THE ARLINGTON HERITAGE ALLIANCE, INC.

Committed to historic preservation and conservation in Arlington County
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Arlington’s Most Endangered Historic Places 

Joseph Taber Johnson House, 4014 Lorcom Lane 

-A historic home located on Lorcom Lane near Cherrydale 

-First placed on “Arlington’s Most Endangered List” in 2003 
History

This 1907 farmhouse, built by noted local surgeon Dr. Joseph Taber Johnson, sits on the crest of the hill above St. Andrew’s Church.  Johnson combined the names of his two sons, Loren and Bascom, and named his estate Lorcom Farm. The name of Lorcom Lane comes from the same origin.  Nearby Vacation Lane was so named because Dr. Johnson brought children from the District of Columbia to the area for summer vacations in fresh air and sunshine. The property contains some remarkable trees, including one oak that measures more than 15 feet in diameter. Additions have been made to the house over the years; most recently, it was divided into several apartments.

Threat

For many, the strongest case for the need for historic preservation in Arlington County can be made by looking at its neighborhoods.  The county possesses a unique collection of individual neighborhoods, each with its own singular history, building forms, architectural styles, and landscape features.  These historic neighborhoods make Arlington a special and desirable place to live.  Although the County has recognized the value of its unique neighborhoods by creating the Neighborhood Conservation Area Program and also by instituting an annual Neighborhood Day, the fact remains that the physical fabric of these neighborhoods is threatened by a convergence of social values and economic factors.  First, because of the eras in which they were developed, many houses in these historic neighborhoods are quite modest in size.  Since modern living often requires larger living spaces, the simple fact that these houses are small puts them at risk.  Second, these modest houses are often on large lots, and land in Arlington County is both valuable and at a premium.  

These two factors can combine to produce a number of results.  Small houses on large lots can be torn down and replaced with ones that are much larger and do not fit in with the scale and character of the rest of the neighborhood.  These larger houses have derisively been termed “McMansions” by some critics.  In the past five years or so, several small houses along Arlington Ridge Road in South Arlington have been replaced by much larger ones.  In addition, large lots containing small houses can be subdivided for pipestem developments.  The form of these newer developments does not easily blend in neighborhoods that have been laid out along a more standard grid or suburban lot pattern.  

A perfect example of this is the threat currently facing the Joseph Taber Johnson House.  The house is in the process of being sold to a developer who plans to demolish it and another smaller single-family home on the large lot, and to replace it with a large townhouse development.  

Another threat to historic residential neighborhood scale and character is inappropriate infill.  When many neighborhoods in Arlington were developed, people were required to purchase two lots on which to construct one house. In numerous cases this additional property was never built on, and today, the county building codes allow for new development on this valuable open space.  Again, because people today desire larger houses, the resulting infill houses are often much larger than the ones they replaced.  It can be visually jarring to see a three-story modern house in the middle of a row of modest bungalows.  Also, if care is not taken to fit the new house into the architectural style and character of the neighborhood, a wonderful historic residential streetscape can be forever altered.        

3000 Block of Clarendon and Wilson Boulevards
-A group of low-scale commercial buildings along Wilson Boulevard integral to the Clarendon commercial district

-First placed on “Arlington’s Most Endangered List” in 2002 (as part of the Low-Scale Commercial Buildings Along the Wilson Boulevard Corridor)

History 

Wilson Boulevard is one of Arlington County’s oldest roads and has long been home to many commercial establishments.  Housed in low-scale structures dating primarily from the twentieth century, these buildings have, and continue to support a variety of necessary local businesses.  Located in the heart of Clarendon, the Underwood Building, currently home to Hard Times Café, was built in 1939 by Lawrence H. Underwood, and is an example of the streamlined Moderne style popular throughout Arlington County and the nation in the 1930s.  Mr. Underwood ran Underwood Superior Cleaners in the building until the 1980s. He was proud of the building, but the desire to retire and escalating property values influenced the sale.  Directly east of the Underwood Building are two other low-scale commercial buildings from the late 1930s, which contain a variety of local neighborhood businesses.  Across Clarendon Boulevard to the south stands Clarendon Center, which was speculatively built in 1950-51 using a stripped modern vocabulary.  This building has housed a variety of local businesses over the years, most notably the Barnes and Kimel Furniture Store. 

Threat

The portion of Wilson Boulevard that runs through the center of Clarendon was greatly altered in the 1970s and 1980s due to large-scale demolition for the Clarendon Metro station.  Subsequent construction of high-rise buildings has also changed the area’s predominantly low-scale character.  What remains of these commercial and residential buildings are being demolished at a rapid rate to make way for new higher-density development.  Though Clarendon has recreated itself in recent years as a thriving restaurant district, many outstanding examples of low-scale twentieth-century commercial architecture are being destroyed, as are the historic character and the sense of place many identify as “Clarendon.”  

A new development has been proposed for this site that threatens the four historic commercial buildings on the east side of the Clarendon and N. Highland intersection.  Saul Centers, Inc. has filed a site plan for the proposed mixed-use development that would include office, retail and residential space.  The project calls for the complete demolition of Clarendon Center building, replacing it with an 11-story tower.  While proposing to preserve the Underwood Building in concept, the project also calls for the destruction of the other two 1930s building east of it, to be replaced by a 6-story tower.  Although we are pleased to hear that the Underwood Building is being considered in this redevelopment, we are equally concerned about the destruction of the other three buildings.  It is just this type of development that is slowly destroying the historic character and scale of Clarendon’s commercial area.  Unless more property owners can be convinced of the individual value of their buildings as integral to the neighborhood’s overall historic character and sense of place, more and more of these buildings will be lost.  If redevelopment continues at this rapid rate, there will be very little of twentieth-century Clarendon left for future generations of Arlingtonians.  We encourage all who are interested in Clarendon’s future to attend the Planning and Design Charette for the Clarendon Sector Plan on June 7th (go to www.planclarendon.com for further information).
Historic Buildings along Columbia Pike

-A variety of mostly 20th-century buildings along Columbia Pike

-The intersection of Columbia Pike and Fillmore was placed on “Arlington’s Most Endangered List” in 2001 
History

The Columbia Pike Revitalization Plan, the master planning document for the Pike, includes historic preservation as a tool for successful revitalization. The Revitalization Plan identifies a well-developed list of over 30 historic buildings that "should be seriously considered through the course of any future redevelopment.”  The plan also stresses that it is “important that these historic character-defining elements be successfully integrated with any future redevelopment projects.”
Threat

The adoption of a Form-Based Code for the Pike in February 2003 is hastening its redevelopment. This new type of zoning was developed by the Columbia Pike Revitalization Organization, working with two outside planning firms, not only to set forth a cohesive concept for the Pike’s redevelopment, but also to expedite the permit process for developers.  A series of meetings were held to ensure public input before the code was adopted, and AHA was pleased to learn that many participants in these public meetings shared our concerns over proposed density, and the desire to retain the distinctive historic character of the Pike.  Thus, the Code requires a Certificate of Appropriateness through the Historic Affairs and Landmark Review Board (HALRB) for any developments that affect the historic buildings identified by the Code, a much-shorter list of buildings than the 30 identified in the master Revitalization Plan. 

AHA is still concerned that redevelopment along the Pike could adversely affect historic buildings along the corridor.  The review by the HALRB is required only for buildings identified as historic in the Code (rather than the longer list in the Revitalization Plan), and we are especially worried about the future of those historic buildings that are located within the revitalization districts along the Pike but are not identified in the Code as historic.  We are particularly concerned about the Fillmore Gardens Shopping Center (2601-2705 Columbia Pike) a historic commercial strip integral to the historic context and character of the section of the Pike that radiates from the Columbia Pike and Fillmore/Walter Reed intersection.  Also of concern are the Edgewood Shops (1029-1045 Edgewood St.) home of the Uncommon Market Co-op and other small businesses, and further west on the Pike, the Frederick Courts Condos (5100-5118 Columbia Pike).  There are many opportunities for new development along the Pike, but we will be losing irreplaceable resources and a valuable sense of place if we do not protect the character that already exists there.   We urge residents in the neighborhoods surrounding the Pike to monitor redevelopment projects through the review process that will be afforded to the civic associations, and alert AHA of any project that might affect the Pike’s historic buildings.

Swanson Middle School, 5800 North Washington Boulevard 

-A County-owned school building located at the intersection of Washington Boulevard and Patrick Henry Drive in the heart of Westover Village

-First placed on “Arlington’s Most Endangered List” in 2001; Listed again in 2002 and 2003

History

Swanson Middle School is Arlington County’s most architecturally and historically significant middle school.  Constructed in 1939 at a cost of $247,352.67, the building has become a local landmark due to its prominent location and elegant Colonial Revival architecture.  Swanson also bears distinction as the oldest operating middle school in the commonwealth of Virginia.  

Threat

In the past two years, the Arlington Heritage Alliance has testified numerous times before the Arlington County School Board to advocate the construction of an addition that would be sympathetic to both the site and setting of this historic school.  Although the school has changed over the years as numerous additions were constructed to both its sides and rear, the core of the historic building remains remarkably intact.  Architects hired by Arlington Public Schools have designed a massive addition that is to be constructed on the school’s front lawn immediately adjacent to the historic core.  Members of the Alliance’s Board of Directors lobbied for an alternative design that would be more sympathetic to this important school’s site and setting.  Unfortunately, the original design was approved by the School Board and will likely be built.  One positive development is that the County’s Historical Affairs and Landmark Review Board voted unanimously in March 2003 to begin the process of designating Swanson School as a local historic district.  If this is achieved, this school will be the first operating school building in Arlington County to be so designated.  The other two public school buildings that have been granted historic district status, the Maury School (now the Arlington Arts Center) and the Hume School (now the Arlington Historical Society Museum and Library) are no longer in the public school inventory, and they no longer function as schools.  This designation for Swanson could likely be granted in spite of the problematic addition project. 

Fort Ethan Allen
-A County-owned park in North Arlington located primarily between Old Glebe and Military Roads and Stafford Street

-First placed on “Arlington’s Most Endangered List in 2001; Listed again in 2002 and 2003

History

Fort Ethan Allen is one of two County-owned Civil War forts constructed as part of the Defenses of Washington.  The fort was built during a period of several weeks in 1861 and was occupied through 1865.  The site has changed greatly over the years, as homes were constructed over portions of the earthworks, as well as two successive school buildings, playgrounds, and other recreational features.  Nevertheless, the remnants of Fort Ethan Allen’s original breastworks, gun platforms, bombproof shelter, two magazines, guardhouse and fort well represent the largest group of Civil War earthworks at a single location under control of the County.  It became a County-designated historic district in 1978.

Threat

The remains of Fort Ethan Allen are endangered due to the inappropriate siting of an off-leash dog exercise area located within the heart of the fort’s historic district.  Had the siting of this dog run been reviewed by the County’s Historical Affairs and Landmark Review Board , as required by the County’s own ordinance, it would likely not have been located where it is today.  The construction of the fence surrounding the dog exercise area has damaged fragile below-ground archaeological resources, and additional physical improvements needed to bring the dog exercise area into compliance with the County’s standards would cause even more damage.  Also, intensive use of the area by the dogs has destroyed the fort’s turf.  Finally, there is no comprehensive plan for the fort’s interpretation and maintenance.  The fate of Fort Ethan Allen remains in the hands of the County Manager, who has postponed a final decision on the relocation of the dog exercise area for over two years now.  The Arlington Heritage Alliance continues to be so concerned about this site that, in January of 2002, it formed a subcommittee, Friends of Fort Ethan Allen, Fort C.F. Smith and the Arlington Line, focused solely on the plight of the County’s remaining Civil War-era defenses. 

Watch List

Neighborhoods Around the Proposed Locations of the Baseball Stadium

Although the exact location for the proposed National Baseball League stadium has not been determined the Heritage Alliance believes that, if it were to be located in Arlington, it would have a detrimental impact on the historic neighborhoods closest to the development.   The increased traffic, infrastructure changes, and spin-off development created by stadium would have a negative impact on the quality of life and stability of these neighborhoods.   The Arlington Civic Associations voted 75-27 against the stadiums being located in any site in Arlington.  For more information on this issue please visit www.noarlingtonstadium.org 
Arlington Post Office in Clarendon:

Several years ago, the United States Postal Service (USPS) planned on building a large distribution center in Clarendon to consolidate their distribution facilities for the three zip codes of Clarendon, Rosslyn and Buckingham.   A USPS moratorium on all building projects after September 11th, 2001, and the anthrax scare rendered these plans obsolete.  Now, the proposed redevelopment has begun anew.  The Keating Development Company, which establishes public-private partnerships, approached the USPS to revitalize the project, and hired Oehrlein & Associates, a DC-based architecture firm that specializes in historic preservation, to design the multi-use development.  In the new plans, the historic post office will continue to serve as a retail postal facility.  The area behind the retail counter will be altered and enlarged to become part of the postal processing and distribution facility that will be added behind the post office.  A complementary small commercial building will be built facing Washington Boulevard in the space between the Dan Kain Building and the existing post office.  The densest new development will be concentrated on the second parcel between Tenth Road and Tenth Street.  It will contain a tall residential tower, four-story live/work units, retail spaces, and underground parking for residents, postal workers, and customers.  The Heritage Alliance feels that this project merits continued attention because of its complex program that is to fit on an already complex urban site.  We would advocate for a design that does not dwarf or hide the historic post office, which is likely the County’s most important historic civic structure.    

Low-Scale Commercial Buildings Along the Wilson Boulevard Corridor 

Although the buildings in the 3000 Block of Clarendon and Wilson Boulevards are facing an immediate threat, many other buildings within this commercial corridor have been torn down recently and more are likely to follow.   We are particularly concerned with several small automobile-related buildings in the Clarendon area, service stations and dealerships that are some of the most interesting architectural examples in this corridor.   The Art Moderne Kirby’s Garage at 3237 Wilson Boulevard, just west of the renovated Arlington Citizens Hall/Common Grounds, was built in 1937 as an automobile showroom and is unique in Arlington for its roof-top parking.  Other examples include Mr. Tire Auto Service Center at 2503 Wilson Boulevard, constructed circa 1930 and the original Art Deco Bob Peck dealership, now National Tire and Battery, built in 1939.   While these buildings are all currently occupied by businesses, they are prime examples of the low-scale commercial buildings susceptible to denser development, especially those that are not owner-occupied.  

Lost List/Updates:
Twentieth-century garden apartments continue to disappear in Arlington at an alarming rate.  The major threat to these complexes is loss by demolition in order to redevelop the land at a higher density to achieve greater profitability.  The smaller garden apartments made up of single or several buildings are at the greatest risk.  This past year, a small complex at Wilson Boulevard and Rhodes Street was demolished to make way for the Bromptons at Courthouse townhouses, and a complex across the street has also been demolished for another development by the same company.  In addition, two redevelopment proposals that plan to replace existing garden apartments are currently going through the public site plan review process:  the Oakridge Apartments, a 6-building complex located on North Troy, North Thirteenth, and North Taft Streets; and the Rosslyn Ridge project, where the Arlington Partnership for Affordable Housing (APAH) plans to demolish the existing garden apartment building at 1531 North Pierce Street.  Affordable housing has often been the reason in Arlington that older garden apartment complexes are retained and renovated; it is unfortunate that in this case, affordable housing may well be the reason the building is demolished. 

However, we are encouraged that the National Register of Historic Places has just accepted this May 2003, a Multiple Resource Listing for garden apartments in Arlington County.  This nomination contains context information for complexes constructed across the County, and should prove to be a valuable tool for examining and evaluating the significance of garden apartments on an individual basis.

Lustron Houses are inexpensive prefabricated steel-paneled homes that were constructed nationally only between 1948 and 1950.  This building type was placed on the first “Arlington’s Most Endangered Places” list in 2001.  There were originally 11 Lustron houses in Arlington; by 2001 this number had decreased to 8.  In March 2003, a Lustron house in Cherrydale was demolished, bringing the current count to 7 extant Lustrons.  The remaining Lustrons are being documented as part of a National Register nomination currently in progress.  These buildings are threatened both as a very rare building type within the County, and also as modest homes on large lots often subject to demolition for the building of larger homes.
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