirable to re-establish the feature as part 
of the building's historical appearance, then designing and constructing a new feature based 
on such information is appropriate. However, a second acceptable option for the 
replacement feature is a new design that is compatible with the remaining character-defining 
features of the historic building. The new design should always take into account the size, 
scale, and material of the historic building itself and, most importantly, should be clearly 
differentiated so that a false historical appearance is not created. 
 
Storefronts 
 
Recommended:  Designing and constructing a new storefront when the historic storefront is 
completely missing. It may be an accurate restoration using historical, pictorial, and physical 
documentation; or be a new design that is compatible with the size, scale, material, and color 
of the historic building. 
 
Not Recommended: Creating a false historical appearance because the replaced storefront 
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is based on insufficient historical, pictorial, and physical documentation. 

Introducing a new design that is incompatible in size, scale, material, and color.  

New Additions 

Recommended: Considering the attached exterior addition both in terms of the new use and 
the appearance of other buildings in the historic district or neighborhood. Design for the new 
work may be contemporary or may reference design motifs from the historic building. 

Designing additional stories, when required for the new use, that are set back from the wall 
plane and are as inconspicuous as possible when viewed from the street. 

Setting 

Not Recommended:  Introducing new construction into historic districts that is visually 
incompatible or that destroys historic relationships within the setting. 

From the Ann Arbor Historic District Design Guidelines: 
 

New Construction in Historic Districts 
 
Rather than imitating older buildings, a new design should relate to the fundamental char-
acteristics of the historic district while also conveying contemporary stylistic trends. 
 

Building Massing for New Construction in Downtown Historic Districts 
 
Building massing should fit with existing historic patterns. Existing historic patterns and 
traditions in building massing include varied heights, articulated masses, visually interesting 
skylines and pedestrian-scaled street fronts. Building massing should continue to provide a 
variety of pedestrian-friendly scales and visually appealing masses. Buildings should not be 
immense in scale or greatly contrast with the existing scale on the block or in the sur-
rounding historic district. 
 
Design Guidelines for Additions 

  
Appropriate: When required, designing additional stories that are set back from the front and 
side wall planes and are as inconspicuous as possible when viewed from the street.  
 
 Locating a rooftop addition to be inconspicuous when viewed from the street.  
 
Design Guidelines for Storefronts 

 
Appropriate: Designing and constructing a new storefront when the historic storefront is 
completely missing. It may be an accurate restoration using historical, pictorial, and physical 
documentation; or may be a new design that is compatible with the size, scale, and material 
of the historic building. New designs should be flush with the façade and be kept as simple 
as possible. 

 

Not Appropriate: Installing a new storefront that is incompatible in size and material with the 
historic building and district. 
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STAFF FINDINGS:  
 

1. This application is identical to one that was approved by the HDC in 2013, and a site 
plan for the project was also approved by City Council. After both approvals, 
ownership of the property changed, and the new owner is requesting a new Certificate 
of Appropriateness and a site plan extension for an additional two years.  
 

2. The existing building is non-contributing, and photo documentation of its predecessor 
has not been found. Its streetwall and general first-floor fenestration pattern will be 
retained, thus preserving the established pedestrian experience at this corner. A 
second, third, and partial fourth floor are proposed to be added on top of the existing 
building, though the exterior of the first floor will be completely re-done. There may or 
may not be historic materials underneath the enameled steel panels, and those 
materials are not proposed to be restored, which is acceptable for a non-contributing 
structure.  
 

3. The building’s proposed three stories are in keeping with the original structure at 123 
E Liberty, and adds a floor to what was originally at 121 E Liberty. The fourth floor is 
roughly half the area of the underlying floors, and set into the rear corner of the 
building. The steel-clad fourth floor is set back 9’9” from the South Fourth Avenue 
façade, and 28’6” from East Liberty. There are shade pergolas on the terrace off the 
fourth floor that are about 16’ from the East Liberty façade. A 48” parapet wall along 
the two street elevations eliminates the need for a railing around the roof, and hides 
the fourth floor completely from across East Liberty. The top few feet of the fourth 
floor’s parapet will be visible from across South Fourth Avenue.  

 
4. The brick veneer, fenestration pattern and style, and simple cornice are all compatible 

with the surrounding historic district. The storefronts and doors are anodized 
aluminum and the presence of a sign band at a height that is similar to adjacent 
buildings is appropriate, as are the shallow fixed metal canopies over the first floor 
and some of the third floor windows.  

 
5. Staff believes the design, materials, and massing are compatible with the surrounding 

historic district, and will be complimentary to it. The storefront design is simple and 
appropriate. The fourth floor is taller than the adjacent structures on East Liberty, but 
still inconspicuous and it does not detract from contributing resources. The proposed 
building relates to the fundamental characteristics of the Main Street Historic District 
without being overwhelming, and meets the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 
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POSSIBLE MOTIONS: (Note that the motions are only a suggestion.  The Review Committee, 
consisting of staff and at least two Commissioners, will meet with the applicant on site and then 
make a recommendation at the meeting.)   

 
I move that the Commission issue a certificate of appropriateness for the application at 
121-123 E Liberty Street and 220 S Fourth Ave, a non-contributing property in the Main 
Street Historic District, to construct three new floors above the existing one-story building, 
creating six new residential units. The proposed work is compatible in exterior design, 
arrangement, texture, material and relationship to the rest of the building and the 
surrounding area and meets the Ann Arbor Historic District Design Guidelines for 
additions and storefronts, and The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation 
and Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings, in particular standards 2, 6, 9 and 10 
and the guidelines for storefronts and new additions. 

 
MOTION WORKSHEET:   
 
I move that the Commission issue a Certificate of Appropriateness for the work at 121-123 E 
Liberty Street and 220 N Fourth Avenue in the Main Street Historic District 
 
 ____ Provided the following condition(S) is (ARE) met: 1) STATE CONDITION(s) 
 
The work is generally compatible with the size, scale, massing, and materials and meets the 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation, standard(S) number(S) (circle all that 
apply):   1,   2,   3,   4,   5,   6,   7,   8,   9,   10 
 
 
ATTACHMENTS:  application, 2013 application, photos, materials list, drawings 
 
1947 Aerial Photo 
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121-123 East Liberty (2007) 
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