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ANN ARBOR HISTORIC DISTRICT COMMISSION 

 
Staff Report 

 
ADDRESS:  556 Second Street, Application Number HDC13-080 
 
DISTRICT:  Old West Side Historic District 
 
REPORT DATE: June 7, 2013 
 
REPORT PREPARED BY:  Jill Thacher, Historic Preservation Coordinator 
 
REVIEW COMMITTEE DATE:   Monday, June 10, 2013 for the Thursday, June 13 HDC 

meeting 
 

OWNER   APPLICANT    
 
Name: Sarah Handeyside and Adam Tremblay  Same  
Address: 556 Second Street     
 Ann Arbor, MI 48103      
Phone: (734) 678-5975    
 
BACKGROUND:   This two-story, frame upright house has its gable facing Second Street.  
Character-defining features include the steep gable, decorative siding, full-width front porch, and 
window trim.  The house was the home of mason John L. Mahlke and later his widow, Ida, from 
sometime before 1894 to after 1925.  The house is not depicted on the 1880 bird’s eye-view 
map of Ann Arbor. 
 
In 2008, the HDC issued a certificate of appropriateness to add a two-story addition to the rear 
and side of the house, and a new one-story, 2-car garage. That work was completed.  
 
LOCATION: The site is located on the southwest corner of Second Street and West Madison 
Street. 
 
APPLICATION:  The applicant seeks HDC approval to redesign the property’s garden and 
landscape which will include (1) regrading 
the south side of the lot; (2) installing stone 
retaining walls with a 2 foot wood picket 
fence on top, the total height of which will 
not exceed 4feet; and (3) replacing the 
paving on the front walkway with stone 
instead of concrete.   
 
APPLICABLE REGULATIONS  
 
From the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for Rehabilitation:  

 
(9)   New additions, exterior alterations, 

or related new construction shall 
not destroy historic materials that 
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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.  

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

Setting 

Recommended: Retaining the historic relationship between buildings and landscape 
features of the setting. For example, preserving the relationship between a town common 
and its adjacent historic houses, municipal buildings, historic roads, and landscape 
features. 

From the Ann Arbor Historic District Design Guidelines: 
 

Design Guidelines for Fencing and Walls 
 

Appropriate: Installing fences and walls that meet Chapter 104 of the Code of the City of 
Ann Arbor, and that are no higher than three (3) feet in the front yard and six (6) feet in 
the rear yard. 
 
Locating new fences and walls on lot and setback lines whenever possible. 
 
Using wood (picket or alternating board), wrought iron or metal (wrought iron style), or 
chain link (rear yards only) for fencing. 
 
Using brick or stone for new walls. Custom masonry products will be reviewed on a case-
by-case basis. 
 
Using hedges in place of fencing, and planting vegetation along fencing. 

 
STAFF FINDINGS 
 

1. The house’s situation on a corner lot shifts much of the usable yard to the two fronts 
along Second and West Madison Streets. The lot currently slopes down from Madison 
toward the house. Minor regrading and installing the stone retaining wall would result 
in a more usable yard space for kids, pets, and gardening.  

2. The new combination retaining wall and fence would not exceed 4’ tall. The base wall 
would be constructed of stone, with a wood picket-type fence on top.  Along Second 
Street, the wall would extend north 26’ from the face of the house, with a simple arbor 
over a wood gate. Extending south from the face of the house would be 18’ of wall 
and another gate. Along West Madison, the wall would be 65’ long with stone steps 
leading up to Madison. Along the driveway would be another 36’ of wall.  

3. Per the Ann Arbor Historic District Guidelines, custom masonry will be reviewed on a 
case by case basis. Staff believes that the design of the wall and fence is traditional, 
yet not typical for the Old West Side. In that respect, it blends well with the historic 
landscape, but is less likely to be mistaken for a historic feature of the lot.  The two-
part design (fence atop wall) should minimize the appearance of the height of the wall 
and fence because of the break in the center and shortened pickets.   

4. The walls are located appropriately on setback and property lines (with room for 
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vegetation in front along West Madison). 

5. Stone is a traditional walkway material, and replacing the concrete walk with stone is 
compatible and appropriate. There are still a few examples of historic stone front 
walks in the Old West Side Historic District.  

6. Staff recommends approval of the application since the size, scale, design, and 
materials of the proposed work are compatible with the historic character of the 
building and surrounding historic resources.  

 
POSSIBLE MOTIONS:  (Note that the motion supports staff findings and 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 issue a certificate of appropriateness for the application at 556 
Second Street, a contributing property in the Old West Side Historic District, to regrade a portion 
of the yard, install a stone wall with wood fence, and pave the front walk with stone, as 
proposed. The proposed work is compatible in exterior design, arrangement, texture, material 
and relationship to the surrounding resources and meets the Ann Arbor Historic District 
Guidelines for fencing and walls, and The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation 
and Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings, in particular standard 9 and the Guidelines 
for Setting.  
 
MOTION WORKSHEET:   
 
I move that the Commission 
 
 ____ Issue a Certificate of Appropriateness 
 
 ____ Deny the Application 
 
For the work at 556 Second Street in the Old West Side Ward Historic District 
 
 ____ As proposed. 
 
 ____ Provided the following condition(S) is (ARE) met: 1) 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) 1, 2, 3, 4, 
5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 
 
____ Is not generally compatible with the size, scale, massing and materials, and DOES 
NOT MEET the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation, standard(S) 
number(S) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 for the following reason(S):  1) REASON(s) 

 
ATTACHMENTS:  application, drawings. 
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556 Second (2008, pre-addition) 
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