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SR-2 – ADVISORY STAFF REPORT (04-03-2026)   

This advisory report, prepared by staff, represents the opinion and advice of professional staff, and 

does not represent nor direct the separate review and decision of the Historic District Commission. 

This report serves as an addendum to SR-1, an objective staff summary of the proposal and property. 

 
ADDRESS: 1528 WOODWARD 

HISTORIC DISTRICT: LOWER WOODWARD AVENUE 

MEETING DATE: 04-08-2026 

APPLICATION NUMBER: HDC2026-00109 

 

ADVISORY STAFF REPORT PREPARED BY J. ROSS 
 

STAFF OBJECTIONS TO APPROVAL:  

This first section describes itemized conclusions/concerns, which, in staff’s professional opinion, 

would prevent the issue of an unconditional Certificate of Appropriateness (COA). “None” means staff 

has no objections and believes a COA is warranted, with no conditions. The Historic District 

Commission is not required to accept staff opinions or recommendations. 

 
 

1. The sign is proposed to be installed in a location which will obscure historic, character-defining  

architectural elements at the façade in a manner which is not compatible with the building’s 

historic appearance.  

 

STAFF ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION:  

This second section expands on the reasoning and analysis leading to staff’s conclusions given in the 

first section above. The Historic District Commission is not required to accept staff opinions or 

recommendations. 

 

• The Lower Woodward Avenue Historic District was designated in 2001. The designation 

report for the district notes that HDAB depended heavily on the National Register of Historic 

Places (NRHP) nomination for the Grand Circus Park Historic District, completed in 1983, for 

their completion of the local district designation. Specifically, please note that the 1983 NRHP 

nomination referred to 1528 Woodward as a “recently completed office building” and therefore 

deemed it noncontributing to the district. The HDAB designation report for the Lower 

Woodward Avenue HD therefore states that that nine of the buildings in the district “…have 

been identified as non-contributing, coinciding with the national register listing…”, to include 

1528 Woodward. However, staff does note that the 2001 HDAB designation report states that 

the building remained as a “…fine example of curtain wall construction” despite its stated 

noncontributing status. See the below 1960 article the Detroit Free Press article re: the new 

façade which states that “…bad masonry was replaced with a facade of stainless-steel ribs, 

rigidized porcelain enamel panels and bright blue tile – an eye catcher on Woodward” 
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Detroit Free Press, 1961 

 

• Per the above article, the Diehl and Diehl Inc., a prominent local firm best known for the many 

churches they designed for the Archdiocese of Detroit, provided the design for 1528 

Woodward’s 1960 facade  

• Staff notes that the Grand Circus Park Historic District NRHP nomination was updated in 2012 

to acknowledge the significance of the many post-World War II architectural elements which 

exist within the district’s boundaries. Specifically, the National Park Service/2012 NRHP 

nomination update to the Grand Circus Park Historic District determined that 1528 Woodward 

was contributing to the district as its 1960 front façade remained as a tangible link to the 

“…downtown's boom times in the early post-World War II period.” Furthermore, that same 

year, the National Park Service awarded tax credits to the building owner to support the 

rehabilitation of the building, including the 1960 façade/curtainwall. It is therefore HDC staff’s 

opinion that the building at 1528 Woodward, to include the current 1960 façade, contributes 

to the Lower Woodward Historic District 

• See the below photos, which outline the evolution of the building’s façade from the early 1900s 

to the current time: 
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1528 Woodward, prior to the 1960 installation of the current facade. Source: Wayne State Virtual Motor City 

Archive 



4 
 

 
Michigan Society of Architects Monthly Bulletin, 1960. Note the location and design of the United Foundation 

sign (yellow arrow) 
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Appearance in 2012, National Register of Historic Places nomination 
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Current appearance of first story storefront, facing northeast. Note the presence of adhesive signage in the 

storefront windows (yellow arrows). Photo by HDC staff, 3/2/2026 

 

• As previously noted, the building was rehabilitated in 2012 by the current owner. HDC staff 

issued a Certificate of Appropriateness (COA) for the work as proposed. Specific items related 
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to the façade included: 

o Repair or replace damaged mosaic tile at front façade to match existing 

o Clean front façade spandrels using a method that does not damage the material 

o Repair glazed brick piers at front façade and repoint mortar to match existing 

o Add new aluminum storefront entry at front façade to match existing in material and 

finish 

o Patch holes left from previous signage at first story, above the storefront   

The National Park Service and Michigan State Historic Preservation Office approved the 

building rehabilitation scope with the award of historic preservation tax credits to support the 

project 

• As indicated in the above photo taken on 3/2/2026, staff noted the presence of opaque adhesive 

signage at the building’s first story storefront windows and doors. A review of HDC records 

indicated that this signage has not received a COA. Staff therefore reached out to the applicant 

to inquire if he would like to add the item to the current application and he noted that “…the 

film/signage you are referring to is temporary and will only be in place until construction is 

completed.  In short, it’s there to hide the ongoing and messy construction activities.  From a 

timing perspective, construction is currently scheduled to be complete by July 1, 2026.”  

• The applicant has stated that the proposed sign “…has been designed to reflect the uniquely 

crafted brand for the Joe Louis Southern Kitchen organization in what will become their third 

location.” They have further stated that “…to significantly alter the sign by removing the light 

blue backer would decrease legibility and have potential to materially harm business traffic for 

a prominent black-owned business on Woodward Avenue.”  

• The applicant has stated that if the sign is installed as proposed “…approximately 98.5% of the 

existing 4,034 sq. ft. curtain wall system, or 3,972 sq. ft., will remain visible from Woodward 

Avenue and the vertical stainless-steel mullions that are the distinguish architectural feature of 

the building will not be damaged, defaced, or engaged in any manner.” 

• See the below images from the application to note that the new sign will measure 4’-3” in 

height and 17’-11” in length. It will include an aluminum backer panel to which aluminum 

channel letters with acrylic faces shall be mounted. Each letter will be internally lit. A 10” deep 

aluminum “awning” with up lights will be line the bottom of the sign. The sign will be affixed 

to the building via twenty four (24) bolts which will be driven into the façade’s porcelain 

spandrel panels, according to the applicant. Note that he states that no bolts will be driven into 

the building’s stainless steel mullions/ribs. Also, note that Element of Design # 15 states that 

signage is typically located…in a panel designed for such purpose...” Staff notes the following 

issues with the sign: 

o The panel will cover a 4”-5” x 17’-11” portion of the façade, obscuring the architectural 

elements behind it. The total panel size is nearly 81 square feet in area. 

o As the façade lacks a natural/traditional “sign band” area, it is staff’s opinion that the  

sign will sit awkwardly on the façade in a manner which is not compatible with the 

building’s historic appearance  

Staff therefore recommends that the Commission deny this scope item.  
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Elevation, sections, plan, and renderings. Provided by applicant 

 

• A compatible redesign of the signage might be letter or symbols without a backer panel, 

allowing the distinctive architectural elements of the façade to be readable behind the 

sign. This approach is observed in the United Foundation (“UF”) sign visible in the 

1960 architect’s rendering by Diehl and Diehl, visible on page 4 of this report. 

 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION: 

This third and final section takes staff’s itemized “objections” identified in the first section, and 

presents them in the form of “conditions” in support of a proposed approval recommendation or 

“reasons” in support of a proposed denial recommendation, in the form required by Section 21-2-78 

of the City Code. The Historic District Commission is not required to accept staff opinions or 

recommendations. 

 
Section 21-2-78, Determinations of Historic District Commission   

 

 

Recommendation 1 of 1, Denial – Install a sign 

Staff recommends that the proposed work will be inappropriate according to the Secretary of the Interior’s 

Standards for Rehabilitation and the Lower Woodward Avenue Historic District’s Elements of Design, 

specifically: 

 

• Standard #9). New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall not destroy 

historic materials that characterize the property. The new  work shall be differentiated from the 

old and shall be compatible with the massing, size, scale, and architectural features to protect the 
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historic integrity of the property and its environment. 

 

And Element of Design # 15 

 

For the following reasons;  

 

 

1. The proposed location will result in an awkward installation in which the sign panel will 

obscure and conceal important historic character-defining architectural features at the façade 

in a manner which is not compatible with the building’s historic appearance and contrary to 

typical locations in sign bands as already precedent in the district.  
 

 
REPORT PREPARED BY: JR 
 


