






































Dear Members of the Board of Architectural Review and City Staff,  

I write as a neighboring property owner to express concerns over the new proposal for 550 Water 

Street.  As a new addition to the Architectural Design Control District that preserves the historic 

fabric of Downtown Charlottesville, I have significant reservations over the size, scale, and 

massing of the proposed building.  While the proposal contains elements to break up the 

megalithic expanses of structure, most of these breaks face away from the street.  The building 

presents a monolithic face to the bustle of Water Street, overpowering the neighboring C&O 

train station and the King building.  Unfortunately, because of the modest scale of this lot, 

common techniques to reduce street-scale like step-backs are not utilized in the design.    

The small size and unusual shape of this lot, as well as its low-lying profile, have avoided 

development since the late 1980s.  Before that, this oddly-shaped parcel served a very specific 

function, as the shed for the C&O rail station serving passenger trains.  The newly constructed 

train shed is visible in my attached postcard from July 1908.  The train shed’s low profile, open 

construction, and restrained size in relationship to surrounding buildings, including the King 

building, is documented in the Sanborn Fire Insurance map, recorded in October 1907 (Sheet 2).  

5
th

 Street SE continued across the tracks, between the train shed and the King building, which 

gave the transportation structure room to breathe.   

As the neighborhood developed by 1920, the sensitive scale and open massing of the train shed 

continued to coexist harmoniously with the surrounding buildings (Sheet 3, 4, and 14).  These 

maps show the horizontal expanse of the train shed surrounded by low density, multi-use 

structures, including two-story dwellings on 5
th

 Street SE and Water Street, a three-story 

warehouse on the other side of the iron viaduct that arched over the tracks, and two-story 

dwellings and warehouses across the tracks.   

The train shed survived until 1987 or 1988.  The property has resisted development ever since.   

Most of these buildings are long-gone.  The roads have undergone significant transformation, 

and the abbatoir has happily relocated.  However, this oddly shaped parcel is a relic of early-20
th

 

century Charlottesville, a remnant worth preserving.  As such, it deserves development that 

recognizes its historic neighbors, and celebrates the particular history of this site.    

Guidelines for ADC districts explicitly caution against impacts of massing and height by infill 

construction on surrounding structures.  This proposal does not offer compatible height or 

massing, which make immediate impacts on densely built, established neighborhoods.  Historic 

buildings like the C&O station and the King building have existed harmoniously with a structure 

on this site – a long, low, open one.  Inspired design, appropriately scaled, that embraces the 

history of the site and surrounding structures would be a welcome addition to the neighborhood.  

I urge you to insist upon a proposal that does not ignore its site.   

Respectfully, and with appreciation,  

Emilie Johnson, PhD 

October 19, 2015 
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Text Box
Charlottesville Sanborn Map October 1907 Sheet 2C&O 1-story train shed highlighted
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Charlottesville Sanborn Map February 1920 Sheet 4C&O 1-story train shed highlighted
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Charlottesville Sanborn Map February 1920 Sheet 14C&O 1-story train shed highlighted
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Text Box
Charlottesville Sanborn Map February 1920 Sheet 3Notice the King building in the bottom right corner



emiliejohnson
Text Box
C&O 1-story train shed, 1986
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