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524 Esplanade – Letter from Owner/Applicant

Chapter 1: a good beginning
I hire an architect with interest in classical revival architecture for my Palladian inspired house,  Lewis Robinson. We have similar taste . He is a very reassuring since he stated that he’s never  had a project turned 

down by the commission . He does his research and shows me several fancy designs from a catalog that was printed in the 1840s. My home was constructed in 1845 .
Lewis consults with a senior member of the staff and reports to me that since the staircase was a later addition, that there would be no problem in removing the railing or the entire staircase.
Since the 1879 survey showed a semi circular staircase, I asked him to design an iron staircase similar to the one in my home. Unfortunately, after doing measurements, he concluded that a new staircase would 

not meet current code standards of width and rise. I find this baffling that I am not allowed to construct a staircase that would be far safer then the current staircase which has irregular , variable rises. Certainly, a 
new staircase with the same riser heights would be  safer. He advised me to only remove the railing and leave the steps.

Chapter 2: rejection
The historic design is brought to the architectural committee. The staff historian objects to the removal of the railing since it has been there over 50 years. She states that the commission is following the 

recommendations of the national park service.
The chairman of the commission was encouraging when he stated:(This is not an exact quote) since 524 Esplanade already has an historic design railing on the gallery and  along the sidewalk, it would be 

reasonable to have a railing  of similar design.

I read the national parks service manifesto. I would like to stress that this is not a mandate or a law. It is a guideline, which they say can be modified by local historic districts. Saving something  that is 50 years 
old in a newer city might be appropriate, but I disagree that it is appropriate in one of the oldest cities in the United States.

When I was restoring 915 Bourbon St. , I saved the two 1950s expensive bathrooms. One of the bathrooms was blue, the other was pink, a color I don’t like!  Nevertheless, I had the pitted chrome, re-chromed. I 
had a row of cracked pink tiles replaced. Finding the same discontinued tile was very time-consuming. Fortunately, when I sold the house, the new owners did not replace the bathrooms with modern ones.

The architectural committee rejected the removal of the concrete railing unanimously. I was advised to appeal it to the full commission .

Chapter 3: reversal
The issue of removing the concrete railing was appealed to the full commission. Fortunately, one of the members asked what was the height of the railing. This was a issue not addressed by my architect or the 

three architects on the committee. It seems that my concrete railing was too short, therefore unsafe according to current codes current codes. Commission commission approved unanimously the removal of the 
concrete railing.

I would like to bring up the issue that the architects sit on both the architectural committee and the full commission. So, appeals are voted on by members that have already rejected the design. This does not 
seem right to me.
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Chapter 4: back to the drawing board
The staff negotiates with my architect on simpler and simpler designs. This is beginning to look to me like something from Levittown, NY! But then, the staff is wearing me down, I’m willing to agree to 

anything. Unfortunately, due to the length of this process, the decorative element that was agreed to by the staff, has now been discontinued!  My architect who never considers cost, tells me to have it 
replicated from the last three pieces that he bought. He also states that it should be one and a half inches thick.

My Iron man made up one sample, the cost is $200 each . At this point, I’ve already spent over $10,000 on one set after another of simpler drawings demanded by the staff. The staff has now made this 
project so expensive, that it is unaffordable.

I would like to point out that I have been actively involved in restoring buildings in the French quarter since 1975. This is the third building. I have always maintained using the buildings according to their 
original use as a private home. My first renovation at 1012 Royal St.,  I turned four apartments in the main building back to a single residence.
At 524 Esplanade Ave., I have , by myself, repaired the plaster, painted all the rooms, sanded and varnished the floors, stripped off over 10 coats of paint off the wood risking lead poisoning, repaired the roof 
multiple times risking cancer from asbestos tiles, replaced termite eaten wood. Instead of playing golf or tennis, my physical exercise is working on my home.

Chapter 5: desertion
I discuss cost with my architect and tell him we need a more affordable design. He understands my concerns, but is unwilling to submit any appeals to the full commission and the city Council.  He is 

unwilling to risk his relationship with the staff members. This might make it difficult for him to get future projects approved in the French Quarter, or even in another part of the city.
This is a complaint that I’ve heard multiple times in the past from architects who are unwilling to work in the French quarter. They have explained to me that they receive little guidance, rules are not clear, 

the rules continually change with changes in the staff or the changing members on the architectural committee.

Chapter 6: Bauhaus Humbug
This change to modernism reverses 70 years of the policies of the commission. For 70 years, historical designs have not only been approved but were required. This staff is, in effect , saying that for 70 years 

the  citizens that served on the architectural committee’s and the commission were wrong.  Also, the architects and the commission members who approved my balcony railing and my sidewalk fence were 
wrong.  Bauhaus humbug!!

Many of these volunteers were my friends, for example , Mary Morrison who lived in and who fought for the French Quarter from the 1930s and helped Save it along with her husband Jake. I was also friends 
with the previous owners of the house, the Ronstroms, who bought the house in the 1930s. I had been entertained more than 50 times by this couple with their stories of the French quarter and our house. 
They had seen my renovation at 1012 Royal St. through the many stages. Dr.Ronstrom was very pleased that I was buying  his precious home.

Please approve the affordable and historic  design.

Please include this letter in my application.
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-----Original Message-----
From: Robert Kenny <drrobertkenny@yahoo.com> 
Sent: Tuesday, February 2, 2021 12:07 AM
To: Bryan D. Block <bdblock@nola.gov>; Erin Holmes <erinholmes@vcpora.org>
Subject: Response to staff analysis January 26, 2021

EMAIL FROM EXTERNAL SENDER: DO NOT click links, or open attachments, if sender is unknown, or the message seems suspicious in any way. DO NOT provide your user ID or password. If you believe 
that this is a phishing attempt please forward this message to phishing@nola.gov

“Following the conceptual approval of a simplified railing design at the 11/10/2020 meeting, the owner stated that the cost of the cast iron center decorative element would be over $200 each.”
This sentence seems to imply that all of the above occurred shortly after November 10, 2020. The sequence of events is the following.
I, Dr. Kenny , called 2 ironworkers that I had used previously : Iron work services, and Gutierrez iron. I left detailed messages about reproducing from a casting , a thicker two sided casting. I also 

call the “ Premier ironworker in New Orleans” recommended by my architect. After leaving messages weekly for over a month at these three businesses, I only had one reply.
I have worked with Mr. Gutierrez on several projects at my home and rental properties. Some of the iron ornamental iron jobs were missing pieces and Mr. Gutierrez was able to reproduce them.
Finally, in January Mr. G brought me the finished sample. He said the thickness was very difficult to make and would cost at least $200 each. It was at this time that I asked him to bring me the 

catalog so I could look for ready-made pieces. These pieces would cost less than $50 each and would greatly decrease the total cost of the project. This was not just one decorative element, but an 
entire section.

“No revised drawings have been submitted.”
This is true, after over $10,000 in architectural fees because of continual staff demands for simpler drawings, without any guidance, I do not want to waste more money until the ready-made iron 

piece is approved.

It is unclear how these rectangular elements would rise and the curve around the stairs.
This is true for the piece which has straight lines.The rising curve that the staff is mentioning is the railing being convex. Otherwise, the railings are a stretch stretch straight, making a 90° turn 

with the inner railing . This is also a problem with the previously conceptually approved Design with the parallelograms. You have straight lines with the parallelograms, yet the railing is not straight, it 
is convex, gradually turning upward and then downward . The ready-made piece will have to be made higher in order to meet they 34 inch to 38 inch rule.

My idea would be to add 3 inch rosettes previously conceptually approved above ready-made piece.

However, this criticism does not apply to the fancier ready-made piece. This design it’s very curvy and not linear. The bottom section of this design could easily be cut to compensate for the Convex 
railing. However, the staff chose to comment only on the rectangular Design ready-made piece .

More Analysis Of staff analysis to follow.

Cheers, Dr. Kenny
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524 Esplanade – Letter from Owner/Applicant

-----Original Message-----
From: Robert Kenny <drrobertkenny@yahoo.com> 
Sent: Tuesday, February 2, 2021 2:06 AM
To: Bryan D. Block <bdblock@nola.gov>; Erin Holmes <erinholmes@vcpora.org>
Subject: Staff analysis January 26, 2021

EMAIL FROM EXTERNAL SENDER: DO NOT click links, or open attachments, if sender is unknown, or the message seems suspicious in any way. DO NOT provide your user ID or password. If you believe 
that this is a phishing attempt please forward this message to phishing@nola.gov

Staff quotes department of interior guidelines.
I have already commented oh my disagreement with reversing 70 years of policies followed by the Vieux Carré Commission.

Staff reminds the committee that I have already significantly altered the front of the building twice.
It would have been nicer and kinder if this criticism was tempered by the acknowledgment that this was all done with Vieux Carré Commission approval. For years, I thought I was doing right by following 

the guidelines of the commission. Now, I am the bad guy, the ignorant owner , a destroyer of the French quarter.

The contemporary addition in 2017.
Well at least this should suit staff’s taste, but The staff doesn’t say so. The Commission staff fought this project for years. I finally had to go to the city Council, And they overrode the commission. The 
design that was approved by the city Council, the staff decided to try to block it. So, after requiring me to get a structural engineer report for the city Council Design, the director changed his mind, and 
thought that he should be able to change the design. He rejected one design after another, and advised me to get another architect that was more sensitive to the quarter. This meant someone who 
agreed with the director. So I was directed to new architect by an architectural committee member. This new architect said that this was a very difficult project and he had to think on it a lot, think and 
bill, think and bill, think and bill. When the bills got to $20,000 with this new architect, I had to get my old architect involved to help him think clearly and quickly.

The design approved by city Council went between my building and the building next-door Riverside. The city Council Design wars much shorter and would’ve cost a lot less. I believe the director 
was trying to wear me down and increase the cost to prevent this project.

There are similarities between the simpler ready-made Design and the conceptually improved Design. Both are angular and have anthemion . However, the fancier design would be easier to use with 
the convex railing.

The anthemion is above my front door which is the reason why I used it on the sidewalk fence. The angular piece has a SIMPLIFIED Greek key type Design which are in my gallery railing and the front 
fence. Again, both the gallery railing and sidewalk fence were approved by the Vieux Carré Commission. Does the angular ready made piece meet the interior department recommendation for a 
simplified design? It does.. It is much simpler then the design on the Beauregard house, or the house on Dauphine Street.

The 1876 survey showed semi circular railing and staircases. The 1896 survey showed that there was no staircase. The staff seems to think that they railing should be a wood railing from a picture 
that was taken after 1915. How do we know this? Because the picture also shows a building that was built in 1915 on the lake side of my home.
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A wood railing and staircase was part of the specifications printed in the Esplanade Avenue book. The book also specified an iron gallery railing which the staff analysis never mentioned. The 

staff seems to leave out anything that would not support their opinion and taste. It seems reasonable to assume that the original gallery railing rusted and was thrown out with modernization in the 
20th century. I did try to find an older picture that would show the original iron gallery railing, but was unsuccessful.

Since the first owner quickly lost the house in a sheriff’s sale, it is reasonable to assume they would have built a more expensive staircase like the Beauregard house which they were copying, but 
they ran out of money.

Is my house original, no.
Is my home copying two previously built homes in the French quarter, yes.
Are the two previously built homes original architecture, no.

There are no Frank Loyd Wright houses in the French quarter.

Could the original wood staircase have rotted quickly and replaced within a few years, possible. Could there have been a metal staircase and metal railing install in the 19 century, possible. Could the 
second owner have torn down they original cheap wooden staircase and replace it with an expensive metal staircase, very likely.

Cheers, Robert Kenny
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