






Proposal 
 
Cottage at 1141 Smith Level Rd 
June 19, 2019 
 
Our cottage was built by the Crabtrees’ in 1942, making it 77 years old. We 
talked to Larry Crabtree, who was born in the house in the late 40s, to get more 
of the cottage’s history as we tried to figure out the best way to make alterations. 
We learned that the cottage and the house next door were built at the same time 
for his mother and her sister, part of the Womble family of Womble Farm. The 
standard of building in 1942 was very different than how we build today, the 
cottage is made up of many individual pieces rather than layered materials that 
create diaphragms which are much more stable. Because the cottage was built 
using smaller pieces, the structure would be compromised by cutting large areas 
away in the process of trying to reduce the floor area and meet the building 
codes required for converting an existing conditioned room to an open porch.  
 
We love our cottage, our intention is to save this sweet little building and 
preserve its character that is quintessential to rural Chapel Hill. We would much 
rather keep this building and work with it than have to take it down and lose its 
history. Our cottage is the perfect size for my mother-in-law to spend the rest of 
her days near us. The plan is for her to move into the cottage once the 
alterations have been made. 
 
We have tried so many options to bring our little cottage into compliance and 
each option brings us to the same place. To meet the strict zoning requirement 
we would be required to take extreme measures to stabilize the building, 
dismantle a large portion of the building which will then need to be rebuilt as an 
open porch but to a great cost and risk to the existing structure, existing septic, 
existing well and our hundred year old oak trees.  
 
We looked at simply reducing the floor area by demolishing rooms along the east 
wall, one of the bedrooms and the front porch; and found we would still have a 
great cost in stabilizing the remaining framing and foundation; plus added cost to 
move the gas meter; as well as a risk to the existing septic field, well and oak 
trees.  
 
We initially looked at adding on to the cottage instead of building a separate main 
house but quickly found to meet our needs we would have to take down some of 
the beautiful oaks to make room for not only the building but the staging required 
to build the building. We also found out that the septic field would not be able to 
support an addition, and it was unclear where a new field would be feasible. 
Lastly, we looked at demolishing the cottage and it felt wasteful and wrong. The 
cottage is in solid condition as long as we don’t poke holes. While being hemmed 



in by the existing oak trees they are also what make the existing structure a joy to 
live in. Our cottage has plenty of years of usefulness. It is perfect for my mother-
in-law. 
 
We feel there are three viable options that would preserve a small piece of rural 
history, not sacrifice the existing structure; while preserving the cottage's 
character.	
	

• Option 1: Keep the existing structure as it stands, preserves a 1940s farm 
cottage eliminating the risk of possible damage from making alterations. 
Our request for a variance for option 1 is 543sf. 

	
• Option 2: Convert the three season front porch to an open porch but 

keep the main body of the cottage as it currently stands. This option is 
invasive, but is the most straight-forward way to reduce floor area. Our 
request for option 2 is a variance for option 2 is 457sf. 

	
• Option 3: Convert both the three season front porch to an open porch 

and convert the rooms along the east end of the cottage to an open 
porch. The existing water heater and stacked washer/dryer would be 
moved into the eastern existing bedroom changing it into more of a 
utility/laundry room. We would also convert the existing three season 
front porch into an open porch, which would reduce the floor area of the 
cottage to 868sf. Our request for a variance for option 3 is 118sf. 
 

We have looked at multiple options to reduce the floor area and each time the 
option requires significant alterations to the structure, moving a utility meter, 
and/or extra expense in construction to avoid damaging the existing septic field 
and lines, the closed well at the back of the cottage and our hundred year old 
oak trees. We have attached drawings showing Options 1, 2, and 3 as described 
above. We have also attached pictures of our existing cottage below. 
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Statement of Justification 
 
Cottage @ 1141 Smith Level Rd 
June 19, 2019 
 
Response to Subsection 4.12.2(a)(1-4) of the Land Use Management Ordinance 
 

1. Unnecessary hardship would result from the strict application of the 
ordinance. It shall not be necessary to demonstrate that, in the absence of 
the variance, no reasonable use can be made of the property. 

 
 
Our cottage was built in 1942. The original foundations are stone around the 
perimeter and stone piers. The structure is stick built, true 4x8 beams to frame 
the floors, which run the length of the building (from kitchen to bathroom), true 
2x members in the walls, ceilings and roof. Significant structural alterations are 
required to reduce the floor area of the cottage to 750 sf to meet the zoning 
ordinance for a detached accessory dwelling. These alterations could potentially 
compromise the structure or require unreasonable costs when altering to meet 
the existing building code. 
 
The most direct path to meeting the strict application of the detached accessory 
dwelling floor area requirement would be to convert the existing three season 
porch, converting the eastern end of the building to an open porch, which still 
brings the house to 118sf above the 750sf requirement. However to fully meet 
the ordinance one bedroom will also have to be converted into a porch. 
 
Both bedrooms are located at the end of the run of floor beams this is an issue 
because to meet the building code, the existing framing would have to be cut 
back to the new exterior walls and be replaced with pressure treated members. 
Because of the age of the house and how it was built in 1942, there is potential 
for destabilization. To avoid destabilizing the house, we would to support the 
entire length of the section of floor being cut away and we may have to underpin 
the floor to stabilize and reinforce the existing framing, which has significant 
structural and cost implications. Even converting the front porch and the eastern 
end of the building into an open porch, will require significant demolition, 
shoring, and supporting of the original walls and roof in the effort to replace the 
original framing with pressure treated members to meet current building code.  
 
The significant structural reinforcement to protect the structure, the cost for the 
conversion and structural alterations; and the possible compromise of the 
existing septic and well create an unnecessary hardship.  
 
 
 



2. The hardship results from conditions that are peculiar to the property, 
such as location, size, or topography. Hardships resulting from personal 
circumstances, as well as hardships resulting from conditions that are 
common to the neighborhood or the general public, may not be the basis 
for granting a variance. 

 
 
The cottage was built in 1942, making it 77 yrs old, by the Crabtree family. We 
talked to Larry Crabtree who was born in the house to get more of the cottage’s 
history as we tried to figure out the best way to make alterations. We learned 
that the cottage and the house next door were built at the same time for his 
mother and her sister who were members of the Womble family. The cottage’s 
structure sits on a stone foundation that forms the perimeter and stone piers 
were used to support the floor joists. The joists are 4x8 beams about 36” on 
center, standard today is 2x10 joists 16” on center. The cottage floor is made of 
sheathing boards rather than plywood sheathing. The same goes for the roof 
and exterior walls. The standard of building in 1942 was very different than how 
we currently build, the cottage is made up of many individual pieces rather than 
current building standards where we layer materials to create diaphragms that 
are very stable. Because the cottage was built using smaller pieces, the 
structure would be compromised by cutting large areas away in the process of 
trying reduce the floor area and meet the building codes required for converting 
an existing conditioned room to an open porch. We evaluated turning the 
second bedroom into a screen porch and found that the surrounding structure 
(floor joists, walls and ceilings) would need to be stabilized. Then, all the flooring 
joists where the floor has to be removed to be replaced with pressure treated 
wood would need to be shored and supported. This may require additional 
footings/foundation work and we would need to watch the existing stone 
foundation and piers to make sure they weren’t compromised by possible 
shifting loads. 
 
The gas meter would also be effected by the strict zoning regulation because of 
it’s location on the exterior wall of the bedroom. The cost to move the meter is 
significant. The septic field is fragile and undocumented and should be avoided 
by heavy equipment otherwise the septic system could be compromised. 
 
 

3. The hardship did not result from actions taken by the applicant of the 
property owner. The act of purchasing property with knowledge that 
circumstances exist that may justify the granting of a variance shall not be 
regarded as a self-created hardship. 

 
The hardship is due to the structure being built in an earlier era which makes it 
difficult to modify and meet the current building codes. 
 



 
4. The requested variance is consistent with the spirit, purpose, and intent of 

the ordinance, such that public safety is secured, and substantial justice is 
achieved. 

 
We love the existing cottage, it is one of the reasons we bought the property. 
Our intention is to save this sweet little building and preserve its character that is 
quintessential to rural Chapel Hill. We would much rather keep this building and 
work with it than have to take it down and lose its history.  
 
In the spirit of the ordinance we plan for my mother-in-law to move into the 
cottage once it is in compliance and we get our certificate of occupancy. The 
cottage is the perfect size for my mother-in-law to spend the rest of her days 
near us. It is also in keeping with several other cottages that dot the landscape 
along Smith Level Rd.  
 
Our cottage is an existing building, and we want to work with it because it is still 
very useful. We have tried many options to bring our little cottage into 
compliance and each option brings us to the same place. To meet the strict 
zoning requirements, we would be required to take extreme measures to 
stabilize the building, dismantle a large portion of the building which then gets 
built back as open porch but to a great cost and risk to existing elements of 
septic, well and oak trees.  
 
We feel there are three options that would preserve a small piece of rural history 
by not sacrificing the existing structure and also preserve the cottage's 
character. 
 

● Option 1: Keep the existing structure as it stands, preserves a 1940s farm 
cottage eliminating the risk of possible damage from making alterations. 
This is 543sf above the 750 sf requirement for a detached accessory 
dwelling. 
 

● Option 2: Convert the three season front porch to an open porch but 
keep the main body of the cottage as it currently stands. This option is 
invasive, but is the most straight-forward way to reduce floor area. This 
option is 457sf above the 750 sf requirement for a detached accessory 
dwelling. 
 

● Option 3: Convert both the three season front porch to an open porch 
and convert the rooms along the east end of the cottage to an open 
porch. ​The existing water heater and stacked washer/dryer would need to 
be moved into the eastern existing bedroom changing it into more of a 
utility/laundry room. ​This option is 118sf above the 750 sf requirement for 
a detached accessory dwelling. 
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