date:

4 February 2014

re:

40 Thorndike Street Development

Michael Hawley
101 3rd Street
Cambridge, MA 02141
mjhawley@mac.com.

Dear Council Members, Planning Board Members, Messrs. Murphy, and Ross, and cc: Liza:
I write to urge that the special permit applications (PB288) from Leggat McCall be denied.
May I share my thinking on this matter?
I reside diagonally across the street, in the historic 1827 brick church on the corner of 3rd & Thorndike. I've
seen the Sullivan Courthouse, up close and personal, most every day for more than a dozen years. I'm well
aware of the issues. I have read the RFP's, proposals and plans with care, and followed the discussions of the
ECPT closely. But I haven't weighed in on this until now because no matter how diligently the City, the developers, and the neighborhood groups toil to hammer out a compromise, the Commonwealth directed a
flawed process whose misguided economics are grinding out a fait accompli.
Forgive me for being a bit blunt, and recapping the obvious for those who might not be so familiar with
this, but, if you'll permit me:
You can't polish a turd.
Yet, tragically, that’s what is happening. Here are three general points, three specifics, and summary observations.

!

1: The existing building — the Sullivan Courthouse — is an infamous architectural disaster.
The concept of any 22-story high-rise on that particular corner is obscenely out of keeping with the modest, human-scale neighborhood around it — the eloquent Bulfinch buildings, the charming old corner
church, the inviting brick and brownstone townhouses of Quality Row, the quiet, surrounding homes.
A horrendous idea to begin with, it was badly designed, badly built, and loathed by all. It looms more than
three times higher than the zoned limit in the area, but in actuality, it is more than five times higher than the
surrounding buildings. Is it possible to contemplate strolling past it without a 10mg dose of Xanax? I don't
think so, and certainly not when convicts hoot catcalls and obscenities at pedestrians, and the wind shear
around the tower can knock you over. It was eﬀectively abandoned in 2008 for many reasons. It was riddled with asbestos, leaks, bad plumbing, bad heating, bad air conditioning, broken elevators (problems
that DCAMM estimated would cost over $130m to fix in 2006); and it triggered lawsuits from irate employees who were damaged just by being there. In 2008 court employees in the first 18 floors fled for a new
building as soon as they could, and in 2009 the remaining prisoners revolted, flooded the tower, and had to
be evacuated. There were 400 of them crammed into a space designed for 160, and they rightly complained about severe overcrowding and sub-standard conditions. They were (and still are) stuck there because the Commonwealth has failed to keep its promise to relocate them to a proper facility. In fact, that
jail was supposed to have been closed in 2005. If you ever need to spotlight a singularly awful, Brutalist
fiasco — well, here's your “Exhibit A.” Even by the seldom-lofty standards of jail design, the building is an
idiotic, horrific, abject failure. Nobody disputes this.
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Nightmare on Thorndike Street: Atrocious Sullivan Building Looms Over Bulfinch Courthouse

2: The Commonwealth's sale process was flawed and unethical.
As stated in the Request For Proposals (RFP), the Commonwealth's chief aim was to sell the Courthouse to a
developer to maximize financial return. Somehow this step briefly raised hopes that whomever bought

this failed property might actually raze it and put up something worthwhile that future generations could
take pride in — a creation for public use. The phrase is important. That property was donated by a private
citizen to the City 200 years ago expressly for public use.
Hopes were quickly dashed. The auction was conducted during a nasty recession. Of 75 developers and
financiers who scouted the building, only 8 submitted bids. Oddly, all bids were rejected and the auction
failed (possibly because the plans began to reveal just how sick the building really was). So, the RFP was
revised and re-launched. The Commonwealth chose the highest bidder, seeking cash with little regard for
neighborhood life. Thus, the plan they selected (and in eﬀect, drove for cash) was essentially to transform
this into an enormous privately owned, privately leased oﬃce building — not a public use. Tweaking a design to add a few shops and condos is a mollycoddling afterthought, and frankly necessary more for the
tenants of the building than for the neighbors. The proposed plan just does not represent a public use by
any remote stretch. It’s intended as a private oﬃce building.
As a crucial requirement in order to close the sale, the Commonwealth promised to relocate the remaining
prisoners by July 2013 — and failed to do so. The Commonwealth also gave an “outside relocation date” of
December 31, 2013 — and failed yet again. At this point, with deadlines whizzing by, and prisoners still in
the building (now until April they say), the developer has the option of backing out easily and canceling the
purchase without any penalty, since closing still has not occurred due to the Commonwealth's failures.
In view of what a notorious disgrace the building has always been, it's striking that there is not more transparency here. For instance, we still do not know why the auction failed, or what amount the building was
sold for, or what the state's target financial return is — or why milking this property for cash is more desirable than creating something lasting and fulfilling for the community that was condemned to suﬀer, for
four decades, with that blight. This is unethical, second-rate stuﬀ. It's just wrong. It tramples a public promise that the City can and should dearly defend.
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3: The proposed rehab perpetuates the original travesty of the Sullivan Courthouse.
It's a facelift — a $200m+ facelift. As anyone can see, it essentially takes the same old structure, giftwraps
it in glass, ties a brick ribbon around it, and sprinkles a few “nature bandaids” (shrubs) around the perimeter — as if sugarcoating an intolerable concrete and asbestos tombstone, built in that shape for an entirely
diﬀerent purpose (as a high-security jail), somehow sanctifies it. It's “Nightmare on Thorndike Street, Part
Two.” If you were starting with an empty plot and designing from the ground up for the public, aiming to
create felicitous elements for lively growth, there's just no way an architect would think: “Well, obviously,
what this place needs is a 22-story glass oﬃce tower right there!” What an idiotic and oﬀensive way to
augment the urban plan of a quiet neighborhood.
In addition, there are specific reasons why permits should not be granted — unless the plan can be altered
significantly.
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Height:
The developers have refused the main request from the surrounding community: to reduce the height of
the building. Gaze again at the proposed height of the tower compared to the Bulfinch building next door:
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That's five Bulfinches — nearly six, if you include the pile of rooftop machinery that seems to add another
two floors in height (the proposal doesn't make that clear). The area is zoned for 80' although most of the
surrounding buildings are nearer to 60'. Obviously, the Courthouse wildly exceeds the zoned height limit.
When it was built, the City granted an exception due to the special public use as a government court and
secure jail; it was allegedly a corrupt process. But now, the property’s status would clearly change. It is no
longer for public use. The Commonwealth has driven it into private patterns of usage: the vast bulk of it
would be leased to businesses. If the building were razed and a new structure proposed it would not be
permitted to 280’. Thus, the original basis for granting the height exception (and it was an outrageous exception in the first place) is no longer valid.
The Commonwealth may have the authority to sell the building to a private owner, but the City's laws
control the zoning and protect the skyline. Since the proposed plan eﬀectively creates a new, privately
owned, privately occupied structure, the zoning exception should revert to what is legislated for that vicinity, and the building rightly ought to conform to the maximum height of 80’.
To put it another way, permitting the original nonconforming structure was a mistake. It should not be
perpetuated.
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40 Thorndike St: Obscenely out of proportion.

Traffic & Parking:
Do not think for a minute that traﬃc is a nonissue, or that parking is solved by letting the developer promise to lease space in an external garage, perhaps throwing angry villagers a bone in the form of a concession like a supermarket. In all, East Cambridge comprises a population of about 9200. This project will concentrate 1500? 2000? 2500? additional new people in a small pocket of the neighborhood, and the vast
majority will be commuters. And yet it adds only 92 new parking spaces (actually 90: two are lost on the
street), of which maybe 30 percent will immediately be snapped up by condo owners and prime tenants.
Now compare that with the MIT Stata Center, a bit bigger at 720,000 sqft — with a massive 620 space underground garage. MIT took a world-class approach and met their ambitions with a solid plan. This clearly
helped the parking situation considerably around the campus. But a $200m, 500,000 sqft proposal adding
thousands of people but just 90 spaces will only do the opposite for East Cambridge. At rush hour these
days, Third Street is a parking lot. That was not the case ten years ago. It gets worse every day as the glut of
other big-block oﬃce buildings (Binney & Third area) load up their occupancy, with another enormous
building a few blocks away under construction. What makes this ominous is that thousands of commuters
will be in the proposed Sullivan tower, perched atop the main arterial clog, almost all of them flowing into
it, joining thousands more from the other new buildings. Even the pedestrian and bike routes on Third and
Second are pinched and inadequate. How’s that likely to work out?

Infrastructure:
This is touted as a world-class development — “Unique on the East Coast,” say the developers. So: Why are
overhead utilities not buried? I was shocked to see that they were not, given what supposedly is an enlightened plan. Trees and plants and gardens had better be award-winningly wonderful, indigenous,
abundant, irrigated, well maintained, and seasonally changed; but in the proposal they seem like nominal
urban shrubs. Rooftop machinery needs to be managed with the strictest noise control, but in the plans,
we see the usual clutter of mechanical boxes. Unfortunately, even though all this is the right thing to insist
on, much of it highlights a sad dichotomy. Neighboring streets, including Third Street, are festooned with
telephone poles, many of them broken and badly patched (apparently by people who shouldn't be allowed
to nail two-by-fours onto a tree fort). Throughout the neighborhood, the overhead wiring is a disgraceful
tangle you wouldn't wish on a favela in Rio. Plants and trees on sidewalks are somewhat shabby and neglected. It would be inappropriate for the City to require the Developer to make such improvements on the
proposed building yet leave the rest of the neighborhood in a shambles.
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Renderings:
As you ponder the Leggat McCall proposal, here’s one more insight. All architectural proposals at this stage
are sales jobs, so one expects airbrushed glossies. But these renderings lie. Presenting the glass tower in
sky blue as if it were translucent and practically disappears into the air is a fantasy intended to conceal mass
and bulk. In real life, glass towers look black in the sun, glow in the dark, and are just as opaque as the gigantic concrete brick that stands there now. Notice how the clutter of rooftop mechanical boxes seem to
disappear in the renderings, as if the unsightly pile of equipment were even more translucent than the
glass. Below the tower, the brick podium (a patch to interface the tower that doesn't belong in the rest of
the neighborhood) is drawn as if you'd never notice the tower at all, and would simply enjoy a happy row of
brick townhouse facsimiles. Those brick decoys are architecturally weak with little likelihood that the proportions, fenestration, or details will be much more than “Late 20th Century Bland American Mall” quality.

!
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Invisible Tower? Renderings Lie.

Don't kid yourselves. It is a big, bulky, dark, glass tower wrapped in a chintzy faux brick skirt.
Hire a competitive firm to render drawings and animations that show a realistic before/after view.

Conclusions:
It helps to remember what happens when one builds a desirable building with an actual reason for being
there — a purpose that contributes, in a unique and proportionate way, to the special character and quality
of a community.
Andrew Craigie and Charles Bulfinch gave Cambridge a real gift: the neoclassic courthouse plaza — a stately contribution that bootstrapped the neighborhood and is cherished two centuries later:

Charles Bulfinch (1763-1844)

Yet, incredibly, had it not been for architect Graham Gund and concerned citizens in Cambridge, this
plaza would have been bulldozed to become a parking lot for the godawful Sullivan Courthouse.
Edwin Land blessed Cambridge with the serene Rowland Institute for Science and the contemplative
American Academy of Arts & Sciences, both beautiful buildings to nurture creative minds.
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Edwin Land (1909-1991)

Rowland Institute

American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Brad Washburn transformed a brownfield in no-man's land sprinkled with busted-up whiskey bottles (technically, it was a civic park that was neglected) into the Boston Museum of Science, bringing curiosity and
wonder to millions of kids and families every year. It became a blueprint for the modern American science
museum — engaging, dazzling, a beacon for inquisitive students of all ages:

Bradford Washburn (1910-2007)

Museum of Science
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For just $17m, the nearby town of Rockport, MA built an absolutely glorious concert hall. It is booked solid
with world-renowned performers and is a place that will lift spirits for centuries to come. It’s a gem. The
City of Cambridge has little that compares to this, and East Cambridge has nothing of such quality.

!
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A Gem: Shalin Liu Performance Center, Rockport MA

Imagine what such town areas would be like if they had simply been plugged with soul-crushing, multiuse, glassy oﬃce/condo/retail high-rise towers, on the theory that these shells can be leased to commercial
tenants.

!
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In Summary:
• Remember that that Sullivan Courthouse building was a despicable mistake in the first place, possibly
corrupt, wildly nonconforming with any sensible zoning, and a real fiasco since;
• The proposed development perpetuates this travesty: same building, diﬀerent skin, now packed with
private tenants instead of convicts. It was a terrible idea for a jail, and a worse idea for a neighborhood
plan. It didn’t fit before, and it certainly doesn’t fit now;
• The Commonwealth ran a flawed auction, soliciting proposals in such a way that bidders were impelled
to retain the existing building, and directing a process primarily for financial gain. By blowing even
their own closing deadlines, the Commonwealth continues to bungle this process;
• The Commonwealth may technically be able to sell the building to a private developer, but: that land
was a gift for a public use, and it established East Cambridge with buildings that are beloved and worth
preserving. Who is responsible for ensuring that trust? Ultimately the City can enforce a smart urban
plan, strict zoning, and aesthetics to maintain the qualities appropriate for a vibrant yet historic neighborhood. For instance, in converting the building to private use, the one-time height exemption regrettably granted for a public county courthouse should no longer be valid, and any new or revised
building ought to be made to comply with the zoning regulations;
• The Traﬃc & Parking projections are just not plausible. The same is true of studies of noise, light
pollution and wind. Pro-forma studies paid for by the Developer may fit under general guidelines,
ready for rubber-stamping by a city planning board, but these are gratuitous. Good grief, just look at
the reality: the proposal adds enormously to an acutely worsening problem without oﬀering anything
significant towards a solution. Leasing spaces in a pre-existing neighborhood garage is not a solution;
and there’s no plan in sight to remedy the already severe daily traﬃc problem on the Third Street corridor (and indeed, there may not be a feasible remedy, thanks to overbuilding and underplanning);
• Infrastructure elements as presented in the proposal are vague or sub par, including overhead utilities,
plants, and rooftop machinery. The City must insist upon the very best such solutions, or prepare to be
saddled with a project that underdelivers.

I feel it would be heartbreaking and wrong for the City to accept the Commonwealth's financially-driven
decision by just selling out to a process that disregards public values in favor of cash, is stupidly out of
keeping with any sort of sensible urban plan (e.g., nearby Northpoint, or Kendall Square), and perpetuates a
horrific architectural fiasco that should never have been permitted in the first place. Yet everyone — the
Developers, the City Council, the Residents — seems to be just shrugging this oﬀ as if it’s the only possible
solution, and we need to somehow make the best of it. What rubbish.
You might consider instead how diﬀerent discussions could be if, instead, the Commonwealth had said:
“East Cambridge was condemned to live with that atrocity for forty years, and we're really sorry. It wasn’t
just a failure, it was a humdinger. Didn’t even last forty years. What’s more, our sale process was seriously
screwed up. So we're going to make it up to you, by razing and remediating it. In much the same way that
Andrew Craigie gave the original land to help create a beautiful corner of Cambridge, we’re giving this
block back to your City to craft something from the ground up that can fulfill the promise of public use, improve the neighborhood, and bring joy to future generations for another century or two."
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In coming weeks, the City's Planning Board will have an opportunity to revisit the applications submitted
by Leggat McCall, perhaps with a decision as to granting the special permits requested. The many design
problems and the overwhelming concerns about the project's viability should be suﬃcient to deny the
special permits.
East Cambridge now has plenty of big-block buildings in locations that are sensibly zoned for traﬃc, transit,
retail, and commercial use. The proposed building simply does not belong in this neighborhood. It was a
mistake in the 1970’s that was passed onto us, and it would be a mistake to pass it on to future generations.
No urban plan ever envisioned this sort of dense tower. This part of town deserves new buildings that future generations will be proud of. The City needs to insist on something better.
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Sincerely,

!
Michael Hawley
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