
GOVERNMENT OF THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA
DEPARTMENT OF CONSUMER AND REGULATORY AFFAIRS

614 H STREET, N.W.
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20001

}
IN THE MATTER OF: }

}
SQUARE 456, OLD HECHT COMPANY }
DEPARTMENT STORE COMPLEX }

}
Applications for Partial Demolition Permits }
501-507,511,513,515 and 517 7th Street, N.W. }
626 F Street, N.W. }

}
and }

}
Conceptual Applications for Alterations and }
New Construction }
501-507 7th Street, N.W., }
626 F Street, N.W., and 625-627 E Street, N.W. }

}

HPANos.95-440-448

DECISION AND ORDER

The hearing before the Mayor’s Agent for Historic Preservation was held on
December 4, 1995. Present and testifying at the hearing were Norman M. Glasgow,
Jr., Esq., of Wilkes, Artis, Hedrick & Lane, Chartered, representing Square 456
Associates (the “Applicant”); Christopher Reutershan (project manager), Emily Eig
(architectural historian), Colden Florance, FAIA (project architect), Mary Oehrlein,
FAIA (preservation architect), and Anne Adams (architectural historian), witnesses
for the Applicant; Richard Busch, Administrator of the D.C. Preservation League
(DCPL), speaking in support of the applications; and Cornish Hitchcock, Esq., on
behalf of the Committee of 100 on the Federal City (Committee), a party in support
of the applications.



BACKGROUND

This matter came before the Mayor’s Agent for D.C. Law 2-144, the Historic
Landmark and Historic District Protection Act of 1978, D.C. Code Ann. § 5-1001 et
seq. (1994 Repl.) (“the Act”), on December 4, 1995, based on applications for
partial demolition of the buildings located at 501-507, 511, 513, 515 and 517 7th
Street, N.W., and 626 F Street, N.W., in Square 456, the site of the former Hecht
Company Department Store complex. Pursuant to sections 5-1002 and 5-1004 of the
Act, Square 456 Associates, the Applicant in this proceeding, requested that the
Mayor’s Agent find the applications necessary in the public interest in order to
construct a project of special merit as defined under the Act.

The project, which includes the former Hecht Department Store building, calls for
partial demolition of six buildings on the site, restoration of historic facades, and
alterations and new construction behind the facades. The Historic Preservation
Review Board reviewed the demolition applications and a conceptional design review
for the project at its meeting of October 26, 1995, and adopted the Historic
Preservation Division staff recommendation for approval as a project of special merit.
The Concept Applications for Alterations and New Construction were not before the

Mayor’s Agent.

Pursuant to D.C. Code § 5-1004, before the Mayor may issue a permit to demolish or
partially demolish buildings that contribute to the character of an historic district, the
Mayor must find that the demolition is necessary in the public interest because it is either
consistent with the purposes of the preservation law or necessary to allow for the
construction of a project of special merit, or that failure to issue a permit will result in
unreasonable economic hardships to the owner. ‘The Applicant claims that the proposed
demolitions are necessary in the public interest in order to construct a project of special
merit. Specifically, the project, which contains a mix of uses including office use, has
significant benefits to the District of Columbia by virtue of its substantial and exemplary
preservation component, substantial housing component which could serve as a catalyst
for future private-sector housing development in the area, and arts and retail uses which
constitute “specific features of land planning and other social benefits having a high
priority for community services.” D.C. Code § 5-1002(11).

There were no parties or persons in opposition to the applications. The D.C. Office of
Planning filed a letter in support of the applications.
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Preliminary Issues

At the commencement of the hearing, the Applicant requested leave to file its
statement after the 20-day requirement under 10 DCMR 2516.3 (1994) due to the
temporary closure of the D.C. government. The Mayor’s Agent granted the request
and accepted the statement into the record.

FINDINGS OF FACT

1. The Applicant is the owner of Lots 857,867 and 34 in Square 456, premise
addresses 501-507, 511, 513, 515, and 517 7th Street, N.W., and 626 F Street, N.W.
The Applicant is the contract purchaser of the building at 625-627 E Street, N.W.
(Tr. 18.) Christopher Reutershan, President of Christopher Reutershan and
Associates, development consultant to Square 456 Associates, testified that the
Equitable Life Assurance Society of the United States (the “Equitable”) is the
managing general partner of the Applicant. Mr. Reutershan submitted Equitable’s
audited financial statement for the year ending December 31, 1994, indicating total
assets in excess of $94 billion. Mr. Reutershan testified that based on these assets,
the Applicant has the financial capability to complete the project (Tr. 19-20).

2. The buildings at 501-507, 511, 513, 515, and 517 7th Street, N.W., 626 F Street,
N.W., and 625-627 E Street, N.W., are located within the boundaries of the
Downtown Historic District, which is listed in the D.C. Inventory of Historic Sites
and eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places. (Applicant’s
Prehearing Statement, November 20, 1995 (“App. Stmt.“), 1.) The buildings
contribute to the character of the historic district. None of the buildings is
individually listed in the D.C. Inventory of Historic Sites or the National Register of
Historic Places and none of their interiors is protected under the Act. (App. Stmt.,
5.)

3. The Applicant plans to redevelop the historic buildings by constructing a new
eight- and nine-story commercial building on the site comprised of housing, offices
and retail space. The project will retain the majority of the building at 626 F Street,
N.W., and the historic facades of the structures at 501-507, 511, 513, 515, and 517
7th Street, N.W.
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4. The rehabilitation of the building at 625-627 E Street, N.W., will include an
addition to the rear of 627 E Street, N.W., and above a portion of 625 E Street, N.W.
625-627 E Street, N.W., consists of what were originally two separate buildings,
constructed at different times by different owners. At this time, the two
structures are connected internally, function as a single building, and stand on a single
lot. (App. Stmt., 1-2.)

5. Architectural historian Emily Eig testified that she had conducted extensive
research on the historic buildings consistent with accepted practices in her profession.
Her research assisted the architects in understanding the historical and architectural
significance of the buildings and in developing an appropriate period of significance
to guide the restoration efforts that are a major part of this redevelopment project.
(Mayor’s Agent Hearing Transcript, December 4, 1995 (“Tr."), Tr. 22-23.)

6. The 500 block of 7th Street, N.W., is an important block along 7th Street and in
the Downtown Historic District. (App. Stmt., 7.) In its decision designating this
historic district, the Joint Committee on Landmarks noted that the 500 block of
Seventh Street consists of an “interrelated group of compatible commercial buildings”
that “complement each other though designed in a variety of styles.” The decision
further highlights the “finely articulated, rhythmic facades” of these buildings (App.
Stmt., Exh. 6, 6-7). There is no mention of any significant interior space.

7. The Hecht Company Department Store had a significant impact on the
development of this block in the Historic District. (Tr. 23-25; 28; 32.) The largest
and most prominent of the buildings in this block is the 1924 Hecht Company
Addition. (Tr. 32; App. Stmt., 6.) Designed by Jarvis Hunt, the nationally prominent
department store architect, the building is a dominant, visual landmark in the area.
Its white, highly articulated terra cotta facades demands attention as it anchors the
north end of the block. (App. Stmt., 6; Tr. 32-33.) Currently vacant, the building
suffers from neglect. (Tr. 32.) The building retains its significant exterior
architectural characteristics, including its terra cotta facades, and some significant
interior features. The clock from 1924 remains in place. (Tr. 32-33.)

8. The earliest buildings in the block occupied by the Hecht Company were 513 and
515 7th Street, N. W. (Tr. 23.) Originally constructed as speculative buildings, they
were converted for department store use and the wall between them removed. (Tr.
24.) A third building, constructed in 1903 at 517 7th Street, NW., was structurally
linked with the -others. The Hecht Company also expanded southward to 511 7th
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Street, N.W., which was originally built for the German American Insurance
Company. In 1924, these buildings became part of the large terra cotta addition
constructed at the comer of 7th and F Streets, N.W. (Tr. 24-25.) During the 1950s,
the original appearance of the buildings was extensively altered, primarily at the
street level, as part of a modernization project. (Tr. 25.)

9. The building known as the Murray Building at 501-507 7th Street, N.W., was
constructed in 1868 as an office building. (App. Stmt., 6; Tr. 25-26.) In 1909, the
facades of the Murray Building were extensively altered in accordance with plans
prepared by Appleton P. Clark, Jr. One of the leading local architects of his day,
Clark changed the building from a Second Empire mansard-roofed structure to a more
classically inspired expression of the early twentieth-century architectural aesthetic.
(App. Stmt., 6.) In 1926, portions of the first floor were altered on the interior and
exterior, including the relocation of the main entrance and reconfiguration of the
storefronts, to accommodate a bank. (Tr. 26.) The building was again extensively
altered during the 1950s and 1970s. (Tr. 31.)

10. The two structures which comprise the single building at 625-627 E Street,
N.W., known as the Insect Club, the name of the current tenant, date from the mid-
nineteenth century. (Tr. 27.) Originally constructed as separate buildings, the
structures are now joined on the interior and function as one building. The street
facades have also been extensively altered over the years. (Tr. 27.) No partial
demolition permit application has been submitted for these addresses. (Tr. 27.) The
alterations and additions proposed for the Insect Club are part of the conceptual
design scheme approved by the HPRB. (Tr. 27.)

11. Ms. Eig testified that the proposed partial demolitions will allow for the
construction of a project that will greatly enhance the block through the restoration
of the facades of the buildings to their historic 1924 appearances. (Tr. 33-34.)
The Murray Building facade will be restored to its 1909 appearance, based upon
archival drawings. This facade restoration presents a unique opportunity since
few storefronts from the period survive and it is unusual to locate drawings which
provide the level of detail required for such restoration work. (Tr. 29, 34.) The
pedestrian and retail-oriented character of 7th Street, N.W., will be restored and
enhanced. As a result, the Historic District as a whole will benefit, both
historically and architecturally. (Tr. 33, 34; App. Stmt., 7.)
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12. Colden Florance, the project architect, reiterated the conclusions of Ms. Eig
that, due to extensive interior demolition, floor realignments, and new structural’
systems, with the exception of the 1924 Hecht Company Addition, the only
remaining historic elements of the rest of the buildings are their facades. (Tr. 37.)

13. Mr. Florance testified that the proposed redevelopment project is a model of
adaptive reuse. (Tr. 36.) He stated that the partial demolition contemplated for the
1924 Hecht Company Addition entails the removal of the existing escalators, the
elevator bay, stairs, and other interior fabric that is not significant. The entrance
vestibule and interior columns on the first floor, which help define the historic
character of the building, will be retained. (Tr. 43.)

14. Mr. Florance testified that all but the facades of the buildings at 511-517 7th
Street, N.W., will be demolished. Part of the buildings had been demolished already
after being condemned as dangerous. None of the fabric being removed is either
original to the buildings or has any historic significance. (Tr. 43-44.)

15. Mr. Florance stated that the new construction contemplated for the site will
include approximately 200,000 square feet of office space in the 1924 Hecht
Company Addition, and above and behind the buildings at 511-517 7th Street, N.W.
(Tr. 37.) The ground floor, throughout the project, will be devoted to retail, with a
concentration of arts retail. Approximately 55,000 square feet of residential space
will be constructed on the site, with the majority located behind and above the
facades of the Murray Building at 501-507 7th Street, N.W. (Tr. 39.) Mr. Florance
stated that it is necessary to remove the interior structure of the Murray Building,
which has no historic fabric remaining, in order to meet building and fire safety codes
for residential buildings. (Tr. 45.)

16. Mr. Florance testified that the interior of 625-627 E Street, N.W., will also be
altered and additions will be constructed at the rear of the building and above part of
625 E Street, N.W. The rehabilitated building will include a portion of the project’s
residential component. (Tr. 39, 40.)

17. Mr. Florance concluded by stating that the proposed redevelopment project
fulfills the city’s goals for a living downtown, meets the objectives of the
Comprehensive Plan, and complements the priorities of the Pennsylvania Avenue
Development Corporation. (Tr. 49.)
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18. Mary Oehrlein, the project’s preservation architect, testified that the preservation
component of the redevelopment scheme is a significant element of the special merit
project. (Tr. 63.) Ms. Oehrlein stated that archival research and photographic
documentation will be conducted to standards used by the Historic American
Building Survey prior to commencement of any construction. (Tr. 51.) Additionally,
she stated that the restoration and rehabilitation work for the retained portions of the
buildings will be based on this documentation and will be performed in accordance
with the Secretary of Interior’s Standards. (Tr. 51.) Ms. Oehrlein reviewed in detail
the exact level of restoration and rehabilitation contemplated for each of the historic
buildings and facades. (Tr. 51-63.)

19. Anne Adams, architectural historian, testified that the proposed redevelopment
project is one of special merit by virtue of its significant preservation component and
its specific features of land planning and social benefits that are a priority for the city.
These planning and social benefits include historic preservation, housing, arts and
retail uses that are part of a single, coordinated project. (Tr. 63-64.)

20. Ms. Adams stated that this block of 7th Street, N.W., is a critical component of
the 7th Street commercial corridor and the Downtown Historic-District by virtue of
its various design and architectural features. In particular, she stated that the 1924
terra cotta addition to the Hecht Company Department Store is not only important to
the collection of historic buildings on the block, but is also a major visual landmark in
the broader downtown community. (Tr. 65.)

21. Ms. Adams testified that the proposed redevelopment project will return this 7th
Street block to its appearance in 1924, the most appropriate period of significance for
this portion of the Downtown Historic District. It will strengthen the pedestrian and
retail oriented nature of 7th Street, and enhance the public’s understanding of the
Historic District. (Tr. 65.) The preservation, restoration and enhancement of the
facades in the Historic District constitute a significant benefit having a high priority
for the city. (Tr. 67.)

22. Ms. Adams testified that the special features of land planning which constitute
special merit relate to the housing component of the project. She stated that the
housing exceeds that which is required under the zoning regulations and sets an
exemplary standard for housing in the downtown area. (Tr. 68; Mr. Florance, Tr.
39.) Further, it will serve as a catalyst for achieving the goals of a living downtown
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by producing a critical mass of housing in the area, which is a high priority for the
city under the Downtown Plan.

23. Ms. Adams further stated that this project will serve as an important link
between the housing advocated by the Comprehensive Plan in the Mr. Vernon Square
and Chinatown areas, and existing housing along 7th Street and Pennsylvania
Avenue. Additionally, Ms. Adams noted that no public funds will be expended to
generate the residential component of the project. (Tr. 68, 69.)

24. Ms. Adams also stated that the project includes arts and retail uses which further
contribute to the “living downtown” contemplated under the Comprehensive Plan.
(Tr. 69.)

25. Ms. Adams testified that the partial demolition of the six historic buildings is
necessary to achieve the significant special merit benefits of this large project. (Tr.
64.)

26. Richard Busch, representing the D.C. Preservation League, testified in support of
the partial demolition applications associated with the redevelopment project. (Tr.
71, 72.)

27. Cornish Hitchcock, representing the Committee of 100 on the Federal City, also
testified in support of the redevelopment project and its proposed partial demolitions
because the project meets the test of special merit based on a significant preservation
component in the proposed project, on the very broad and unified proposal to
enhance and strengthen the entire city block and streetscape along 7th Street, and on
the project’s housing component which will link the existing and planned housing
from Market Square to Chinatown and Mount Vernon Square. (Tr. 77, 78.) Mr.
Hitchcock emphasized that the special merit found in the housing component was not
based on numbers of units or percentages, but rather on the benefits to the
neighborhood and the role of the housing as a catalyst in advancing the District of
Columbia’s goal of residential housing in the area. (Tr. 78, 81.) He added that the
Committee was supporting the revised proposal under the terms of a compromise
with the Applicant which will resolve pending litigation over the earlier Mayor’s
Agent’s decision involving this site. (Tr. 74, 76.)

28. By letter dated November 13, 1995, the Office of Planning (OP) stated its
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support for the Applicant’s requested partial demolition permits in order to construct a
project of special merit at the proposed site. OP noted that this project is one of
special merit due to its various elements which further the Downtown Plan and its
objectives of providing arts, retail and housing, along with office use. OP further
stated that it views this project as a potential catalyst to spur other private sector
residential development in the area of the Penn Quarter neighborhood.

CONCLUSIONS OF LAW

Based on the Record as established before the Mayor’s Agent, the following
conclusions of law are made:

Jurisdiction

29. D.C. Code §5-l004 sets forth the Mayor’s authority (which has been
delegated to the Mayor’s Agent) and procedures with respect to issuing demolition
permits.

30. Before the Mayor may issue a permit to demolish an historic landmark or a
building or structure in an historic district, the Mayor shall review the permit
application in accordance with D.C. Code §5-1004 which provides in pertinent
part that the “Mayor shall after a public hearing, make the finding required by
subsection (e) of this section . . . . ” D.C. Code §5-1004(c). DC. Code §5-1004(e)
states that “[n]o permit shall be issued unless the Mayor finds that issuance of the
permit is necessary in the public interest.. . . ”

31. Administrative Issuance Number 2-Delegation-54G, dated July 6, 1995,
delegates the authority to conduct hearings as the Mayor’s Agent for Historic
Preservation under sections 5 through 9, 12 and 13 of D.C. Law 2-144, the
Historic Landmark and Historic District Protection Act of 1978, to the
undersigned.

Necessary in the Public Interest

32. The standard for review for a permit for demolition in an historic district is
D.C. Code §5-1004(e), which requires that no permit shall be issued unless the
Mayor finds that issuance of the permit is necessary in the public interest, or that
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failure to issue a permit will result in unreasonable economic hardship to the
owner.

33. The term “public interest” is further defined under D.C. Code §5-1002(10) in
two ways: (1) that the demolition is necessary to construct a project of special
merit, or (2) that the demolition is consistent with the purposes of the Act.

34. Since the Applicant has based its claim on one of special merit, it bears the
burden of proof to establish that the granting of the permits is necessary in the
public interest to allow construction of a project of special merit.

35. Special merit means a plan or building having significant benefits to the District
of Columbia or to the community by virtue of exemplary architecture, specific
features of land planning, or social or other benefits having a high priority for
community service. D.C. Code §5-1002(11).

36. The Applicant in the instant case has sustained its burden of proof that the
granting of permits for the partial demolition of six buildings is in fact necessary in
the public interest in order to allow the construction of a project of special merit.

37. This mixed-use project, with its significant housing component which may be
a catalyst for other private-sector residential development in the area, its art and
retail uses, and its exemplary preservation component whereby an important block
in the Downtown Historic District will be preserved, restored and rehabilitated, is
itself a project of special merit. It provides “significant benefits to the District of
Columbia and to the community by virtue of specific features of land planning, or
social or other benefits having a high priority for community service.” See D.C.
Code §5-1002(11).

38. Specifically, the introduction of housing to the site is a significant social
benefit and feature of land planning because it could serve as a catalyst for similar
non-government subsidized housing in the area and provide a critical link between
the housing at Market Square developed by the Pennsylvania Avenue Development
Corporation to the south, and housing that exists and is contemplated in Chinatown
and the Mount Vernon Square area to the north. Likewise, the arts and retail uses
will enhance the city’s cultural and commercial elements that are encouraged by
the Comprehensive Plan. Together, these components, along with the significant
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preservation component proposed and the prospect of redeveloping and restoring
an entire, and historically significant block in the Downtown Historic District,
constitute a project of special merit as defined under section 5-1002 of the Act.

39. In those instances in which the Mayor’s Agent finds that demolition is
necessary to allow the construction of a project of special merit, no demolition
permit shall be issued unless a permit for new construction is issued
simultaneously under D.C. Code §5-1007 and the owner demonstrates the ability
to complete the project (D.C. Code §5-1004(h)).

40. There is a reasonable expectation that the Applicant possesses sufficient
financial ability to complete the project by virtue of the $94 -billion assets of its
managing partner, the Equitable Life Assurance Society of the United States, and
no further evidence need be submitted on this issue.

ORDER

ACCORDINGLY, it is this 11th day of September, 1996, ORDERED that
Applications H.P.A. Nos. 95-443, 95-444, 95-445, 95-446, 95-447, and 95-448
for the partial demolition of the buildings known as 501-507, 511, 513, 515, and
517 7th Street, N.W., and 626 F Street, N.W., be, and the same are hereby,
GRANTED; thus REAFFIRMING the Order from the bench on December 4,
1995, and, it is

FURTHER ORDERED that pursuant to D.C. Code §5-1004(h), no demolition
permit shall be issued unless a permit for new construction is issued
simultaneously; and, it is

FURTHER ORDERED that pursuant to D.C. Code §5-1012(a), this Decision and
Order shall not become final until fifteen (15) days after issuance.

  Miriam Hellen Jones
Mayor’s Agent for D.C. Law 2-144
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CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE

I hereby certify that a copy of the Decision and Order was mailed, postage
prepaid, to the following on this 12th day of September, 1996:

Norman M Glasgow, Jr.
Wilkes Artis Hedrick & Lane, Chartered
1666 K Street, N.W., Suite 1100
Washington, D.C. 20006

Cornish Hitchcock
Committee of 100 on the Federal City
1600 20th Street, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20009-1001

Richard Busch
D.C. Preservation League
1511 K Street, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20006
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