
Charlie and Alina Elison 
423-425 Vine Street 
Philadelphia, PA 19146 
 
Philadelphia Historical Commission 
1515 Arch Street 13th Floor 
Philadelphia, PA 19102 
 
Members of the Commission,  
 
Please find this letter in support of our application to obtain building permits for the renovation 
of our home on 423-425 Vine street.   
 
We have always wanted to own a historic home in Old City. We were immediately drawn to the 
history and character of this house and the surrounding neighborhood. We love that this house 
provides room to grow for our expanding family.  
 
It was immediately obvious that the stairs would not work given accessibility and functional 
needs for our family and we bought this property with the immediate intent to modify the 
staircase. To accomplish this, we retained an architect and structural engineer to plan for 
modifications to address our family’s needs. Demolishing (and rebuilding) this ell wall was not 
our first choice. Our architect, with consultations from our structural engineer, proposed 
several designs alternatives. As much as we tried, none of these alternatives allowed us to keep 
the functional utility of our dining room, while allowing us the space to modernize both our 
stairs to the basement and stairs to the second story. Additionally, the second floor of the 
property is mis-aligned on three different levels, involving two different sets of steps. A key 
requirement of this renovation project is leveling the second floor to a greater extent to 
improve accessibility.  
 
The modernization of our stairs is an absolute necessity for our home, given mobility 
considerations for both an older adult family member with accessibility needs, a 1 year old, our 
growing family, and myself (a combat veteran with minor but overlapping combat-related 
injuries that will progressively limit my mobility in the future). This is our forever home – but it 
can only be so if we can navigate these stairs in 20 years. Any other design alternative forced us 
to lose the functional utility of the middle section of the house.  
 
Important to your consideration, is the fact that this ell is not currently (and if re-built) will NOT 
be in public viewshed. Please see several sets of photos, including photos taken December 23, 
2025 by a preservation focused property photographer that prove this fact (PHOTOS).  
 
Originally constructed to be an alley-way ell, this wall’s character and fenestrations have been 
significantly altered over time. In order to help date this ell and lend perspective to our design 
options, we consulted two key subject matter experts. Dr. Lori Arnold, a local historic 
preservationist and neighbor, as well as Mr. Mike Gavlick, a master mason with historic 



preservation certifications and 24 years of experience. Dr. Arnold’s assessments are included, 
including her summary of Mr. Gavlick’s findings. The most critical elements of those 
assessments and findings note that the brick on this ell is in poor condition (owing to its original 
construction, as well as the many layers of stucco cladding added over the years), out of 
viewshed, and that the marble step may not be original. We also consulted with local realtor 
and near neighbor Scott Neifeld as a subject matter expert on navigating the unique 
architectural constraints of Old City properties, whose expert opinion on the nature of the 
functional obsolescence of these staircases and their impacts are included.  
 
423-425 Vine is the last single-family home on this block of Vine street. This is our forever 
home. In order to make it our forever home, we must modernize the stairs. If we cannot 
accomplish this, we would be forced to put the house back on the market, at significant 
financial hardship. We are already very invested in the neighborhood and community, including 
volunteering extensively with the Franklin Bridge Neighbors North Registered Community 
Organization. As such, we’ve sought great counsel from neighbors, including previous owners of 
this home who are still very active in the neighborhood and local preservation efforts. 
 
This wall, although original, does not characterize the historic character of the house. It was 
built to be an alley wall. It was not well-maintained overtime and even in the 20th century 
maintenance has long been deferred because it continues to be an alley wall not in public view. 
The true historic character of this house is seen in the front façade and the rear most ell, which 
will not be altered and which we look forward to investing in preserving.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
Charlie and Alina Elison 


