By Mike Freimuth

o Renewing Oid Town Hall

 There is perhaps no more

iconic a building in Stamford

than Old Town Hall. Unique
in design, loaded with per-
sonal stories and local his-
tory, the building has - been
. quietly sleeping for more than
20 years at the intersection of
Main and Atlantic. While exte-
+rior renovation has been under
- way for a few years, simply
improving the appearances is
not sufficient for such a grand
building. It needs to be made

.. alive, reawakened and made

- operational in an entirely new
" world in which buildings need
. to meet higher standards for
safety and accessibility as well
- as greater demands to $erve
daily business needs, whether
governmental or for profit.
Over the last year, a mayoral

- steering committee has béen dt -

work assessing -the structure,
-+ the cost to rehabilitate and re-
+_store its historic richness, the

. economic marketplace and the

realities of government fund-
-~ ing. From this effort, a rede-
- velopment agency has been

created, dedicated to just this -

~.building and given the mis-
sion to secure the financing,
balance the public space with
+ . the needs of potential tenants,

“- ‘and manage the building once

it has been completed.
Quickly, the committee real-

“« ized the building has numerous

" physical shortcomings, limiting
its reuse. For instance, it does
not meet fire, public assembly,

- building ‘or handicap acces-
" sibility codes. It has limited

electrical service, rudimentary

*- air handling systems and no
' cyber connectivity. Besides

=" the need to modernize, the roof
"« ]eaked, the basement floor had
collapsed and- deterioration
was setting in among asbestos

and lead. No easy task.

An elevator, new stairwells,
public rest rooms and handi-

'~ cap. ramps are' necessary to
- deal with many of the code is-
* .+ sues, without which the build-

ing could not open. Installing

- these features into the existing

interior would. create a series

" of design challenges, not least -

-of them, the destruction of his-
toric architectural features and
a disruption of environmental
hazards. A much simpler, cost-
effective and operationally ef-

- ficient solution was to put a

\ downtown ic n can be. re]uvenate

small addition onto the build-

‘ing to heuse these required

systems.
Th1s is where the fun be-

gins. .

Foller and D’ Angelo, the
architectural team chosen be-
cause of its talent in historic
rehabilitation, was instructed
to create a program to prepare

‘the bu1ld1ng for its new role and -

function in the 21st century. To

-help ensure this goal, the mu-

rals and grand staircase would
have to be preserved and show-
cased; historical details would

have to be protected and, where

necessary, recreated; the walls
and stonework would need re-
inforcement; and the original

style and grace would have to

be honored.

Special attention would have -

to be paid to the functionality
of the small adjoining park.
There would also neéd to be

_ some mundane planning tasks,

like orienting the building to
the Bell.Street municipal park-
ing garage. All of this had to

"be done while adhering to the.

context of state and federal his-

toric preservation rules. Finally .

and most critically, the addition
had to speak to the future while
honoring the architecture of the
past. The materials needed to
express newness, transparency

and epenness. It had to be spe- .

cial, inviting the publicin. .
The least intrusive path.was
to modify the one side of the

building that is neither lime-.

stone nor historically or archi-
tect.uralli' important. In fact,
this small portion of the build-

ing was at one time covered

by two other adjoining ‘struc-

tures that created a dark alley-

way. More recently (for more
than 30 years), this wall was
covered with stucco. Already
compromised, this side of the
building afforded the archi-
tectural team the opportunity
to désign a small addition that

.-would meet all of the build-

ing’s needs without affecting
or covering any of the historic
limestone elevations.

Along Bank Street, the pro-

posed addition embraces the.

limestone Beaux Arts style of

the building’s Main and Atlan-

tic street facades. In doing so,
the design keeps the addition

compatible in size, mass and.

style with the existing building
without trying to duplicate the
original design. In fact, it picks

up architectural style elements -

of buildings that once stood on
the present park site but are no

ories today.

‘As it turns the ‘corner, a |

transparent glass wall feature,
which’ can only. be.seen from

Main Street front. This ‘glass

~“sail” reflects the nautical ele-
ments found in other parts of
, including a wave

the building
action hid en within-the stair

rails. More critically, it allows -

the outside pedestrian a view
into the building and experi-
ence the grandeur of the great
stairs at any time of day or

night, while inviting:the Visi- |

tor within the building to view
out to the city, ultdmately all
the way to the Mill River. In
effect, it brings the cityscape
into. the great rooms of Old
Town Hall.

Several design options and
facade treatments were investi-
gated by Fuller and D’ Angelo,
including some very traditional
solutions. However, it was the

“sail,”’ itself a tribute to the

seafaring nature-of Stamford’s
early life, that -captured.the

_more than photograph1c mem- !

the park side, guides. the eye |
from the Bank Street wall to the

imagination - of - the -mayoral |

steering committee and. its

successor, the Old Town Hall .

Redevelopment Agency, and

was unanimously chosen by .

these committees as the best
and most exciting solut1on

Yes, the addition is differ-
ent. and controversial. But as
you assess the history of the
building and the neighborhood
within which it stands,
quite smart. It rejuvenates the
structure and wakes it and the
public up. A routine or conven-
tional solution would not be
fair to such a strong bu11d1ng
It needs to beckon.:

Within the next few weeks,
a model and other background
information will be on display
in the lobby of Stamford Gov-
ernment Center, itself a room
enclosed bK a large glass win-
dow onto the city. Citizens are

encouraged te visit and com-

ment. The input will be con-
sidered by the agency prior to

authorizing the next phase of-

design work.

Like all art, there is going to
be a d1vers1ty of -opinion. But
then again, what better way is
there to discuss a government

building other than causing a:

little debate?

Mike Freimuth is the city’s direc-
tor of economic development and
serves as staff to the Old Town Hall
Redevelopment Agency.
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