To: Madison TCC
Re: 120 Madison Avenue proposed redevelopment
From: Madison Historic Preservation Commission
Date: April 9, 2021
_____________________________________________________________________
The house at 120 Madison Avenue was one of three built at the height of Madison Avenue’s
fame as “Millionaire’s Row”, running between Madison and Morristown. Madison Avenue was
lined with the estates of captains of industry from the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
This particular house cannot be understood without its neighbors to the east. All three masonry
houses were built by Enos Wilder, a wealthy businessman, as a speculative investment. His own
house on Loantaka Way is known to have been designed by the prominent New York firm of
Boring & Tilton; they may have been designers of these houses as well given their high-quality
materials and detailing.
The earliest of the trio was 120 Madison Avenue, constructed in 1880. It is a fine example of the
eclecticism of the period’s architecture, incorporating elements of Romanesque Revival style in
its round-arched porte-cochere and Colonial Revival elements like the articulated corner quoins
and the roundel windows at attic level.

Façade of 120 Madison Avenue. Camera facing south. Photograph March 30, 2021.
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East (Vinal Place) side of 120 Madison Avenue. Camera facing west. Photo March 30, 2021.

Like the other two Wilder Houses on Madison Avenue, this one was acquired by Drew
University in the mid-20th century for administrative uses. The three are identified in the 2016
Morris County Cultural Resources Inventory as “Eligible” for State and National Register listing.
The Cultural Resources Inventory is incorporated into the Master Plan as the list of Borough
sites of historic, architectural and cultural importance that should be preserved whenever
possible. These three houses are not in a locally designated historic district and thus plans will
not come to the HPC for design review. The proposed new design does not follow current
guidelines in the Master Plan for new buildings to take design cues from the existing
neighborhood.
The design of the houses and their remaining setting as estate houses establishes an important
entry to Madison Borough from the west along Route 124 and gives a distinctive character to
the town. Demolition of 120 Madison Avenue will negatively impact the design and value of
remaining historic houses in the area, including 95 and 99 Madison Avenue, directly across the
street, and the other two Wilder houses, “Tilghman House” on the Drew campus at 100
Madison Avenue and “Madison House” on the Drew campus on the southeast corner of
Madison Avenue and Vinal Place.
All three of the historic Wilder Houses have been adapted for office use while preserving their
exterior (and many interior features). Continuing preservation of a historic building while
adapting its use to contemporary needs without altering character-defining features is an
established principle of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation, the
preservation design standards that underpin Madison’s preservation ordinance (and indeed,
most other American preservation).
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In examining the documents submitted for the TCC review, it is clear that the plan was drawn to
exactly meet the standards of the Borough for a House of Worship. However, if the modern
addition on the west side of the existing house was removed, there is room to place the
mosque building within the building envelope and retain the historic house. Variances to place
the parking within the required 50’ buffer at the rear of the lot while adding extensive
screening from neighbors could be worked out. The most important consideration for this
property is to accommodate a new use while providing an adaptive re-use of the historic
building. The need to provide parking without a variance is secondary consideration in making
this new design and use work into the existing fabric of Madison. Another issue is not just the
preservation of this particular house, but its relationship to the two others to east. Together,
the houses and their landscaped setting constitute an important viewshed as you enter the
Borough and recall the elegance of 19th century Madison.
If the applicant is willing to consider an adaptive re-use solution there will be historical
continuity within the community, and space in the 1880 home may provide needed support
spaces. Please see the attached sketches that explain this idea.
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