




  

September 19, 2018 

 

Urban Design Commission c/o City of Madison Planning Division 

City of Madison 

126 S. Hamilton St. 

Madison, WI 53701 

  

LETTER OF INTENT: INFORMATIONAL PRESENTATION – JAMES MADISON PARK MASTER PLAN 

 

To whom it may concern, 

 

This letter outlines a request for informational review of the proposed James Madison Park shelter concept, 

which will be accompanied by a report of the proposed James Madison Park master plan. The following 

entities comprise the project team: 

 Client:    City of Madison Parks Division  

 Landscape Architecture:  Saiki Design 

 Architecture:   Destree Design Architects 

 Public Engagement:  Urban Assets  

 Civil Engineering:   Burse Surveying and Engineering 

 Shoreline Engineering:  Baird 

Property Location 

James Madison Park is a 12.36-acre lakefront community park located at 614 E. Gorham Street in downtown 

Madison, on the shores of Lake Mendota. The park property includes six buildings that are City Landmarks 

and on the National Register of Historic Places. As a designated “community park,” James Madison Park 

serves a diverse range of park users of all ages and backgrounds, including neighborhood residents, UW 

students, and residents and visitors from throughout the greater Madison area.  

Parks within a one-mile radius of James Madison are Reynolds Field Park and McPike Park to the east, and BB 

Clark Beach to the south. Located 1.4 miles to the northeast is Tenney Park, also a landmark site. 

 

Existing Conditions and History 

James Madison Park offers a variety of active and passive recreation opportunities. Amenities include two 

basketball courts, a sand volleyball court, two playground areas, picnic tables, pier, paved paths, grand lawn, 

small beach, landscaped gardens maintained by volunteers, and canoe/kayak launch and storage.  

The park is used extensively for informal recreation such as walking, yoga, sun bathing, fishing, Frisbee, 

picnicking, etc., and is also reserved for events, classes and private parties. The two reservable spaces at 

James Madison Park are the main park shelter, built in 1979, and Gates of Heaven Synagogue. 

There are two small parking lots at the park; a 31-stall lot on the west end adjacent to Gates of Heaven and 

the basketball courts; and an 8-stall lot located within the right of way at the end of Blount Street, adjacent 

to the Mendota Lake House B&B.   

James Madison Park is home to the following six buildings that are City Landmarks and listed on the National 

Register of Historic Places:  

1. Gates of Heaven Synagogue, 300 E. Gorham Street 

a. Built in 1863, designated in 1974 

2. Bernard-Hoover Boat House, 622 E. Gorham Street 
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a. Built in 1915, designated in 1976 

3. Irene and Robert Conner’s House, 640 E. Gorham Street 

a. Built in 1920, designated in 1993 

4. Anna and Cornelius Collins’ House, 646 E. Gorham Street 

a. Built in 1908, designated in 1993 

5. William and Dora Collins’ House, 704 E. Gorham Street 

a. Built in 1912, designated in 1975 

6. Lincoln School, 720 E. Gorham Street 

a. Built in 1915, designated in 1978 

A thorough “Historical Overview and Illustrated Site Chronology” prepared by Cornerstone Preservation as 

part of the master plan process is linked here [https://www.cityofmadison.com/parks/projects/james-

madison-park-master-plan]. 

 

Project Scope 

The City of Madison Parks Division issued an RFP for the James Madison Park Master Plan and Shelter Design 

in September 2017. The project scope outlined in the RFP included:   

 Review of existing conditions and regulatory requirements affecting planning and development. 

 Robust neighborhood and community engagement informed by the City of Madison Racial Equity 

and Social Justice Initiative (RESJI), including two benchmark progress reports to gauge the 

effectiveness of the engagement process.  

 Twelve on-site park observations at various times of day and year.  

 Evaluation of the existing shelter and programming opportunities, and development of three shelter 

concepts to include: renovation of the existing shelter; development of a new shelter; and a 

combined renovation and expansion of the existing shelter. 

 Development of a final proposed shelter schematic.  

 Development of three conceptual park master plans, including the conceptual layout of paths, park 

amenities, structure locations, shoreline treatments and other facilities. 

 Development of a final proposed park master plan. 

 Development of a park master plan report for review and approval by the Board of Park 

Commissioners. 

Proposed Shelter and Master Plan 

The proposed shelter, informed by extensive site analysis and input from the public, city agencies, and state 

and federal agencies from November 2017 to date, includes the following: 

 The new modern shelter structure is 9500 square feet on the Lake side.  The new siting of the shelter 

is roughly 40 feet more to the west than the existing shelter.  This shift enhances the spatial 

relationship between the shelter and the historic Hover Boathouse.   As the design progresses, the 

roof terrace and shelter structure concept will address the Secretary of the Interior’s standards for 

the treatment of historic properties with guidelines as it relates to new construction.  

 The new lakeside shelter space includes exterior toilet facilities, a café with public seating, 

community room for 175 persons, 1000 sf paddle vendor space, a flex room with toilet facilities for 

special events and weddings, and over 1000 sf of support space for polling functions, community 

gardening, life guard storage and parks support space. 

 The 9000 sf roof terrace is designed to maximize views and enhance the park experience.  It 

provides public active space to the west with semi-active and contemplative covered space to the 

https://www.cityofmadison.com/sites/default/files/city-of-madison/parks/documents/Feb2018_James%20Madison%20Park%20Expanded%20Chronology_Web.pdf
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east. The sedum roof elements and planter beds, in concert with the covered terrace structure, will 

be designed to provide a progressive approach for storm water management.  Universal accessibility 

is enhanced with the added elevator element, improving public access to both the street side 

and lakeside of the shelter. 

The proposed master plan, based on the same process of engagement and analysis, includes the following:  

 A naturalized shoreline. 

 A reconfigured single-loaded parking lot along Gorham Street.  

 On-site stormwater improvements, including an emergent wetland with integrated educational 

elements.  

 A lake-front access path.  

 Several new waterfront access points.  

 A consolidated activity zone including basketball courts, a volleyball court, and larger playground.  

 A revitalized beach area.  

 An updated accessible path system.  

 Outdoor spaces for shelter use.  

 Spatial improvements around Gates of Heaven. 

 An identified lot for a future historic home consideration.  

Proposed Parking Configuration 

Due to safety concerns at the existing James Madison Park parking lot and the limited availability of street 

parking on adjacent streets, the proposed master plan includes removing the existing surface parking lot on 

the west end of the park and adding off-street parking in a linear configuration along Gorham Street. This 

option is supported by City of Madison Traffic Engineering and the Police Department, and was viewed 

favorably by the majority of participants at the third public meeting, where three concept options were 

discussed.  

 

Parking lots in public parks face many unique issues specific to public lots with no or limited occupied 

buildings. They can be places for undesirable activity and need careful design to ensure that these spaces are 

safe, welcoming, and non-intimidating; as a result, public parks tend to have parking visible from the street. 

With the exception of Yahara Place Park and parks that are too small for parking lots or are lacking road 

access, most City of Madison lakefront parks have parking visible from the street including: Brittingham Park, 

BB Clarke Park, Burrows Park, Esther Beach Park, Filene Park, Law Park, Marshall Park, Olin Park, Olbrich Park, 

Spring Harbor Park, Tenney Park, Vilas Park, Wingra Park and Warner Park. 

Other parking options at James Madison Park, including angled and reverse-angle parking on Gorham, and 

allowing parking on both sides of Gilman Street and Butler Street, were explored and determined to be too 

dangerous by Traffic Engineering. 

Parking Stall Comparison: 

 Existing: 39 stalls total (a 31-stall lot on the west end adjacent to Gates of Heaven and the basketball 

courts; and an 8-stall lot located within the right of way at the end of Blount Street, adjacent to the 

Mendota Lake House B&B). 

 Proposed: 33 stalls total (26 stalls in a linear configuration along Gorham Street and 7 stalls within 

the right of way at the end of Blount Street). 

 Other lakefront parks: Brittingham Park has 61 stalls; Tenney Park has 138 stalls and Wingra Park has 

48 stalls.  
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Tree Inventory 

A tree inventory of James Madison Park was conducted by a certified arborist as part of this process. The 

proposed master plan involves removing 20 “poor health” trees and 9 “fair health” trees. All “good health” 

trees have been retained.  

 

City and Public Input 

Public engagement has been central to the development of the James Madison Park master plan and shelter 

design. The engagement process was informed by the City of Madison RESJI tool and has involved a mix of 

outreach strategies designed to collect input from a diverse cross-section of residents and stakeholders 

throughout the City of Madison. A primary goal of public engagement for the James Madison Park master 

plan has been to overcome common inequities in planning processes by conducting outreach to a variety of 

stakeholders, at a variety of times and locations, using a variety of engagement tools.  

Using the following tools, the team has made over 20,000 individual contacts and received over 1,000 

comments. These comments have been reviewed and categorized to inform the development of the 

proposed master plan and shelter design: 

 Website, email, social media, flyers, mailings to over 8,000 addresses and 10,000 social media 

followers 

 Online survey with 215 responses 

 Paper comment cards posted at 17 locations around Madison (51 cards received) 

 3 public meetings with 120 participants (January, February and May 2018)  

 1 pop-up input session at the park with 10 drop-in conversations about the three master plan 

concepts 

 460 park users observed during 12 park observations held at varying times of day and year 

 16 intercept interviews at the park 

 6 focus groups with 62 participants 

 5 meetings with a 17-member stakeholder group 

In addition to the public engagement process described above, the design team has met with the following 

City of Madison staff and regulatory agencies to receive guidance on the master plan: 

 City of Madison – Parks  

 City of Madison – Planning  

 City of Madison – Engineering  

 City of Madison – Traffic Engineering  

 City of Madison – Madison Metro 

 City of Madison – Zoning  

 City of Madison – Police  

 

For additional clarification of the master plan context and vision, please refer to the attached site photos; 

locator map; and proposed master plan and shelter design diagrams. 

 

Thank you, 

 

 

 

Zia Brucaya, AICP 

Urban Assets 

 City of Madison – Fire  

 City of Madison – Development Assistance Team 

 Dane County Parks 

 Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 

 State Historic Preservation Office 

 U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
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