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Historical Commission Meeting Minutes 
July 22, 2019 

              

Members present:  

Christian Busch, Melanie Piltch, Jason Lewis, Karen Nagel 

 

Members absent:  

Gerry Fisher, Bruce Gillespie, Michael James, Dave Weiss (alternate) 

 

Staff present:  

Greg Prichard, Dale Frens 

 

Mr. Busch brought the meeting to order at 4:05 p.m.  

 

2019-R-5 – 672 South Highland Avenue, Merion Station – Class 2 

 

This application was tabled in March. The applicant proposed to replace cedar siding with Cedar 

Impressions polymer siding, replace slate and asphalt roofing with synthetic slate, and replace 

aluminum gutters with copper gutters. Decorative diamond-shaped patterning of the wood siding 

was not proposed to be replicated, but some courses clad in half-round synthetic shingles were 

proposed to compensate. The Commission tabled the application, but the work proceeded without 

permits, including the removal of architectural details that were not discussed in March. The 

Commission is being asked by the Building & Planning Department to re-evaluate the application 

and recommend remedies. 

 

Mr. Prichard gave an overview of the issue. A roofing permit was also not obtained by the 

contractor before work began. He showed a drawing discovered after the March meeting showing 

the house as it appeared in 1890. At the time it exhibited many of the features that were removed. 

 

Mr. Frens said that the white scalloped shingles on the side gables are distracting, and he would 

suggest a single façade material and color rather than a transition to a roofing material at the bottom. 

The decorative railings and brackets should also be put back in place.  

 

The Commission was joined by Ken Foulke, a subcontractor for Skyline Roofing who worked on 
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this project. 

 

Ms. Piltch asked if the balcony railings were saved. Mr. Foulke said that this work was not within 

Skyline Roofing’s scope, and was done through an unassociated contractor. Skyline was responsible 

for roofing, siding, and copper. 

 

Mr. Busch discussed options for the treatment of the side gable facing the driveway. One option 

would be to use the synthetic slate over the whole surface, rather than just on the sloping end.  

 

Mr. Prichard noted that the opposite side gable is not visible so its prior and current appearance is 

not known. Mr. Foulke said that it is a mirror image of the driveway side gable.  

 

Other modifications were described. An eyebrow dormer on the rear roof was sheathed in copper. 

All eave rakes and window trim was capped with aluminum panning.  

 

Ms. Piltch noted that shutters do not appear to be present. Mr. Foulke said he believed all shutters 

remain on site. He also said that the carriage house was untouched. 

 

Mr. Busch made a motion recommending that the applicant return the original balcony 

railings, brackets, and ledges back to their original locations, return all shutters that had 

been removed prior to the most recent work, defer to the subcommittee for the final 

treatment of the gable end, and requests that the applicant provide additional information 

regarding colors for the synthetic slate. It is the intention of the Commission to re-establish 

a single material from eave-line to peak on the gable ends. Further, the Commission does 

not find the introduction of details including corner boards and panning on rakes, eaves, 

and trim to be compatible modifications, but does not recommend any action.  

 

2019-R-15 – 906 Old Lancaster Road, Bryn Mawr – Class 2 

 

Application to construct a rear porch with roof overhang. Application was tabled in May.  

 

The Commission was joined by property owners Mary Beth Hurtado and Eliot Lewis. 

 

Mr. Frens gave an overview of the project. He said that a drawing had been provided, as requested 

at the previous meeting. He noted that the porch deck is now shown as a concrete slab. No railings 

are proposed for the time being, and no steps are shown, so the applicant will return with those 

details in another application. He said that the modest scale of the addition, the gabled roof form 

repeating the roof form above, and the extent of replacing existing replacement materials at the rear 

of the building make the project appropriate under Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 9 and 10. 
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Mr. Lewis showed a revised drawing of the addition, scaled down proportionally to comply with 

zoning requirements. 

 

Ms. Hurtado asked the Commission’s advice about the doors on the new porch. Mr. Busch 

suggested using existing precedent of the house for inspiration and said that simpler options seemed 

to be most appropriate. Mr. Frens suggested that one door be fixed for the sake of simplicity.  

 

Mr. Busch made a motion to recommend a zero-day delay for the application as submitted, 

with the applicant to return with details of the steps and railings. The Commission does not 

recommend approval based on the fact that the materials are vinyl and metal panning, 

which the Commission does not approve.  

 

Seconded by Ms. Piltch, the motion carried. 

 

2019-D-3 – 1860 West Montgomery Avenue, Villanova – Clairemont/New Lower Merion 

Middle School – Class 2 

 

The demolition of the former Clairemont mansion is commencing, and as required by a Condition 

of Approval the Lower Merion School District returned to the Commission to present architectural 

elevations and renderings of the proposed new middle school. 

 

Mr. Frens commented that he was reminded of a quote about the Pennsylvania Convention Center 

in the 1990s: “How do you hide a whale in the center of the city? The answer is, you cover it with 

minnow wallpaper.” That building blended in by mimicking the forms of the buildings in the 

surrounding Chinatown neighborhood. In contrast, the proposed middle school has a bold exterior, 

and if the building were located within a historic district, more would have to be done to make the 

design more compatible with its context. He suggested some design changes: reduce the color 

contrast to downplay the monumentality of the exterior; develop a vocabulary of human-scale 

components, since middle school-age children are shorter than those who would occupy a college 

campus; and integrate a landscape plan that repeats neighborhood features including plantings and 

small-scale lighting fixtures.  

 

Mr. Prichard reviewed the Commission’s scope, since the historic resource on the site is being 

demolished.  

 

The Commission was joined by architects Scott Downie and Rich Quinn of Spiezle Group, attorney 

Fred Fromhold, Lower Merion School District Director of Operations James Lill, Jeremy Maziarz of 

Chester Valley Engineers, and Damion Spahr of Reynolds Construction.  
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Mr. Downie gave a visual presentation of the proposal, including site plans, renderings, and 

elevations. He described how stone material from the Clairemont property could be used for 

landscape elements in the new school property. The “large volume spaces” including the auditorium 

and gymnasium are on the front elevation of the building, and could be clad in translucent panels 

that would let indirect light into those spaces where needed. Some salvaged wood paneling from the 

Clairemont mansion could be applied to walls in public interior spaces. The main entrance would be 

the location for a mural. Wide-plank flooring would be installed as a wall finish in the public spaces 

and cafeteria. Sections of the site were shown to demonstrate how the new building would be 

positioned in relation to the existing mansion and to homes in the surrounding neighborhood. The 

new school would sit about 13 feet lower than the mansion due to re-grading.  

 

Mr. Frens asked if the new building would be LEED-certified. Mr. Downie replied that the School 

District is unsure but will be considering it.  

 

Mr. Frens asked about a stormwater feature at the entry to the site. Mr. Maziarz said it would be a 

stormwater basin. There will also be landscaping and the stone entrance pillars will remain. 

 

Ms. Piltch asked about the salvage of interior elements of the Clairemont mansion. Mr. Lill replied 

that many elements from the mansion are being re-used by the District and will be stored at a 

District facility. Mr. Spahr said that the contractors bidding for demolition have the opportunity to 

salvage and sell any elements they can remove. Ms. Piltch commented on the large volume of 

salvageable material, including large double-hung windows. 

 

Ms. Nagel asked how the salvaged wood would be used in the dining hall. Mr. Downie described 

how the wood would be utilized. Ms. Nagel asked about the mansion’s main staircase. Mr. Spahr 

said that the school does not have a use for it but it is likely to be removed for salvage by others. 

 

Ms. Piltch commented on the scale of the proposed school in comparison to surrounding homes in 

the residential neighborhood. She said that the scale of certain elements of the school appear to be 

quite large. Ms. Nagel said that it does not relate to the neighborhood at all. Ms. Piltch discussed 

other new school buildings, including the Haverford School and Shipley, and how they blend in with 

their surroundings. Mr. Lill replied that each neighborhood has a different context and siting, and 

that the Township does not have an educational zoning district at this point.  

 

Mr. Busch summarized the comments by reiterating that the school appears to be too large for the 

neighborhood in which it will be built. The Commission does not often have the opportunity to be 

architectural critics, and he said he is disappointed in what is proposed in terms of scale, material 

contrasts (including the use of dark brick), and massing. Mr. Downie said that he appreciated the 

feedback and said that the design of the building is still under development. 
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Mr. Busch made a statement: The Commission commends the applicant for the re-use of 

materials including wood flooring, decorative wood elements including paneling, fireplace 

surrounds, and exterior masonry elements, and further encourages any possible re-use and 

salvage. The Commission also commends the School District for the re-use of exterior 

elements, and always encourages re-use of historic materials and elements. The 

Commission reacted to the design elevations and would suggest further refinement to break 

down the scale of some of the larger elements, which seem to emphasize the vertical, and 

also consider changes to materials, which seem to accentuate the “larger” and “vertical” 

rather than the “smaller” and “horizontal.” Human-scale elements are lacking in the 

images presented.  

 

Seconded by Ms. Piltch, the statement was adopted by the Commission. 

 

2019-SD-4 – 112 Bryn Mawr Avenue, Bala Cynwyd – Class 2 

 

Application to subdivide a property, keeping the historic residence intact. This application was 

tabled in March, and the applicant returned with a revised site plan and details of the proposed new 

residence on the newly created lot. 

 

Mr. Frens gave an overview of the application. He said the revisions to the site plan addressed the 

concerns expressed by the Commission in March as far as the impact to the resource. 

 

The Commission was joined by architects Jack Burns and Chris Schrack of Jack Burns Architecture.  

 

Mr. Burns said that the lot lines were moved slightly since last presented. A two-story home is being 

designed for the vacant lot. The owner of the property intends to occupy the new home and rent the 

historic home. The driveway piers are proposed to remain. He described the design of the driveway 

and parking areas, as well as new plantings.  

 

Ms. Piltch said that the revised lot lines are an improvement. She also commented on the large size 

of the proposed home. Mr. Burns noted that the footprint contains a single-story attached garage, 

and the main section of the house is similar in size to the existing historic home.  

 

Mr. Busch agreed that the new site plan is an improvement. He said that the setting of the historic 

house is being maintained as best as it could be.  

 

The demolition of modern back stairs was also discussed.  

 

Mr. Busch made a motion to recommend approval of the subdivision and the location and 
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footprint of the new construction, and believes that its impact is relatively minor, as the 

viewshed from the street, including the piers, pedestrian entry path and vehicular entry path 

will remain the same, as well as the open area to the southeast is being maintained, and the 

new house being placed at the back of the lot. The relocation of the existing wood stair on 

the rear of the existing home is found to be acceptable.  

 

The motion carried. 

 

2019-R-18 – 513 Montgomery Avenue, Merion Station – Waldron Mercy Academy – 

Class 2 

 

Application to construct a walk-in cooler for the school’s kitchen, which would attach to the rear of 

the historic structure. In addition, a new HVAC system is proposed with screening that would 

directly impact the historic building.  

 

Mr. Frens gave an overview of the application. In his opinion, the work will be appropriate under 

Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 9 and 10.  

 

The Commission was joined by architect Mike O’Rourke of Godshall Kane O’Rourke Architects 

LLC, and Joan Barone of Waldron Mercy Academy. 

 

Mr. O’Rourke gave an overview of the proposed work. Screening for the HVAC system is proposed 

as stone with a cap, with a louvered area for access. He presented some material specifications.  

 

Mr. Busch said that the Commission’s main concern is any impact on the existing building. He asked 

several questions, some of which Mr. O’Rourke could not answer at this stage of the design process. 

 

Mr. Busch made a motion to recommend approval of the application as presented, with 

additional architectural elevations, details, and a dimensioned plan to be reviewed by a 

subcommittee. 

 

Seconded by Ms. Nagel, the motion carried. Mr. Busch, Ms. Piltch, and Mr. Lewis volunteered to 

serve on the subcommittee. 

 

 

The meeting adjourned at 6:18 p.m.  

Meeting minutes recorded by Greg Prichard, Historic Preservation Planner. 

Next Meeting: Monday, September 23, 2019, at 4:00 p.m.  


