5 June 2018
Planning Board
Town of Oak Bluffs
Oak Bluffs, MA
Re: Phillips Realty Trust Special Permit Application
Dear Board Members:
I am writing on behalf of the four owners of the historic Arcade Property at 31 Circuit Avenue, Oak Bluffs.
We would like to express our concern over the proposed replacement of the Phillips Hardware Building.
The application describes new construction that will include eight (8) apartments on the upper floors
rather than two or three (2-3), in direct contravention of 7.2.4. This makes the building extremely bulky.
Special permission is being sought under the new by-law, section 7.2, but the proposal seems to
contradict the objectives of that section. Specifically:
7.2.1.1 Purpose:
• Allow mixed use development in the B-1 zoning district in while maintaining the unique character of Oak
Bluffs by encouraging the preservation of existing buildings within the historic context and setting in which
they were established.
• Permit uses that promote and rehabilitation and conversion of existing building in a manner that
maintains the visual character of surrounding areas and reflects the architectural scale of existing
development within the district.
7.2.5.2 Historic:
• The design of new construction shall otherwise be in harmony with the existing neighborhood.
The proposed project is too large to be in harmony with the existing neighborhood, and it dramatically
changes the context and setting of the Arcade Building, which is listed on the National Register of Historic
Places.
Background:
We purchased the Arcade Building in 1980 and engaged in a 10-year rehabilitation process to uncover
and repair the remaining historic fabric of the building, replace missing components with faithful copies,
and modernize interiors and ancillary exterior components to allow the building to remain in active and
effective use. We succeeded in placing the building on the Department of the Interior’s National Register
of historic properties, reflecting its status as a cultural resource of importance to the town and the nation.
The original, ornamental timber detail on the building is very expensive to maintain. The historic fabric of
the building shell does not easily admit year-round occupancy of the upper floors. Consequently, the
economics of this preservation effort depend a great deal on the weekly rental of the apartments on the
upper floor to seasonal visitors who enjoy the opportunity to come to the island without the need for a car.
The amenities of these apartments that make them successful include the outdoor porches and decks
that overlook the activity of Circuit Avenue and offer views to Ocean Park and Nantucket Sound over and
between the buildings on the opposite side of the street.
The proposed changes to the Phillips Hardware property will have dramatic impacts on the streetscape
and the context of our nationally listed building, and we urge a thorough and careful study of those
impacts before a special permit is granted.

Concerns Regarding the Proposed Building Volume:
The historic street view (Slide #9 in the MVC-DRI file for Phillips Hardware) shows two buildings of
relatively modest upper story volume on the site in question. Their contribution to the rhythm, scale and
character of the street is unmistakable. The proposal under review calls for a very large, single upper
volume that will be monolithic in its impact despite the variations along the principal façade. While other
sites on the street did once feature large, unified buildings, this site did not. The sites on either side of
Healy Way were the most prominent on the street (slide #8) but their impact was mitigated by the open
public vista between them. Further south, along Circuit Avenue there are differentiated volumes of two
stories in height that establish the present scale and character of the street.
We would urge that the upper volumes of the Phillips building be evaluated in terms of their potential to
loom over the street space. If indeed the zoning limits development to three apartments, we would urge
that the intent of that limitation be reviewed carefully. The plans provided show a symmetrical doubling of
the remaining historic building volume, with a thick cross-bar filling in between them to the maximum
allowable height for the district.
The submitted plans indicate property lines that do not match the deeded dimensions included in the
application. Will the setback requirements at the street front be met? The Building sections indicate that
the third floor will have ceiling heights that reach 11’-2”, while that very same unit plan below them with
have ceilings at 7’-11”. The latter is low for such unusually large rooms, but the former is very high. A
decision seems to have been made to lift all of the center part of the building up to the maximum
allowable height regardless of the realistic needs of the interior. It is unclear whether the parking and
loading area requirements of Sections 5.1 and 5.2 need to be addressed.
Much more carefully differentiated upper volumes are possible if the design target were to remain at three
units, or even four units. There could be private outdoor space provided in the form of roof terraces that
would help to mitigate the massiveness of the structure. The special permit application references
sections 7.2.5 and 7.2.6. These are only generally governing sections. It is notable that the section that
seems to apply here 7.2.4 (teardown and rebuild) specifically mandates even a smaller number of
apartment units than 7.2.3 (conversion of existing building). Section 7.2.4 is not referenced in the
application. It also appears that the application was not reviewed by the building/zoning inspector and
there is no notation of the applicable sections of the bylaws. The Arcade Building offers three apartments
with a total of six double occupancy bedrooms within a volume that is a tiny fraction of that proposed for
the Phillips site. Our third floor occupies only one third of the area found on the second.
Opportunities for Historic Preservation.
So much of the true historic fabric of Cottage City/Oak Bluffs has been lost! As parties interested in the
preservation of that fabric, we urge that every opportunity be fully explored before approving plans for
further demolition. However well intentioned, modern replicas do not maintain the cultural significance of
the original material. The letter from the applicant states, “It is our hope to return the building to the way it
looked as The Oakwood.” Why not look into that? It is the smaller, second building on the site that carries
the name “Oakwood” in the historic photos. Mirroring the first building within a vastly larger overall
envelope does not return it to its historic position within the context of the street.
Coordination with Other Community Objectives:
Redevelopment of the Phillips Hardware property represents an opportunity to advance other community
objectives such as the Circuit Avenue Streetscape study. The proposal includes such things as an offstreet address for the upper level apartments, while the exit door for the fire escape stair is on the street.
Is this compatible with the design objectives for a living street? It is difficult to tell without a street section
drawing how the position of upper story volume compares to that of the historic structure, or to the
recurring pattern up and down the avenue. If there is to be space for occupied porches overlooking the
life of the street, and a mature tree canopy within the street, the location (setback) of the primary building
volume is critical to these community interests.

Summary:
For a period approaching 40 years we have been committed to the preservation of the landmark
commercial structure on Circuit Avenue. We believe in central Oak Bluffs as a high density, pedestrian
oriented community that offers an alternative to car dependent living. We believe in a full service
commercial core that includes practical necessities such as a hardware store, grocery store and post
office. We also believe that eternal vigilance is needed to protect the scale and character of Circuit
Avenue and preserve the landmark buildings that remain within it. If the Phillips building is built as drawn,
the citizens will be shocked by how big it is. The two tallest buildings on the upper part of circuit avenue
(Arcade and Phillips) will face off against each other, creating a canyon that is not consistent with the,
“architectural scale of existing development within the district.”
To be clear, we support the effort to rehabilitate, or replace, if necessary, the existing structure and to
provide reasonable additional housing. However, it is the size and bulk of the building proposed for the
Phillips Hardware site will adversely impact the essential qualities of the street and the district. Any claim
that constructing a more modest building is not economically feasible, needs to be thoroughly scrutinized
and furthermore, is not a ground for issuing a special permit. Once the building is constructed it will be too
late to reassess any decision that fails to address the concerns expressed here. The planning board is
really the only entity that has the responsibility, experience, obligation, and authority to thoughtfully
analyze the proposal …in a manner that maintains the visual character of surrounding areas and reflects
the architectural scale of existing development…. (Reg 7.2.1.1) It would be truly unfortunate if this project,
as proposed, became the role model for other outsize building projects on the street. We believe that
with a thoughtful process of development those negative impacts can be greatly mitigated. We urge the
Planning Board to review this proposed project carefully and to open a dialogue with community
stakeholders that will move us toward a mutually beneficial synthesis.
Sincerely,

Donald B. Corner
Registered Architect, State of Massachusetts
ACSA Distinguished Professor of Architect, University of Oregon
Co-owners: Laurence E. Hardoon, Patricia M. Quinn, Jenny E. Young

Arcade Building: condition at time of purchase in 1980

Arcade Building: view discovered after uncovering the third floor façade.

