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ANN ARBOR HISTORIC DISTRICT COMMISSION 
 

Staff Report 
 

ADDRESS:  539 South First Street, Application HDC17-002 
 
DISTRICT:  Old West Side Historic District 
 
REPORT DATE: January 12, 2017 
 
REPORT PREPARED BY:  Jill Thacher, Historic Preservation Coordinator 
 
REVIEW COMMITTEE DATE:  Monday, January 9, 2017 
 

OWNER   APPLICANT    
 
Name: Sonia Schmerl    Michael K. Bruner 
Address: 539 S. First Street    Same 
  Ann Arbor, MI 48103  
Phone:       (734) 223-3431 
 
BACKGROUND:   This two-story brick vernacular house features a front porch with a spindled 
frieze, a cut stone foundation, stone window sills, and circular window in the attic. The house 
was built in 1890 and until 1898 the address of the house was 95 First Street. From 1903 to 
1914 the house was owned by Barbara Groesslein and was used as a boarding house. In 1916 
the house was purchased by Louis Becker, a jeweler, who lived there with his wife Mary until 
1940. The house remained in the family until 1958. 
 
In May of 2012 a rear addition with a different design was approved by the HDC (HDC12-059), 
but never constructed. That Certificate of Appropriateness has expired.  
 
In June of 2016, a rear addition was approved by the HDC (HDC16-090).  
 
LOCATION:  The site is located on the east side of South First Street between West Jefferson 
Street and West Madison Street. 
 
APPLICATION:  The applicant seeks HDC approval 
to revise the design of an addition that was approved 
last June. The revisions lower the roofline and create 
a dormer on the north elevation.    
 
APPLICABLE REGULATIONS 
 
From the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for 
Rehabilitation: 

 
(2)  The historic character of a property shall be 

retained and preserved. The removal of 
historic materials or alteration of features and 
spaces that characterize a property shall be 
avoided. 
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(5)  Distinctive features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of craftsmanship 
that characterize a property shall be preserved.  

(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): 

 
Additions 
 
Recommended: Constructing a new addition so that there is the least possible loss of 
historic materials and so that character-defining features are not obscured, damaged, or 
destroyed.  
 
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.  
 
Locating the attached exterior addition at the rear or on an inconspicuous side of a historic 
building; and limiting its size and scale in relationship to the historic building.  
 
Designing new additions in a manner that makes clear what is historic and what is new.  
 
Not Recommended: Attaching a new addition so that the character-defining features of the 
historic building are obscured, damaged, or destroyed.  
 
Designing a new addition so that its size and scale in relation to the historic building are out 
of proportion, thus diminishing the historic character.  
 
Building Site 
 
Recommended: Identifying, retaining, and preserving buildings and their features as well as 
features of the site that are important in defining its overall historic character. 

Retaining the historic relationship between buildings and the landscape. 

Not Recommended: Removing or radically changing buildings and their features or site 
features which are important in defining the overall historic character of the property so that, 
as a result, the character is diminished.  

From the Ann Arbor Historic District Design Guidelines (other guidelines may apply):  
 

 
 



F-2 (p. 3) 

Guidelines for All Additions 
 
Appropriate: Placing a new addition on a non-character-defining or inconspicuous elevation 
and limiting the size and scale in relationship to the historic property. 
 
Placing new walls in a different plane from the historic structure in a subordinate position to 
the historic fabric.  
 
Designing a new addition in a manner that makes clear what is historic and what is new.  
 
Limiting the size and scale of the addition in relationship to the historic building so that it 
does not diminish or visually overpower the building or the district. The addition’s footprint 
should exceed neither half of the original building’s footprint nor half of the original building’s 
total floor area.  
 
Not Appropriate: Designing an addition that overpowers or dramatically alters the original 
building through size or height.  

 
STAFF FINDINGS:  
 

1. This application proposes changes to the design of a rear addition that received a 
Certificate of Appropriateness from the HDC in June of 2016. The changes drop the ridge 
height of the addition by several feet, and incorporates a dormer on the north side to 
eliminate unnecessary attic space above the addition. As a result of the new roofline, an 
existing roof vent and skylight are shifted to the south a few feet on the roof of the main 
house. Canopies over the rear and north doors are a similar bracketed design to what 
was approved, but are now integral with the roof eaves and shingled instead of metal. 

2. The changes proposed to the addition are very appropriate and reduce its overall mass. If 
approved, this application will supersede the June 2016 certificate of appropriateness. 
Staff recommends approval and feels that the revised design meets the Secretary of the 
Interior’s Standards and Guidelines, and the Ann Arbor Historic District Design 
Guidelines.  
 

POSSIBLE MOTIONS:  (Note that the motion is 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 approve the application at 539 South First Street, a 
contributing property in the Old West Side Historic District, to construct a new rear 
addition, as proposed. The work is compatible in exterior design, arrangement, texture, 
material and relationship to the rest of the house and the surrounding area and meets 
The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation and Guidelines for 
Rehabilitating Historic Buildings, in particular standards 2, 5, 9 and 10 and the guidelines 
for additions and building site; and the Ann Arbor Historic District Design Guidelines for 
additions.  

 
MOTION WORKSHEET:   
 
I move that the Commission issue a Certificate of Appropriateness for the work at 539 South 
First Street in the Old West Side Historic District 
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 ____ 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, photos, drawings.  
 
539 S First (2008 Survey Photo) 
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