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Massive
project
for site of
Schmidt’s

Bart Blatstein envisions
residences and stores

covering the full 8'2-acre
block of the old brewery

By Inga Saffron
INQUIRER ARCHITECTURE CRITIC

Developer Bart Blatstein has
been a powerful force in refash-
ioning the old working-class,
beer-making neighborhood of

Inside Northern Lib-
See where the STHes 1nto a
development  hipster enclave

studded with
galleries and
cafes. Now, he
is about to push
that bohemian district in a tonier
direction with the construction
of an immense, 21st century re-
tail-and-residential hive on the
former Schmidt’s brewery site.

Blatstein’s company, Tower

would go and
what it would
look like.
Graphic, A8.

Investments, will hold a for-
mal groundbreaking today for
the first phase of that project,
a $30 million retail complex
anchored by a Pathmark super-
market. The innovative design
by New York’s Beyer Blinder
Belle Architects & Planners
will not only provide the neigh-
borhood with much-needed ser-
vices, but it promises to restore
an urban street wall along Gi-
rard Avenue and Second Street.
Depending on how quickly
the city’s damaged real estate
market heals, Blatstein said, he

See DEVELOPMENT on A8
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The Schmidts Redevelopment Site

26 stories

Future phases to be built,
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Huge project planned at Schmidt’s site

Bl Residential towers
| Residential and retail wrapanounds
Bl Parks, cpen space, and walkways
B Supermarkel/ratall
.| Parking
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DEVELOPMENT on Al
intends to follow up over the next
several years with an ambitious
agenda of additional projects, in-
cluding two high-rise apartment
towers, townhouses, a hotel, a
garage, and a one-acre green
park.

When fully built, the dense
development will cover the en-
tire 8.5-acre block where C.
Schmidt & Sons once fermented
and bottled Philadelphia’s most
ubiquitous taproom lager. A new
master plan, prepared by Beyer
Blinder Belle and vetted by city
planners, calls for a total of 600
residents 978 parking spaces and

110,000 square feet of retail.

Todays’s groundbreaking also
marks the end of a decade-long
stalemate between Blatstein and
local residents over how to de-
velop the site. When the devel-
oper first acquired the 14 acres
of Schmidt’s property at auction
for $1.8 million in 2000, his in-
tention was to build a suburban-
style strip mall.

The neighborhood, a mix of
old-timers, artists and twenty-
somethings, rose upon rebellion.

As Blatstein now acknowl-
edges, the decade of sparring
with the Northern Liberties’
community has taught him to

GIRARD STATION
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appreciate the area’s rich urban
form. That’s especially impor-
tant because Blatstein is the ar-
ea’s dominant landowner, hold-
ing 30 acres scattered over 100
parcels.

With each successive develop-
ment, his projects have become
more sensitive to their surround-
ings, an eclectic combination of
traditional rowhouses and hardy
factory buildings that has also
become an unlikely laboratory
for Philadelpllia’s most experi-
mental architecture.

Schmidts North, as some are
calling the new development,
will be arranged so that all five
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BEYER BLINDER BELLE

Putting the supermarket on the second floor of a building will allow the walls facing the street to present other shops and offices.

sides of the irregularly shaped
block are lined with buildings
and active ground floor uses. The
edges will start low, in deference
to neighboring rowhouses, and
build up to a height of 26 stories
on the site’s southern edge, next
to Blatstein’s Piazza at Schmidts
development. A one-acre land-
scaped park will eventually tie
Blatstein’s Liberty Walk, and his
egg-shaped office tower at Ger-
mantown Avenue, into the future
development.

Blatstein and his lead archi-
tect, Richard Metsky, have even
managed to come up with a de-
sign for the supermarket that
does not mar the crucial Girard
Street corner with blank walls,

the downfall of most new su-
permarkets in Philadelphia.

Supermarkets are reluctant to
break up their facades with win-
dows because they are intent
on maximizing space for shelv-
ing and storage. But the lack of
transparency can be deadening
for a commercial street.

So Metsky and his team placed
the grocery on the second floor
of the complex. That freed up the
ground floor for other retailers,
like banks and hardware stores,
which like large shop windows
to help attract passersby. The en-
tire retail frontage along Girard
Avenue and Second Street will
be lined with glass.

Metsky, who has done mas-

ter plans for clients as various
as Princeton University and
the Kansas City Live entertain-
ment district, could have settled
for prosaic stucco on the upper
floor. But the architect jazzed
up the supermarket facade with
opaque colored glass, arranged
in a staccato pattern of grays and
yellows. It culminates at Second
Street with a clock tower, fea-
turing both a digital clock and a
Gothic-style ‘S’ lifted from the
Schmidt’s logo.

Because the architects were
determined to ring the edges of
the site with active uses, all the
parking will be the interior of the
block. Supermarket shoppers ar-
riving by car will enter the main
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garage from the Second Street.
Pedestrians will take the eleva-
tors to the store.

Blatstein said the sophisticated
arrangement required more ef-
fort to piece together, and will
cost more to build that a strip
mall—about $300 a square foot.
But he believes the design will
pay off in helping to attract bet-
ter tenants.

“I’ve built a lot of strip shop-
ping centers,” Blatstein ac-
knowledged, “and 1 wanted to
avoid temptaion to so that here.
... I kept playing with the site.”

Nothing that the Girard Av-
enue stop on the Market-Frank-
ford El is just a block away, he
added, “This is areal transporta-
tion-oriented development. You
never have to use your car.”

Nevertheless, the project in-
cludes plenty of parking. The
retail garage has room for 311
cars on three levels, while a
later residential structure will
provide 258 spaces.

Although it took Blatstein
almost a decade to work a de-
sign the neighborhood would
embrace, the components of the
current plan proposed in 2001,

and may even include more den-
sity than he first envisioned.

For many years, Blatstein
resisted hiring a professional
planner to layout the complex
project, preferring to do the
work in-house. During the fi-
nal days of the Street admin-
istration, he tried to rush an
inferior version through the
Zoning Board of Adjustment.
When that strategy failed, he
hired Beyer Blinder Belle and
entered serious negotiations
with the Northern Liberties
Neighborhood Association.

“Beyer Blinder ‘Belle was
terrific,” said Larry Freedman,
who heads the group’s zoning
committee. “We went from a
sea of parking to this, where
we don’t see parking at all.”
He likes the design so much,
he even plans to attend today’s
groundbreaking.

Even before hiring the plan-
ners, Blatstein had won the
neighborhood’s trust with his
handling of the Piazza. De-
signed by Erdy McHenry Ar-
chitects; it includes a generous
public open space; that has ef-
fectively become Northern Lib-

www.beyerblinderbelle.com

erties’ town square.

As Blatstein’s thinking has
evolved, so has the neighbor-
hood’s. It is an increasingly de-
sirable place to live, and not just
for artists or single in their early
20s.

With Schmidts North, neigh-
borhood association president
Matt Ruben said, it is inevitable
that Northern Liberties will be-
come more upscale. “We realize
that being a hipster district was
part of the process of gentrifica-
tion, and we have to be careful
not to be nostalgic for a period
that is fleeting,” he said.

Blatstein’s position as a ma-
jor landholder allows him to
shape the transition on his own
terms and schedule. The proj-
ect, which has received several
federal tax breaks, 1s one of the
few projects moving ahead.

“I can’t think of another
neighborhood that has had a sin-
gle hand transforming it in this
way,” saild Alan Greenberger,
the city planning director. “We
think the plan is really quite
good.”

Contact architect, critic Inga Saffron at
215-854-2213 isaffron@phillynews.com



