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"lt was like being in Kafka's bizarre

( mvooNovnoxc ) novel The Trial," says San Francisco
a h*nrun,rrr S
I #frffiil- ( neighbor Steve Mlliams. "The very
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people who were in charge of refer-

e) PovlRrNcRtrstr (: eeing the fight. The bureaucrats made

7 *';;;^ ( up the rules as they went along."*
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i  Hi: '- i l# i opment projects Like most Citv
( \LvAysB.{DMrN. \ Boards and Commtssions, the Board

I *yf:g t of Permit Appeals is run bv Mavoral-
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[^*rot^*ou* 1 appointees drawn from the ranks ol

\ sIlrMoruvHEN / the verv professions that the quasi-
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,.) "rRT^rNTy0r (, see-in this case, realtors and de.

? ^l#,Hti,t:- f velopers. Normally, an appeal to the
[ ;;;;;'ffi; i Board of Permit Appeals is an exer-
(^ Hli*:. ) cise in futilitv, the cause of heart-
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$ ern Addition neighbors, accom-

1 *rou.^tucr.t ) prished the seemingry impossible.
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"people's victory" holds consider-
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able implications for the future of
residential development in San Fran-
cisco. In essence, Superior Court
judge Raymond D. Williamson has
ruled that the Planning Commission
and the Board of Permit Appeals**
must obey the laws of the land.

The story began in 1995, when
Ms. Li l l ie Mae Brvant was forced to
sel l  her Western Addit ion home at
2617 Sutter Street. Brvant had raised
a  fami l v  i n  the  V ic to r ran  (  o t taqe
(bui l t  in  1891)  whrch she had ot rned
and l ived in stnce the l ,Q50s. Like
manv elderlv folks, Bnant tr ied to
make ends meet bv taking out a high-
interest loan on the i 'alue of her
house.  The loan-sharks ended up
wrth Li l l ie Mae Brvant 's possessions:
she ended up in  publ ic  housing.
Smal l - t ime developers Tom and
Steve Mclnernev and Rorv Moore-
doing business as Ashbourne Con-
struct ion-bought the house for
$ 180.000,

Steve Wil l iams purchased the
run-down Victorian next door to
Bryant 's house in 1993. In the Spring
of 1995, Williams was presented with
a nasty surprise. Ashbourne Con-
struction noticed the neighbors that
thev planned to tear down 26li Sut-
[er, and build a four-story condomini-
um in its place.

Williams learned that the pro-
posed building would loom 25 feet
over the adjoining houses. cutting

off light and air to neighboring lots.
In a more massive urban setting, the
size of the Ashbourne bui lding might
have been innocuous. But, Steve
Wil l iam's block of Sutter Street was
adorned with small  Victorians, bui l t
between 1875 and 1894. The only
modern structure in the 'hood was
an apartment dweli ing bui l t  in 1978;
nearlv a decade be;ore San Francis-
cans voted t0 co.i  r , ' �  resid€0tial de-
sign guidel irres rrrtelrdetl  |  ' rrotecI

and consen e the uniqrre characters
of San F rancisco's social ly and archr-
tectural lv diverse neighborhoods-
and to curb unbridled development.

Neither Wil l iams. nor his middle-
class neighbors. met the San Francis-
co Planninq Commission's f i f teen dav
deadline to protest the design of the
Ashbourne condos by fil ing a request
for a Discretionary Revrew. Permit
protest procedures are stuck togeth-
er wrth reams of with red-tape that
normal people are not equipped to un-
ravel. ln anv event, the naive residents
of the 2600 block of Sutter Street
could not believe that permits to con-
struct the towering condominium
building would get past public ser-
vants at the Planning Department and
Department of Building lnspection.
Building codes task these officials
with prohibiting obvious sore thumbs
from sticking out in the cityscape.0ne
neighbor likened khbourne's condo
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