
At the southeast corner of Ridge Street and 

West Main Street is the crest of a small hill, 

approximately 500 feet in elevation. “Vinegar Hill” 

first appears on the 1877 O. W. Gray & Son map of 

Charlottesville, along West Main Street just 

east of Ridge Street – what is today the west end 

of the Downtown Mall. Over the years, Vinegar 

Hill became the area bounded roughly by Preston 

Avenue, West Main Street, and 4th Street NW. 

Businesses lined the higher ridge along West Main. 

Houses and churches filled the downhill slope to 

the north.

Early 1800s
Irish immigrants living in this sparsely settled 

vicinity may be the origin of the Irish “Vinegar Hill” 

Place name. 

1835
Charlottesville annexed Vinegar Hill (also known 

as Random Row) .

1860s - 1960s
Following Emancipation, African-American families 

moved to Vinegar Hill and opened businesses to 

serve the growing population, and became active 

participants in local politics. John West, one of 

Charlottesville’s wealthiest residents, was one of 

the first African Americans to purchase property 

in Vinegar Hill in 1870. 

1902
In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Virginia 

enacted its Constitution of 1901-2, which instituted 

measures such as poll taxes, literacy tests, and 

property requirements in an effort to suppress 

black people from voting.

1910s - 1960s 
Vinegar Hill thrived as the economic, educational, 

cultural, and social center of Charlottesville’s 

African-American community. 

1940s
Elected officials began discussion of extending 

ridge street north across west Main Street, 

contributing to the decline of buildings in the 

Vinegar Hill neighborhood as road construction 

would require demolition to occur. 

1949
The American housing act of 1949 passed, legalizing 

“slum clearance” projects and urban renewal. 

1960
With the Jim Crow poll tax still in place as a 

barrier to African American voter registrations, 

the voters eligible to determine the fate of 

the neighborhood were overwhelmingly white. 

Although the issue of Vinegar Hill’s potential 

destruction and redevelopment were contentious, 

Charlottesville’s voters narrowly approved 

a referendum that enabled the demolition of 

the Vinegar Hill neighborhood and commercial 

business district in order to promote their 

redevelopment through the displacement of its 

residents and businesses.

1964
Demolition of the Vinegar Hill neighborhood 

began.

1965
Federal passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 

aimed to overcome Jim Crow era legal barriers 

at the state and local levels that unfairly and 

intentionally hindered African Americans from 

exercising their right to vote as guaranteed under 

the 15th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.

1960s - 1980s
Redevelopment of vinegar hill happened slowly 

and many large parcels remained vacant for 

decades. 

2011
In an act championed by City Councilor and vice 

mayor Holly Edwards,  city council approved a 

resolution apologizing for the razing of Vinegar 

Hill.

2011-2012
The 2009 Charlottesville City Dialogue on Race 

Social/Cultural Working Group and the Jefferson 

School Foundation coordinated a process that 

selected nationally known sculptor Melvin 

Edwards to design a monument to Vinegar Hill. City 

Council contributed $18,000 to the artist selection 

process, but the project has yet to be realized 

because of a lack of funding. 

2016
Through a resolution, City Council unanimously 

dedicated the right of way at the western end 

of the pedestrian mall as Vinegar Hill Park. 

This resolution also approved a plan for new 

interpretive and wayfinding signs in the park. 

Council dedicated funding for wayfinding signs, 

and the City Historic Resources committee 

dedicated funding for the four interpretive signs 

included in the design.

2019
Construction has begun to replace the former 

ice skating facility (Main Street Arena) with 

the technology-focused Center of Developing 

Entrepreneurs (CODE) building.

What’s next?
Following construction of the Code Building, the 

mall will be returned to its pre-construction 

condition and interpretive signs and markers 

installed.

Vinegar Hill

photo of vinegar hill, circa 1960; K. Edward Lay, Also 

published in The Architecture of Jefferson country: 

Charlottesville and Albemarle County, Virginia. 2000.
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