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Robin,

I thank you in advance for your attention to my comments. This is not the first time I have
submitted comments regarding the proposed change of purpose to the East Seattle School site.
 As former long-time neighbors to this historic property, my wife and I have had a vested
interest in the significance of it.  We have fought on its behalf to make it better, and we have
tried to advocate for its sustained place in the East Seattle community, and Mercer Island at
large.  We believe the old school building, even in its long-neglected state has symbolic
meaning to the community deserving our respect, and our acknowledgement as a civic
landmark. The property has huge but untested potential, (with the right design vision and
experience employed,) to be a commercially viable mixed-use property that stands as a symbol
of our community’s heritage, something neglected in my opinion, even more than the school.
 It’s not the easy way to redevelop the property, which makes people reluctant to engage, but it
is the right thing to do, certainly in this case.

I believe it is the city’s responsibility to see that the greater good is served, and the larger
impacts of developments big and small.  And as a designer who has worked all over the world
on mixed-use projects, I see the broader potential to serve more people than just those who
stand to make the most money, through a thoughtful process. Unfortunately, many Islanders
feel this process has not really been responsibly undertaken.

A neighbor updated me on the proposed development documents that illustrates 14 dense
housing units, which from almost any perspective (other than maximum return on investment
by a developer) is wrong.  Size matters in a neighborhood like East Seattle, in particular. The
impact on the surrounding neighborhood will be profoundly negative.  Just from a storm water
point of view alone, 14 homes sending water toward 62nd Ave SE on a NICE DAY, spells
flooding without a major public works project no developer will pay for.  My wife and I can
testify to the water problem.  That is just one example, among many.

I’d strongly encourage you to reconsider the proposed redevelopment of the East Seattle
School property, and to hold a public hearing to entertain new ideas that may result
something we can all be proud of.  If that is reaching too high, let’s aim toward something
everyone can live with. 

I am attaching a word document that I posted on the Nextdoor website yesterday.

Please acknowledge that you have received my comments, and will consider my request.

Thank you, 

John Mason
206 399 8259
artmason1959@yahoo.com
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Commentary on East Seattle Proposed Re-Development- 

Nextdoor Website 4/7/19



My wife and I lived directly behind this historic property on 62nd Ave SE for nearly 30 years. Our house was and is a cottage built in 1912, lived in originally by a family whose business, we learned, was to deliver coal by horse-drawn cart to Island settlers. We lovingly preserved the character of that funky little house. We shared a one-lane street and a lot of memories with the East Seattle School.



In the early '90s, we were part of a coalition of neighbors who used our design backgrounds to help the MIB&GC's gymnasium architect see the wisdom of preserving the existing green space and popular tee-ball field (on the SW corner). We worked to see that an over-sized monolithic concrete structure that had no stylistic dialogue with the old school was not built as presented, in favor of a building that was more appropriate to the design character of the school building and the neighborhood's scale. It took neighbors to show the building committee the right thing to do at the time. We took some heat from fellow Islanders who wanted a larger facility, but none of the critics lived on 30th and 62nd and vicinity.    



Over time, there was discussion about the future of the property. The old school was in poor shape, it wasn't ideal for the Boys and Girls Club's use, money was scarce, and PEAK was on the boards.  When the property was sold, despite promises made, we all suspected a housing development was a probable outcome, as more and more of the modest homes on small lots in East Seattle were being razed with much bigger houses built in their places. It is a convenient place to have a home, for sure. 



At that time, I asked one of my partners at one of Seattle's big international architectural practices to sit with me to envision a new purpose for the East Seattle School property. We drew sketches of a multi-purpose facility that included a flexible performance venue in the gymnasium (scaled similarly to The Bathhouse Theater on Green Lake) and (without going into detail) arts and other community amenities in the old school building that would be valuable to Island residents. And it would preserve the building for generations. It was a version of MICA before MICA, but at a scale that seemed more affordable to and sustainable by the community, using a public landmark that existed, dying for a new purpose. We knew the vision was challenged by economics. Renovations are unpopular in developer-world. Kill and replace is a common theme. Bulldozers work fast and cheap. Adaptive re-use is not the easy route.  But twice I put the idea out there. The only time I've heard crickets on Mercer Island in 35 years is after submitting a concept to the city for discussion.



But consider this:



Our community has a history, but there are scant few signs of it. We don't have any symbols, really, of what we stand for as a city. Sure, we have trees and water, and the fancy shape of our geographic "footprint"- all nice graphic icons, but what do we have that captures what we've created together, that unites us? 



[bookmark: _GoBack]A lot of what Mercer Islanders have done right together has been dedicated to the education of our kids. And that is significant. We are known for our excellence. The East Seattle School is where our mission began. Our kids learned and played together there, parents gathered there. It is a people place, a polling place. A trusted old pink building we all know. For many Islanders, the East Seattle School was part of our daily rituals. My old neighbors and I were unwitting participants from our front porches on 62nd. We were awakened every Spring and Summer Saturday morning by the raucous tee-ball crowd. Some of you parked in my yard. One of you set my neighbor's boat on fire with 4th of July fireworks launched in the parking lot.  Bygones...



To many of us, the school is a symbol of what was and is our community's best work for generations. We've cultivated an impressive roster of smart, talented, successful people. How many leaders today have passed through the halls of that school? It deserves our respect as a landmark, maybe our only landmark, with all due respect to The Roanoke. If it is demolished, we have lost something irreplaceable.  And that's a shame.



Buildings are not just about real estate, they hold stories of the places and people who give them meaning and purpose. Think about the hopes and dreams that were incubated in that old school. 



14 mega-houses on a precious fading piece of Island history... Don't kid yourselves folks, that's likely what will be built there. The market is hot, and this is the prototype. Easy money. The city sold the school, and it's fate with it. Someone presently owns it, and the right to do as they wish. Mercer Island's chance at a meaningful landmark is in a developer's hands. 



Maybe this developer can be convinced that the right thing to do is not 14 mega-homes. Maybe there is a commercially viable civic option for this project that serves a greater good, which in turn, elevates their brand.  Developers all over the city are choosing to engage adaptive re-use projects to the benefit of themselves and us all. Why not here?



There is a lot of conversation on this site about the identity crisis we face on Mercer Island, the threats to our lifestyle, and a litany of other political and economic issues. In fairness, some may be more important than the demolition of a tired old school. But perhaps, before we bid farewell to it forever, we should take a last look at what else binds those walls together besides plaster.  I've seen the power, advocacy and creativity neighbors can bring to bear when the right thing requires it.   












