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ANN ARBOR HISTORIC DISTRICT COMMISSION 
 

Staff Report 
 

ADDRESS:  1550 Washtenaw Avenue, Application Number HDC18-077 
 
DISTRICT:  Washtenaw/Hill Historic District  
 
REPORT DATE: May 10, 2018 

 
REPORT PREPARED BY: Jill Thacher, Historic Preservation Coordinator 
 
REVIEW COMMITTEE DATE:   May 7, 2018 
 

OWNER    APPLICANT   
 

Name: Zeta Tau Alpha  Gray Design Group 
 Leah Ozment, Director  Tobias Heddinghaus   
Address:  1550 Washtenaw  9 Sunnen Drive, Suite 110 
  Ann Arbor, MI 48104  St. Louis, MO 63143 
Phone:   (734) 369-2733  (314) 452-4175    
  
BACKGROUND: This grand Tudor, nestled in a deep setback off Washtenaw near “the Rock”, 
was built in 1921 by the Phi Kappa Psi fraternity. Three pairs of brick pillars line the driveway 
and feature the Greek Letters of the fraternity and the initials of law Professor Jerome C. 
Knowlton who lived next door. It was purchased in 1971 by the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority, who 
received a preservation award from the Historic District Commission in 2013.  
 
LOCATION: The site is located on the northwest corner of Washtenaw Avenue and Hill Street.  
 
APPLICATION:  The applicant seeks HDC approval to: construct a rear addition, covered 
bicycle parking, a dumpster enclosure; reconfigure an existing parking lot; construct a new five-
space parking lot; add a service door and stair on 
the north elevation of the existing house; and 
expand the front entry stoop to accommodate a 
new barrier-free path from the rear parking lot to 
the front door.   
 
APPLICABLE REGULATIONS  
 
From the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 
for Rehabilitation: 
 

(1)  A property will be used as it was 
historically or be given a new use that 
requires minimal change to its distinctive 
materials, features, spaces, and spatial 
relationships. 

 
(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 
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characterize a property will be avoided. 

(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 will be undertaken in such a 
manner that, if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic 
property will be unimpaired. 

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

 
Additions/Alterations for the New Use 
 
Recommended: Designing new onsite parking, loading docks, or ramps when required by the 
new use so that they are as unobtrusive as possible and assure the preservation of historic 
relationship between the building or buildings and the landscape. 
 
Designing new exterior additions to historic buildings or adjacent new construction which is 
compatible with the historic character of the site and which preserves the historic relationship 
between the building or buildings and the landscape. 
 
Not Recommended: Locating any new construction on the building site where important 
landscape features will be damaged or destroyed, for example, removing a lawn and walkway 
and installing a parking lot. 
 
Introducing new construction onto the building site which is visually incompatible in terms of 
size, scale, design, materials, color, and texture; which destroys historic relationships on the 
site; or which damages or destroys important landscape features. 
 
Building Site 
 
Recommended: Retaining the historic relationship between buildings, landscape features, and 
open space.  
 
Identifying, retaining, and preserving buildings and their features as well as features of the site 
that are important in defining its overall historic character. 
 
Not Recommended: Introducing new construction onto the building site which is visually 
incompatible in terms of size, scale, design, materials, color and texture or which destroys 
historic relationships on the site.  
 
District or Neighborhood Setting     
 
Recommended: Identifying, retaining, and preserving buildings, and streetscape, and landscape 
features which are important in defining the overall historic character of the district or 
neighborhood. Such features can include streets, alleys, paving, walkways, street lights, signs, 
benches, parks and gardens, and trees. 
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Not Recommended: Destroying streetscape and landscape features by widening existing 
streets, changing paving material, or introducing inappropriately located new streets or parking 
lots. 
 
New 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.  

 
Designing new additions in a manner that makes clear what is historic and what is new. 

 
Locating the attached exterior addition at the rear or on an in-conspicuous side of a historic 
building; and limiting its size and scale in relationship to the historic building.  
 
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. In either case, it should 
always be clearly differentiated from the historic building and be compatible in terms of mass, 
materials, relationship of solids to voids, and color.  
 
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. 
 
From the Ann Arbor Historic District Design Guidelines (other Ann Arbor guidelines may 
also apply): 

 
Guidelines for All Additions 
 
Appropriate: 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 should 
exceed neither half of the original building’s footprint nor half of the original building’s total floor 
area. 
 

Landscape Features 
 
Appropriate: Retaining and maintaining mature trees, hedges, and other historic plantings.  
 
Retaining historic relationships between buildings, landscape features, and open spaces. 
 
Not Appropriate: Removing mature trees, hedges, and other historic landscaping. 
 
Introducing a new landscape feature of plant material that is visually incompatible with the site 
or destroys site patterns or vistas.   
 
Paved Areas 
 
Appropriate: Installing new parking areas, which are compatible with the scale, proportion of 
yard area, and characteristics of the historic district, behind buildings.  
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Not Appropriate: Installing or enlarging parking areas in front of buildings.  
 
Installing driveways or parking areas that are too wide or large for the building site and are out 
of character for the district.  

 
STAFF FINDINGS 
 

1. The Zeta Tau Alpha sorority has been a great steward of this house since 1971.  In staff’s 
eleven years working with the Historic District Commission, ZTA has consistently made 
inquiries about the appropriateness of work to be done on site and how to best meet the 
city’s historic preservation goals, and then carried out the work in an appropriate manner.  
 

2. Addition. The proposed 455 square foot addition is 14’4” by 31’9”. The area where it is 
proposed is currently a brick-walled service entrance and mechanical area. The addition 
is brick and contains a new kitchen over a basement. A rear service door and several 
windows would be replaced by the addition. Mechanical equipment would be relocated to 
the roof of the addition. Windows are proposed facing the back, with 15 lite casement 
windows in a mullioned group of three and another group of four. The windows are 
compatible with the existing rear divided-lite windows of the house. Staff did not find 
window materials specified, but wood or aluminum clad wood would be appropriate, with 
true divided lites or applied muntins inside and out. Staff believes the addition is 
compatible and appropriate.  
 

3. North Service Door. A new steel door in a new opening has a brick base and steel 
handrail. The door allows deliveries and entrance directly into the kitchen. The location is 
appropriate, and the work does not compromise historic architectural features of the 
house.  
 

4. Parking Areas. There are seven parking spaces on the circular drive in front of the house 
that would remain unchanged. Currently, parking for 18 cars in the rear lot is configured 
to maximize car storage but doesn’t meet city codes for aisle width and access. Sixteen 
parking spaces are proposed: to bring the parking into compliance, the lot will be 
reconfigured with ten 90 degree parking spaces and a small amount of new pavement on 
the north side for one accessible parking space, plus five new parking spaces that are 
proposed along the entrance drive that is shared between ZTA and Chi Phi to the north.  
 
The location of the five new parking spaces meets zoning requirements. Normally, 
parking is not allowed between the front of the building and the street, but since ZTA has 
two fronts, they are allowed to put parking in one of the fronts but set back a minimum of 
25’. No trees are proposed to be removed, though one 31” oak will have a substantial 
increase in paved surface surrounding it.  
 
Twelve class B bicycle parking spaces will be required by code. Two small roofed 
structures, each with three bicycle hoops, are proposed behind the building. The 
structures are a minimalist design and should not distract from the historic house. The 
structures will be approximately 13’ wide (to allow 2’ per bike plus the eave) and 8’6” 
deep. A dumpster enclosure will formalize the site’s solid waste collection area.  
 
Staff believes the changes to the existing parking area are appropriate. Staff has 
concerns about the addition of five spaces along the entry drive. The potential for 
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additional parking is extremely limited because of the lot’s kite-shape and double street 
frontage. Of the possible locations for expanded parking, this one impacts the fewest 
historic trees and viewsheds of the building from Washtenaw, but is quite close (25’) to 
the public sidewalk. Staff’s biggest concerns are about the three spaces closest to 
Washtenaw: whether they are visually incompatible when viewed from Washtenaw, and 
the alteration of historic relationships on the site by parking cars in a very visible location 
that has historically been lawn.  
 

5. Accessible Walk/Entry. The walkway from the driveway on Washtenaw Avenue to the 
rear parking lot is proposed to be rerouted and extended around the north end of the 
house to the front door. The front door stoop currently consists of two shallow steps up 
into the house from a patio reached by three steps up. A new 9’ by 9’ brick paver stoop 
would eliminate the step up, and the new accessible route would give stair-free path from 
the rear parking area to the front door. The maximum height of the new stoop from the 
current grade is 14” (the height of two stair risers), though on the drawings it appears 
lower. This work is compatible and appropriate.  

 
6. The project will require an approved site plan and special exception use. That process 

will be undertaken if a certificate or appropriateness is granted by the HDC.  
 
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 
1550 Washtenaw Avenue, a contributing property in the Washtenaw/Hill Historic District, 
to: construct a rear addition, covered bicycle parking, and a dumpster enclosure; 
reconfigure an existing parking lot; construct a new five-space parking lot; add a service 
door and stair on the north elevation of the existing house; and expand the front entry 
stoop to accommodate a new barrier-free path from the rear parking lot to the front door.                           
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 all additions, landscape features, and paved areas, and The Secretary of 
the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation, in particular standards 1, 2, 9, and 10, and the 
guidelines for additions/alterations for the new use, building site, district or neighborhood 
setting, and new additions.   

 
MOTION WORKSHEET:   
 
I move that the Commission issue a Certificate of Appropriateness for the work at 1550 
Washtenaw Avenue in the Washtenaw/Hill 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, description of work, photos, drawings. 
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The underground utilities shown have been located from field survey information and existing records. The surveyor makes no guarantees that the underground utilities shown comprise all such utilities in the area, either in-service or abandoned. The surveyor further does not warrant that the underground utilities shown are in the exact location indicated. Although the surveyor does certify that they are located as accurately as possible from the information available.
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CIVIL NOTES FOR THE HISTORIC DISTRICT COMMISSION: 1. PARKING ON THE EAST SIDE OF THE BUILDING IS STRIPED PARKING ON THE EAST SIDE OF THE BUILDING IS STRIPED FOR 7 AND WILL REMAIN AT 7. 2. EXISTING PARKING WEST OF THE BUILDING HAS 18 STRIPED EXISTING PARKING WEST OF THE BUILDING HAS 18 STRIPED PARKING SPACES. THE PROPOSED PLAN HAS 16, INCLUDING ONE BARRIER FREE SPACE. 3. ADJACENT HYDRANTS ARE SHOWN ON THE PLAN, WITH A ADJACENT HYDRANTS ARE SHOWN ON THE PLAN, WITH A 250-FOOT RADIUS COVERAGE SHOWN.  THE PROPOSED ADDITION IS COVERED UNDER A 300-FOOT RADIUS. 4. ONLY ONE TREE IS PLANNED TO BE REMOVED, TREE 404, A ONLY ONE TREE IS PLANNED TO BE REMOVED, TREE 404, A 19" CATALPA WHICH IS INVASIVE. 5. TWO LANDMARK TREES ARE WITHIN 10 FEET OF TWO LANDMARK TREES ARE WITHIN 10 FEET OF CONSTRUCTION.  THESE TREES WILL NOT BE REMOVED, BUT WILL BE MITIGATED FOR. THESE TREES ARE 401, A 31" RED OAK, AND 403, A 25" BLACK OAK. THESE ARE BOTH LOCATED ON THE EAST SIDE OF THE DRIVEWAY OFF WASHTENAW AVE., AND ARE ALREADY BEING IMPACTED BY THE DRIVEWAY AND ADJACENT PARKING. 6. STORMWATER MANAGEMENT IS PROPOSED TO BE STORMWATER MANAGEMENT IS PROPOSED TO BE UNDERGROUND, WITHIN THE NEW PARKING AREA. 7. MASONRY REFUSE ENCLOSURE WILL BE CONSTRUCTED PER MASONRY REFUSE ENCLOSURE WILL BE CONSTRUCTED PER CITY OF ANN ARBOR STANDARDS. 8. FURTHER DETAIL WILL BE PROVIDED FOR THE SITE PLAN FURTHER DETAIL WILL BE PROVIDED FOR THE SITE PLAN SUBMITTAL.


