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CITY OF NEW BEDFORD 
DEPARTMENT OF CITY PLANNING 

133 William Street ● Room 303 ● New Bedford, Massachusetts 02740 

(508) 979-1488 ● www.newbedford-ma.gov 

 

STAFF REPORT 
 

NEW BEDFORD HISTORICAL COMMISSION MEETING                                                                             April 6, 2020 
 
 
 
CASE # 2020.06     DEMOLITION REQUEST/ 
                                 DEMOLITION COMPLIANCE 
            23 Robeson St. (Map 71 Lot 45)  
 
OWNER/   P & I Realty Trust Corp. 
APPLICANT: P.O. Box 51271     
                               New Bedford, MA 02745 
  
                         

   
OVERVIEW: The current owner purchased this property as an investment at the end of 2019 and received a Building Permit to 
replace the roof and windows. The owner exceeded the scope of the Building Permit, performing work on the interior as well 
as to the exterior porches, cornices and gutters.  As a result of the Department of Inspectional Services (DIS) enforcement, the 
property owner has sought an additional permit which includes the demolition of a two-story bay on the building’s east façade.  
 
The demolition review is twofold; review the proposed partial demolition of the building’s east façade, and determine whether 
the partial demolition of the building’s porches was undertaken without first obtaining a demolition permit in accordance with 
the provisions of Sections 2-157 through 2-157.9. 
 
LOCATION:  The property is located on the north side of Robeson Street and is a contributing property (NBE.419) within the 
Acushnet Heights National Register District. This area is characterized by its late 19th and early 20th century residences developed 
on the rise of County Street overlooking the inner harbor.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

EXISTING CONDITIONS:  The property is one of three architecturally identical residences built circa 1903. It is a two story wood-
frame structure set on a granite foundation with a hipped roof with several cross gables and numerous dormers. The roof 
material is asphalt, its original slate roof recently replaced by the current owner. The siding consists of wood clapboards on the 
first story and wood shingles on the second story divided by a wide trim board. A wide frieze board retains it swag motif. There 
are several stained glass window panels and the existence of triple-track aluminum storm windows makes it difficult to 
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determine if the two over two sash windows are original. The side porch doors are original wood paneled doors, however the 
front entry door was replaced at one time. The soffit and fascia boards are in the midst of being repaired/replaced and a white 
aluminum gutter installed, replacing an original wood gutter. The rear and side porch decks, skirting and bannisters have been 
replaced with pressure treated wood, however the turned posts and roof brackets have been retained at these locations. The 
front porch, except for the roof, was demolished and replaced with pressure treated wood and plastic skirting.  

 
HISTORICAL & ARCHITECTURAL CONTEXT: According to the Massachusetts Historical Commission Inventory Form, the subject 
property was constructed in 1903 by Thomas Desmond, who had constructed and lived next door at 27 Robeson Street. 
Desmond was a local leading attorney and a City Solicitor for several years. After his death, his wife and children constructed 17 
Robeson Street to the east and resided there. The three residences were constructed in the Queen Anne style and share identical 
architectural features including cut shingles, arched openings, swag motifs and full bays with stained glass windows. No architect 
is attributed to the residences however City Directories indicate that local architect Louis E. Destremps resided at 27 Robeson 
Street in 1910. By 1911, the subject residence had been sold to the Archdiocese of Fall River, as the Scared Heart Church was 
located around the corner on Summer Street. This house is also locally known as the longtime residence of former Senator, 
Councilor and Mayor George Rogers.  

 
STATEMENT OF APPLICABLE GUIDELINES: Sec. 2-157. Demolition Delay of Buildings and Structures-Purpose: 
The purpose of Sections 2-157 through 2-157.9 is preserving and protecting significant buildings and structures within New 
Bedford, which constitute or reflect distinctive features of the architectural, cultural, economic, political or social history of the 
City and limiting the detrimental effect of demolition on the character of the City. Through Sections 2-157 through 2-157.9, 
owners of Preferably Preserved Historic Buildings and Structures are encouraged to seek out alternative options that will 
preserve, rehabilitate or restore such buildings, and residents of the City are alerted to impending demolitions of significant 
buildings.  
 
By preserving and protecting significant buildings, structures, streetscapes and neighborhoods, this Ordinance promotes the 
public welfare by making the City a more attractive and desirable place in which to live and work. To achieve these purposes, 
the New Bedford Historical Commission is authorized to advise the City Council with respect to demolition permit applications. 
The issuance of demolition permits is regulated as provided by this Ordinance. 
 
The provisions of the Demolition Delay Ordinance shall apply only to any building or structure that, in whole or in part, was 
built seventy-five (75) or more years prior to the date of the application for the demolition permit, and is: 
 

• A building or structure listed or eligible to be listed on the National Register of Historic Places, or within an area listed 
on the National Register of Historic Places, or on the State Register of Historic Places; 

• A building or structure importantly associated with one or more historic persons or events, or with the broad 
architectural, cultural, economic, political or social history of the city, or; 

• A building or structure which is historically or architecturally significant in terms of period style, method of building 
construction or association with a significant architect or builder either by itself or as a part of a group of buildings, or; 

• A building or structure located within one hundred fifty (150) feet of a federal, state or local historic district boundary. 

 
Sec. 2-157.1. of the Ordinance defines demolition as follows. 
“Demolition” The intentional act of substantially pulling down, destroying, defacing, removing or razing a building or 
structure or commencing the work of total, substantial or partial destruction with the intent of completing same. In 
addition to complete demolition of a building, the following actions shall require a demolition permit:  

1. Removal of a roof for the purpose of raising the overall height of a roof; rebuilding the roof to a   different pitch; 
or adding another story to a building. 

2. Removal of one or more exterior wall(s) or partition(s) of a building. 
3. Gutting of a building’s interior to the point where exterior features (windows, etc.) are impacted. 
4. Removal of more than 25% of a structure’s overall gross square footage as determined by the Department of 

Inspectional Services. 
5. The lifting and relocating of a building on its existing site or to another site. 
6. Altering a building’s key-character defining features, making it non-eligible to be listed in the National  

Register of Historic Places. 
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REAR PORCHES BEFORE & AFTER 
A rear basement bulkhead was removed, and the rear and west side porches were rehabilitated replacing original rails and turned balusters with a pressure 
treated wood rail system. Plastic lattice skirting has been applied to the rear porch and clapboard skirting for the west side porch. The turned posts, porch roofs 
and brackets were retained on both rear porches.  
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FRONT PORCH BEFORE & AFTER 
The front porch’s original paired column supports, railings, balusters, decking and skirting has been replaced with pressure treated single square 
supports, a pressure treated wood rail system and plastic lattice skirting. 
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EAST FAÇADE TWO STOREY FACETED BAY 
A two story faceted bay exists on the east façade towards the rear of the building. Long term deferred maintenance has allowed for significant water 
infiltration throughout the cornice and particularly in this bay resulting in structural sagging. The owner is seeking to remove the bay and replace it with a 
flat wall with a single window on each floor. The siding materials will match existing.  

Two story faceted bay located on east façade to the rear of 
the cross gable. 
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STAFF RECOMMENDATION: The building is architecturally significant as it is a contributing resource within the Acushnet 
Heights National Register District and embodies distinctive architectural features of the Queen Anne style reinforced by 
its association with its neighboring properties constructed by the same family.  
 
Sec. 2-157.7. of the Demolition Delay Ordinance authorizes the New Bedford Historical Commission and/or the 
Commissioner of Inspectional Services institute any and all actions and proceedings, in law or equity, as they may deem 
necessary and appropriate to obtain compliance with the requirements of the Ordinance. 
 
Sec. 2-157.8. of the Demolition Delay Ordinance provides the ability to fine any owner of a building or structure who 
causes said building to be demolished without first obtaining a demolition permit in accordance with the provisions of the 
Ordinance in the amount of $300.00 for each offense, each day that the violation exists constituting a separate offense, 
until a restoration of the demolished building is completed or unless otherwise agreed to by the Commission. 

 
NBHC ACTION 
 

• Demolition Request: The property owner is seeking to demolish a full height faceted bay on the east façade of the 
building replacing it with a flat wall, with a single window on each story and matched siding. This bay structure exhibits 
structural decay, and although not beyond restoration, the Commission may wish to consider its location at the rear 
of the building, not clearly visible from the public way.  
 

• Demolition Compliance: Porches are often key character defining features to a building; particularly main facade entry 
porches. The rear porches on the subject property have been altered but have retained their original turned post and 
roof support details. The Commission may wish to consider that these porches are located to the rear of the property 
and are not clearly visible from the public way. 

 
The front porch is a significant feature to the front façade of the subject 
building and its replacement has not matched the original in character and 
furthermore its replacement materials are subpar to that of the original. Of the 
three “sister” residences built by the Desmond family, only 27 Robeson Street 
has retained its original porch in its entirety. The porch at 17 Robeson Street 
has been altered with the use of vinyl or PVC post sleeves, a painted pressure 
treat rail system and the porch skirting uses a painted vertical board with trim. 
 

It is common to use a pressure treated wood post as a support in a structure, 
but pressure treated wood posts are not attractive and do not match the 
character of the residence. There are several easy ways to cover the existing 
posts, either by casing the posts with non-treated lumber to be painted or the 
use of PVC sleeves which are sold at most lumberyards. These simply slide on 
the post and require no additional work. 
 
To meet the compliance requirements of the Demolition Delay Ordinance, Staff recommends the Commission seek 
an agreement with the property owner to modify the current front porch with the following specifications and 
requirements. 

 

• The pressure treated porch supports be cased with non-treated painted wood or wrapped with a 
manufactured PVC sleeve. This approach also includes the railing end posts which are to be capped.  

• The pressure treated rail system be primed and painted. 

• The plastic trellis skirting be replaced with vertical boarding and trim. All materials must be either wood, wood 
composite, or cellular PVC. 

•  Mock-ups must be reviewed and approved by the Preservation Planner prior to installation 

17 Robeson Street 


