
 

  

 

 

 
 
June 14, 2018 
 
Barton Ross 
Barton Ross & Partners, LLC 
184 S. Livingston Ave, Ste. 9-140 
Livingston, NJ  07039 
barton@bartonross.com 

 
Re: Lackawanna Plaza Revitalization – Grocery Store Study 
  
Dear Mr. Ross, 
 
It was a pleasure speaking with you about Lackawanna Plaza and the history of Montclair, NJ.  
Preserving the historic nature of the Lackawanna Plaza seems to be the right thing to do.  With that, I 
appreciate your passion for design and eye for responsible urban planning.  However, I also understand 
the difficulty to weigh development progress against preservation.  Good development and historic 
preservation can be polar opposites at times. 
 
Mehmert Store Services was established in 1990.  We provide store planning, interior design & decor, 
equipment procurement, project management, and construction management services only to the 
food retail sector with a specialized unique focus on the supermarket industry.  Located in Pewaukee, 
WI we have managed projects throughout the United States with current projects under way in Illinois, 
Kentucky, Louisiana, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, West Virginia, and Wisconsin. We have recently 
completed projects in Alabama, Florida, Illinois, Indiana, Louisiana, Michigan, Minnesota, Pennsylvania, 
Texas, Wisconsin and Wyoming.  We also have designed projects on an International level as well.  A 
number of these projects have been rehabs of sensitive and historic structures.  See examples below.  
 

1. A former lumber-yard building with heavy timber framing in Jackson, WY for Jackson Whole 
Grocer.  Note the multitude of heavy timber columns and celebrated connections. 

  

mailto:barton@bartonross.com


 

 

Lackawanna Plaza Revitalization  Page 2 

2. The historic Astor Theatre in Milwaukee, WI for Glorioso’s Italian Market.  Note the 
preservation of the double height space, existing steel structure and restored cream city brick.  

  
  

3. A side-by-side historic renovation of turn of the century masonry buildings currently underway 
in Milwaukee for an Italian teaching kitchen and cooking school for Buon Appetito (the former 
Gloriosos’ location before adaptively reusing and renovating the historic Astor Theatre.)  Note 
the images before on the left and the current condition at 75% complete with restored 
masonry, carved stone accents, and storefront glass. 

  
 

4. A proposed renovation of a former foundry and textile manufacturing building in Reading, PA 
for Boyer’s Food Market.  Note the layout and flow as it makes it way around a sea of columns 
set in an 18’ x 18’ grid.  The space is approximately 480’ long x 80’ wide. 

 
 
The key question asked with each of the project examples above was, “Is it feasible?”  Through creative 
design, value engineering and working with local historic preservation committees, real estate 
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developers and owners and store operators we were able to answer that question with, “Yes!”  
However, it did take compromise to determine what was sensible to save or rehab; what was not; and 
what changes eroded the historical nature of the building or negatively affected the structure.  The 
main goal in each project was to enhance a beautiful or historic structure that needed TLC to fit within 
its new modern surroundings and ultimately become a contributing property to the citizens and an 
asset to the City like it had been in the past. 
 
Given our background of working on sensitive and historic renovation projects specific to food retail, I 
have reviewed the submission by the developer’s Architect, the supporting information and the 
sketched options you sent for Lackawanna Plaza.  I understand the sensitivity of the project as well as 
the goal of securing a reputable grocer to serve as the anchor in the development.   
 

 
 
A quick overview of the existing site area shows an immediate under parked site. However, with access 
to the parking lots on the other side of Grove St, parking seems adequate yet not ideal.  Access to the 
anchor tenant (grocery store) is obscure with the atrium space and indoor mall present at its front 
door contained within the existing historic train shed.  From the picture of the mall interior, 
understanding that the structure was formerly a train shed is a reach under the current use as its 
structure cannot be realized in its entirety.  It really just appears to be a nice atrium space in an interior 
mall.  The structure was once open to accommodate parked trains for loading and unloading 
passengers as shown in the section below with two trains per bay and platforms between them. 
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Enter the proposed plans to re-develop Lackawanna Plaza and the parking lot properties across Grove 
Street.  It is evident that effort was taken to reference the train shed that adorned the site.  The design 
pays homage to it through the architecture as shown in the renderings of the grocery store and the 
clipped detail portion of the train shed near the actual station.  Utilization of the shed’s recycled steel 
structure is a nice gesture, but it actually erodes the historical significance of what once was.  What is 
lost is the character of the architecture as a large open space where its structure could be touched, 
experienced and celebrated for its usefulness every time a train entered it, and left it.  The 
preservation of this character can make a redevelopment a destination for its story.  It can attract 
patrons to visit to experience the preservation.  A story could be saved and a story could be told for 
years to come. 
 

 
 

 
With the notion of preserving the train shed’s vast openness, two ideas immediately come to mind to 
reuse the existing historical train shed in order for the structure to be celebrated as it once was.  The 
focus is not to simply preserve the original structure, but to embrace its vastness by finding a use 
suitable that coincides with its former use. 
 

1. Re-think the wheel and consider a store within the train-shed structure.  It is feasible to 
conceive a layout much like in the Reading, PA foundry/ textile building; or the adaptive reuse 
of the lumberyard building in Jackson, WY. With a structural grid of almost 20’ x 40’ a creative 
design with proper flow and use of the space could easily celebrate the enormity of the 
structure so patrons could envision a train being inside under roof.  Without experiencing the 
building from side to side and end to end, the story is lost.  This idea would considerably affect 
the site plan with regard to parking.  It would require a thoughtful design to maximize parking 
quantity and adjacency to the anchor grocery tenant. 
 

2. Another viable idea is to draw an obvious similarity between its former use as a covered parking 
garage for trains to a modern use as a parking garage for cars.  Both uses serve people while 
getting from point A to point B and both require a vast amount of open space with a well 
thought-out structure to provide cover to both people and machines.  Below is an overlay of 
how one-way parking could work through the existing structure.  Returned back to its once 
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glorious use to provide people and goods with shelter while boarding and de-boarding (loading 
and unloading) the preferred long distance mode of transportations of the time. 
 

 
 
The grocery store could benefit greatly from this concept, as a good portion of parking if not all 
of it would be covered for its patrons.  
 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide my company’s professional background and opinion on the 
revitalization and preservation of Lackawanna Plaza.  I really enjoyed learning about Montclair, NJ and 
its history.  I welcome the opportunity to provide professional services to help conceive a sound 
master plan to bridge the gap between architectural preservation and real estate revitalization.   
 
Sincerely,  
  
  
 
Bradley K. Knab, MArch, LEED AP 
Brad.Knab@mehmert.com 

 
Mehmert Store Services 
N27W23588 Paul Road, Suite 100 
Pewaukee, WI 53072 
262-347-0999 o | 800-273-0755 tf 
www.mehmert.com 
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