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JEFFREY N. BARBER, with his son john, 8, explores an empty room in the Max Hess Sr. home at 1244 Hamilton St., Allentown, which Barber and

his wife, Gina, have purchased, intending to restore it.

Investing in Allentov

New owner of the Max
Hess Sr. house intends
to restore it.

By Scott Kraus
Of The Moming Cali

Over the last year or two,
Jeffrey N. Barber has watched
a parade of clients come
through the offices of his
Lehigh Financial Group LLC
loan brokerage in South White-
hall Township looking to
invest in Alientown real es-
tate.

So when it came time to
move his offices, Barber fig-
ured his clicnts might be onto
something.

Barber and his wife, Gina,
of Catasauqua, bought the
boyhood home of Hess Depart-
ment Store magnate Max Hess
Jr. at 1244 Hamilton St. for
$290,000 in July, intending to
pour $100,000 into its restora-
tion.

“It’s a good solid building,”
Batber said Sunday. “What
really made me fall in love
with it was the architecture.”

‘The old Hess homestead
still features much of the or-
nate stained glass and detailed
woodwork.

While there are a few drop
ceilings on the second floor,
and some ill-advised installa-
tions of wood grain paneling

in spots, Barber said he’s plan-
ning to restore the house to
its original lustre.

That’s a relief to the build-
ing's tenants, Punnuptials, a
wedding consulting and offici-
ating business with offices in
the rear of the first floot.

“I was so worried someone
was going to buy it who was
going to tear it up,” said Bren-
da Pun, who runs the business
with her husband, Mare.

The building is on the same
side of Hamilton Street as the
Allentown Public Library, on
the other side of a church
parking lot.

The 110-year-old building's
first owner was George T.
Hersh, a partner in the hard-
ware business F. Hersh &
Sons in the 800 block of Ham-
ilton Street.

Max Hess Sr. bought the
home in 1906, about a decade
after opening Hess's depart-
ment store at Ninth and Hamil-
ton streets. After Hess died in
1922, his wife, Florence, re-
mained in the home, dying
there in 1959,

Max Jr. sold the home to
the Red Cross, which renamed
it the Florence Hess Chapter
House, using it as its Lehigh
Valley headquarters until
1990, when it sold the proper-
ty.

Besides moving his four-
person business to the proper-
ty, Barber hopes to entice

Cosar L Laure The Moming Call

THE HISTORIC Max Hess Sr. house at 1244 Hamilton St, Allentown, has
been bought by Jeffrey N. Barber, owner of Lehigh Financial Group LLC.

other professional offices to
the space.

Based on the interest in
downtown properties, Barber
said he is convinced the city is
on the brink of resurgence, and
he wants to be part of it.

*You have no idea the influx
‘of investment dollars coming
into this area,” Barber said.

Barber said investors from
New York and New Jersey are
enthusiastic about Allentown,
seeing its downtown as full of
interesting architecture that
can be obtained for a bargain
price.

Barber said local real estate

investors’ assessments are
colored by their memories of
the downtown's heyday, when
it was the Lehigh Valley's shop-
ping destination.

Today, with projects like the
Plaza at PPL Center and the
planned Alvin H. Butz office
building at Ninth and Hamilton
streets, the city is becoming a
commercial and business cen-
ter.

] think sometimes you
don't realize what's in your
own backyard,” Barber said.

tt.kraus@meall.co
610 820-6582

e M MY e ot T Gy

" e v ome o e e




PARAMOUNT PICTURES on Sun-
day agreed to buy independent
film studio DreamWorks SKG
Inc. for $775 miillion in cash and
assume $825 million in debt
and other obligations, the com-
pany said. A10

VICTIMS of a Bethlehem fire
found solatce in health and keep-
sakes on Sunday, after being
displaced Saturday by the blaze
that swept through six homes on
High Street. B1

TODAY
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moves to Mondays

Today's Road Warrior, now
appearing on Mondays,
explains when motorists
can safely turn right al-
though the traffic light

is red., B}
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they happened four
days after an al-Qaida
videotape on the
intemet called for
attacks on facilities
carrying oil ‘stolen’
from Muslims in the
Middle East. Story, A3
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Assessment challenges

- a double-edged sword

Allentown School District
benefits from more revenue,
but Pawlowski says strategy

deters investment in city.

By Scott Kraus
Of The Moming Call

As the proud new owner of Hess’s
department store magnate Max Hess
Jr’s boyhood home on Hamilton
Street in Allentown, Jeff Barber was
painstakingly planning the home's
restoration and conversion to an office

Three months later, he got a shock.
His property tax doubled, blowing his
carefully planned budget, and not
because tax rates had increased.

The financially strapped Allentown

School District, noticing Barber had
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paid far more for the building than its
$129,000 assessment, filed an appeal
that led to the building being revalued
for tax purposes at $290,000,-

‘Worse yet, the school district had
filed the appeal against the building’s
former owner, but it wasn’t disclosed *
during the sale. -

“I feel I have been slapped in the

.face by the Allentown School Dis- -

triet,” said Barber, who owns a com-

mercial real estate financing company.
Burdened with growing enrollment

and a stagnant tax base, the Allentown

-School District has been quietly chal-

lenging the assessments of properties
that sell for significantly more than
their tax appraisals for at least six
years, said Superintendent Karen -

o.
The strategy helps scratch up addi-
tional revenues in a school district .
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that spends about $7,702 a year
per student, barcly two-thirds 20032004
ofwhat uspmnnaew.-lop- &2 Commercial — 25 pioperties;
ment-rich school districts such $S1847 in new school tax
as Parkland. Dindustrial — five propesties;
m"l‘lu!stllldosn‘lm:keit $4,323 in new school tax

, Barb Residential — six properties;

“They just randomly pick $7.020 in new schoe! tax
people,” he said. "It is not fair Lok Office of
to just pick someone out and Sourea: Lehigh County
say, “Your property is worth Assessment Appeals
more n because you paid
more for i’ ...You are discrimi-
nat i ] They mgolng to have 1o lull

For the mi , the school buyers in advance that this
district has fz little opposi- it hlppea."
llnn. Vees paid $170,000 in

h 2002 for that was assessed
?xﬁ’.',‘i"‘ :gi?glto alle ' at $45,000, The school district
sccl assessment,
tice in Carbon and C :ﬂ’mmmnmsao.m
counties, the school dmncl 'S Most home buyers factor the
mcy is being criticized monthly cost of escrowing tax
ming Allentown mayor Ed paymetns into the calculation
Pawlowski. when they decide whether they

Pawlowski saxd "slamming” can buy a home, Sokolove said,
the purchasers of property in 1f they know their taxes are
the cl( unexpected tax likely to be increased, they'll

Jctus investment when want to pay Jess for the proper-
the mr’l]: struggling toward ty.
revital The Vees argued in court
'l thlnk 1t is incredibly detri- make sure property owners are  whose properties lose value file that the school district's ap-
al,” he sald. *I understand tax ontheactual  to reduce their asscssments, he  proach to selecting properties
thnchooldlslmt‘s light, but  value of their property as much  said. 10 challenge amounted to un-
= atthe same time, it deters de- a3 possible. “Is it fair certain taxpayers equal treatment under the law,
=1 velopment and Investment in School district officials said  file appeals and thelr neighbors  in essence a form of spot reas-
the city. It is |lmos| likeaspot they challenge a very limited don't and they pay higher tax-  sessment. Commonwealth
assessment. 'm mm number of high value proper- Reed safd. Court disagreed. The case is
with the sthool St andwe s and doubs the reamam He said the school district  under
are goi totryloworksome ments are having a wdﬁum monitors real estate transac- In another case, the Down-
of these issues out.” effect on development activity  tions and typically sclects ingtown Area School District

Attorneys on both sidesof  in the city. ly valued pmpema when: appealed the Chester County
the issue agree that school The }im Area School  recent purchase price is signifi- Board of Assessment Appeals

have a right to chal- District in Carbon County, for  cantly higher than its assess- valuation of the at
lenge assessmenis. At issue, example, challenged 630 assess- ment, promising a significant Lionville Station, a
opponents say, is whether the  meniy this year. increase in tax revenues. center that had been recently
challenges are béing in “This is a relatively small Lehigh County and the ci sold for moze than its assess-
an even-handed 3 number of properties,” Glazier  do not participate aciively in ment,

Far from a random in said. “So if anybody thinks this N;Ypeals.butdomp-ddl- That case was argued in
the face, school district s isadisincentive, I would dis-  tional tax revenue when the; October 2004. The court has
say the program is & legitimate  agree with that.” succeed. not handed down a ruling.
way to boost reve- He said he was surprised ‘The county last performed a Sdlool districts are under no
nt Pawlowsid would air his dis- countywide reassessment in obligation to have a framework

In 2003 and 2004, the schooi  pleasure through the newspa- 1991 and property values have  for filing the appeals, said Sean
district chalienged the asscss- per. chanped dramatically in the Fields, ate counsel for the
ments of 36 pro; that “The district has a good interim. In the imerven!m;ls Pennsylvania School Boards
recently had sold above their enough relationship with the years, newly i

es. challenges mcoming mayor ... that il Ed homes and businesses have the commercial
prod ditional d some withit,he  beenplacedon the tax rollsat  finance expert who purchased
revenue for the school district wou!d have spoken to us al- , more current values. Max Hess's boyhood home,
and about 316.500 each for the  ready,” Glazier said. ‘County Chief Assessor Mi- mnaged to have that proper-
county and city. School officials say they chael Martucci ukl I county-  ty’s reassessment temporarily

‘That figure doesn't include  only chalienge properties that  wide by the courts. He will
the legal fees paid by the meet strict criteria that mea- thev:luuofdlpmpemuis get to argue the case, and the
schoot district to pursue the mapropeny‘uoulvdue long overdue. But they also are  proper value of the property, in

and the peroenuge by whichit  expensive and politically unpop- February.

‘The school district's finan-  [s undervalu uler. Some Alleatown property
cial outlook is not rosy, “The bonnm line is, what is A spokesman for County owners are not as vexed by the

A May analysis performed  the falr market value of the Executive-clect Don school district's reasscssment

John Vi-  property?” said Kevin Reed, the ham said the new administra-  policy.
gnone shows the Sﬂmﬂ can Allentown attorney handl tion has no plan to conduct a Rnlrh Granger, who pur-
count on litile additional prop-  the appeals for the school dis-  countywide reassessment, but a six-unit apariment
soon. Belween trict. “That is what should be has not had a chance to review  bullding In 2004, sald he wasn't
2005 and 2010, it's gviecled to onthe books.” the county’s assessment office.  happy when his taxes rose
leas il Reed said courts have estab- “if the counties did reassess- about $3,000 a year, but he was

At the same time, expenses :i:hedthalﬂgoolduuimhve E;Imr;hnumr;n Jar basis, ‘a:kmmkenpthemncyby

ed to $159 e szme to appeal assess- ly wouldn't be an issue proving the apartments and
mmfmm &“’W ments to have them increased  for anyone,” said Hank Lerner,  charging higher rents.
lion in 2007 as the district em- a3 properly owners have to director of member and legal “T kept asking the real estate
barks on & $100 million initia-  appeal their to ices for the yk lady, “What about the taxes?
tive to zenovate autdaled have them | d Association of Real Are they going 1o go up? I kind
schools. ‘That the school district only Lerner said the school dis-  of bought it based on that,”

School board President Jefl uppeah some IFI‘ perty assess-  trict-Initisted assessment chal- said, “It’s a lot more
Glazier said the assessment ferent than the  lenges have been usedonly in ~ now. Had 1 not been able to
appeal policy is designed to l’nctthnno(allhomwm small pockets of the state, since  raise the rent, I

— the Supmne Court said in 1999 bad »
they were | Granger said, however, that
Allentown is the only school Ifhcwuetobwm:l:ﬁop-
< \ district in Lehigh and North- erty in Allentown, ho
¢ ampton counties that files the  have to conslder paying Jess to
3 oowﬁ’nme for the M
“ﬁ But in Carbon County, sever-  that his taxes might
’ al school dtilﬂwﬁm mmlnelyor , With the new Pawlowski
E G hundreds of properties that sell about the assessment appeals
for above assessment. One —  deterring devclopers from
the Palmerion Area School investing in the city, school
District — has stopped. district officials may have more
. Sokolove, who work to do defending the pro-
represents Raymond and Kath-
leen Vees in their case against Angellosaid she's willing to
the Palmerton district, sald the Pawlowski and Coun-
school districts only hust them-  ty Execuuve-ele:t

ely, the
school districts continuing to
do this are going to Jower the
veal value, the market value of
real estate in thelr districts.

about where they can
togeﬂmonnvarhtyofl‘rom

be just one of the
will have
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