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August 18, 2021 
 
Jonathan Farnham 
Executive Director 
Philadelphia Historical Commission 
1515 Arch Street, 13th Floor 
Philadelphia, PA 19102 
 
Re: 1435-41 Walnut Street, aka The Drexel Co. Building 
 
Dear Dr. Farnham, 
 
The Preservation Alliance urges denial of the current application before the Historical 
Commission to enlarge seven window openings at the above-referenced property. 
 
The Drexel Co. Building has stood proudly for nearly a century as one of Philadelphia’s premiere 
architectural landmarks of the commercial variety. The building was listed on the Philadelphia 
Register of Historic Places in 1971. In 1980 the building was individually listed on the National 
Register of Historic Places.  
 
The National Register nomination (excerpt attached) argues that “The Drexel Company building 
is a significant architectural achievement, a major urban landmark that focuses and organizes 
perception in the city, a monument to Philadelphia’s most important financial organization in 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries…For all these reasons, and more, the building holds an 
extraordinary attractive power…For the Drexel Company, the architects achieved a building of 
great power that impresses itself on its region – not with the violent individualism of the high 
Victorian, or the great height of the New York 1920s, instead the forcefulness comes from the 
interplay of abstract architectural qualities, scale and mass, ruled by proportion.” Elsewhere the 
nomination asserts “This is a building with a capital B, architecture in the grand manner all too 
rare in Philadelphia. It is this quality that makes it the focus of its corner and gives it its 
urbanistic role.” 
 
Clearly, we must be very careful in sanctioning alterations to such an important and prominent 
architectural landmark. The application before the Commission today proposes changes that will 
significantly alter the appearance of the Drexel Co. building, most likely permanently. 
 
We have three primary objections to the current proposal. For starters, the application strives to 
make an argument of economic necessity for the proposed alterations. An application based 
primarily on economics should be considered by the Committee on Financial Hardship. 
 
Secondly, in its recommendation of approval, the staff of the Historical Commission has clearly 
exceeded its authority. The staff’s approval is primarily based on their acceptance of the 
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applicant’s economic arguments, for which they have neither the expertise nor the authority. To 
repeat, such arguments are rightly made via the financial hardship process. 
 
Finally, we question the validity of the claim that Drexel Co.’s former banking hall has failed to 
attract a tenant due to the configuration of the building’s lower level windows.  
 
South Fifteenth Street in Center City is a veritable “Bankers Row” of grand, architect-designed 
banking halls built during the first half of the 20th century. In fact, there are four such banking 
halls within a single block, including the ornate hall at Drexel Co. Three of the four have long 
been successfully repurposed for restaurant use despite similar window configurations, 
including one that did previously enlarge its window openings, only to close them back up upon 
securing its current tenant. 
 
Here are three examples, each within a single block of the Drexel Co. building (unless otherwise 
noted, all images via Google StreetView): 
 

1) The Packard Building (1924, Ritter & Shay architects), 111 S. 15th Street @ Chestnut: Del 
Frisco’s restaurant has occupied the former banking hall of this high-rise tower since 
2008, despite the fact that the windows along the 15th Street façade are set even higher 
off the sidewalk than those of Drexel Co., at a height of approximately 10 feet (as 
compared to 8 feet at Drexel Co.). In addition, like Drexel Co., the banking floor now 
serving as the dining room sits upon a raised podium set well above sidewalk level.   

 
 

 
PACKARD BUILDING/DEL FRISCO’S  
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2) Real Estate Trust Company building (1947, Sydney E. Martin, architect), 130 S. 15th 

Street: Prior to Ocean Prime restaurant’s opening in 2013, the ground floor windows of 
this building were enlarged by removing several feet of original brick: four windows 
along S. 15th Street and two facing Sansom Street. Later, before the restaurant opened, 
these enlargements were reversed and filled in, using similar color brick to match. To 
this day the scars beneath each of the windows are easily visible where work was done.  

 

 
130 S. 15TH STREET, MARCH 2012: LOWER LEVEL WINDOW OPENINGS UNDERGOING 
ENLARGEMENT 

 
 

 
130 S. 15TH STREET, NOVEMBER 2020: WINDOW OPENINGS CLOSED BACK UP 
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130 S. 15TH STREET. DETAIL OF CLOSED UP WINDOW OPENING SHOWING  

SCARRING FROM REVERSED ENLARGEMENT. PHOTO BY PAUL STEINKE, 8/17/21. 
 

3) First National Bank of Philadelphia building (1927, Ritter & Shay architects) 1500 Walnut 
Street: Butcher & Singer restaurant opened in 2008 in the former banking hall of this 
high-rise Art Deco office tower. While the building’s windows are positioned closer to 
the sidewalk than at Drexel Co. (which sits diagonally across the street), the restaurant 
keeps the windows covered at all times with louvred interior shades. Visibility from the 
street is clearly not a high priority for Butcher & Singer. 
 

 
 

 
1500 WALNUT STREET SHOWING LOUVERED SHADES AT BUTCHER & SINGER RESTAURANT. 
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The Drexel Co. application frankly overplays the issue of visibility. Each of the buildings 
described above, including Drexel Co., share a significant architectural feature: a grand and 
heavily ornamented main entrance that heralds each building’s presence. In the three examples 
above, these monumental entrances call attention to the restaurant tenants inside. The same is 
clearly possible with Drexel Co., the only one of the four that has eluded the grasp of a high-end 
restaurant tenant in recent decades.  
 
As this letter demonstrates, windows have evidently not been a problem for the other three 
buildings in attracting and retaining their retail tenants. 
 
The proposed alterations to the Drexel Co. building strike us as especially short-sighted right 
now. Downtown retail leasing has been hampered by the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, causing 
sharply increased retail vacancy rates across Center City. For example, each of the four corners 
of the Broad and Walnut Streets intersection are currently vacant.  
 
There is no guarantee that the proposed Drexel Co. alterations will succeed in delivering a 
tenant. But the changes being proposed will likely be permanent, despite being technically 
reversible. 
 
The Preservation Alliance stands firm in its belief that adaptive re-use is essential to breathing 
new life into historic buildings. However, it should not come at the expense of significant 
architectural fabric or detail, as confirmed by Standard 9 of the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for Rehabilitation. The proposed window enlargement scheme constitutes the loss of 
significant architectural fabric and should be denied.  
 
Sincerely, 

 
Paul Steinke 
Executive Director 
 
 
Encl. National Register of Historic Places Inventory – Nomination Form for 1427-35 Walnut 
Street, Philadelphia, PA (excerpt) 








