LOCAL ( 2 o
ARCHITECURA WA
REFUSE TO NS
GIVE UP ON &
RICHMOND'S

GHOSTS. §

r‘i\"?u -
<




contents

December 11, 2002 Volume XX, No. 50

16 The New Urbanists

Two local architects refuse to give up on Richmond's ghosts.
by Brandon Walters

On the cover: Robernt Mills and Doug Harnsberger Commonwealth
Architecture want to convince others that an equally radical and
historic Richmond can happen. Photos by Stephen Salpukas



Bob Mills brings
* toCommonwealth
Architects his
specialty —a
safgacity for
commercial design.
‘When he was a
principal architect
for Ethyl Corp., e
hired Harnsberger

. todo much of the
historical research
for the company’s
building projects.

Dowg Harnsberger
{opposite) has
much experience
Inhistoric
preservation. Still,
his appreciathon for
what's called the
organic design of a
struscture is what he
and Mills share in
camman. It

makoes them
complemontary
partners.
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I is a stellar 4,l:|.I1; for a1
sibe visit and Doug
Hameherger climbs
higher and higher,
tier upon tier, on a
junagle gym of steel
that miirmics the Sec-
ond Presbylerian
Church tower in
height alome, Irethe
sprioeg, the S200 000
sraliold will come ol
like a splint and the
oo bencon of
worship will gleam
amew, its copper ool
glinting, brownshons
refreshed and finkalks pr:-icing :k}'w.-'.rd
Hamsberger anticipates the splendor as
he scales the 120Hoot scaffold to reach the
top. He steps to the center of a platiorm,
gawes sl across the snaking lames River,
and scans the city to the east and west. I
must be a powerlul view for an archibect,
He pauses lar one bong reflective moment,
and asks, "lsn’t this incredible™
A few leet away, a construction worker
stoops o handle some stone. it seems to
remind H..1,n'r¢s|'rg='r o thee wowk bo be done.
Along the descent he points out dull and
fractured brownstone trim awaiting replace-
ment by ready-stocked, better-hewn stone
from Germany, and lonely parmpets whose
decomative ops soon will anmive from India,
The 18century Gothic revivalstde church
oa Fifth Street between Franklin and Main is
being saved, oF at the very beast, restoned
t's up to Hamsberger io complebe the wiork
proficiently. To do so he most fullill the ur
ban churchs structural and ornamental
needs, whsch mesans he must be mindhl o
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its past and build on what almady exists. It's
a conflicting responsibility. But the mission
ol the architect — the designer called upon
to impose art on space — is to get it right.

The work o the: archilect spans continents
and millenniums, and in Richmond, this role
is important, There are 2,500 historically o
architecturally important but ailing buildings
in the city. And invesioes and developers have
sunk nearly $3 billion into new and rehabili-
talive projects. What will Richmond's future 5
Ik Bikoe? How will @t feseT? Wil s anchitec
ture produce sobulions that make it a mone l
welcoming place?

They are questions that Harmsberger and
his business partner Bobert Mills debate, The
Farce |1|ﬂgu1 A e wesesicnal :irll'ri'lnsymlrl
expeerience 1o become Commonwealth Ar-
chitects in January 1999, and have watched
their business take off.

The company's name Crogs up every-
wihere, It appears on dogens of building
projects recently completed or underway.
The former Miller & Rhoads, Siuan Circle
Hospital, the Superior Building, Cary Court
Park and Shop, Virginla House, Monumen-
tal Church, Linden Tower, Shockoe Place,
the former Richmond Memorial Hospital,
Hanover Tavern, Richmond Cold Storsge and
the new $79million Anthem/Trigon data
center on Staples Mill Road,

Mills and Hamsberger want to restore the
labwic of Richmond's historic streetscape and
skyline. Their goal, they say, is lo convince
others that & mutually radical and historic
Richmond can hippen — and o show how,

111
t[FEE’. ARE GOING TO BE such hot
apatments. F'm amased the developer wants
to do something this cool,” says Robent Mills.
“Yiou don’t get that opportunity very often,”

He sposts a coat and e, wears a yellow
hard hat and motions with his amms o em-
phasize the scope of the project. To miost
thee site will remain Stuart Circle Hospital, a
building designed by renowned architect
Charbes Robinson, But Mills can see the place
a% Stuart Circle Comnplex, a 122 000square-
foot development with office space and 34
highrend apanments, boasting indoor gar-
dens, a fountain, a roofop lemace, a 260-
car parking deck and an incomparable view
of Monument Avenue. The cost o convert
it = 7.5 million

But for now, it feels like an empty aged
hospital under siege. The windows have
besen blown oul. New ones will go in. Within
sturdy brick walls the skeletons of dwell-
ings take shape. Construction workers
pound and saw,

“What we're standing in now is one unit,” says Mills, pre-
tending to mark off a large comer section of the first Aloor.
“This is a huge bathroom here,” he explains, waving his
hands over space he seems to envision completed.

Tauring the: building this way, i's easy to undestand how
history mast take up & place, seeping invincibly into its walls.
“Saewe that transom,” Mills says, pointing to a newly uncovered
entrance. “[t shows the ghosting of what had been.”

Imporant discoveries have been made, Mills says. At
ther o of the building is a kind of atrium that envelops a
huge smokestack. As a maintenance area for the hospilal
it had been enclosed with a rool. Recently, it was pried
loose. Mills and the building contractons weren't sure what
would happen once it was gone. “When we pulled this

THEIR GOAL, THEY SAY, IS
TO CONVINCE OTHERS THAT
A MUTUALLY RADICAL AND

HISTORIC RICHMOND CAN
HAPPEN — AND TO SHOW HOW.

ronf off,” he says, “all of a sudden, it made us realize these
apanments work with this light.” The openness creates an
abundance of sunfight that will allow units to have win-
dows that lace an interior courtyard, "1 was one of those
moments of great discovery,” Mills says. *It's like an ar
chaeological dig.”

Mills is eager to show where the roollop lemace will be,
Outside, high abowve the trees, there's a gravelly concourse
now. By nexd summer peogle may be sunbathing on patio
herniture or gazing al and waving to neighbors below, Imag-
ining it as Mills does, the reincamation of the hospital seems
almost predestined,

“Some people thought this was a white elephant, impos-

sible 1o tum into something exciting.” Mills
says. “Hul it's like peeling back the layers of
history, like & time machine.”

FLJP. ALLTHEIR simiarities, Harmsberger,
48, and Mills, 49, differ In myriad ways.
Hamsberger i marmied with four kids; Mills is
mamed with bwo golden retrievers. Hamsherger
lives in Henrico County, Mills in the city.
Hamsberger is left-handed, Mills is right.
Harmsbeerger grachsated from University of Cali-
fomia at Berkebey and the University of Virginia,
Milks gradhuated from Virgink Polytechnic and
State University. (They and their colleagues ar-
gue over wiich Vimginia school i better.)

But bty wene called o anchibectune young

boys. As an Byear-

The roof of Second old, Hamsberger
Prestyterian Church walched the Marin
“came close to Comentty Civic Center
catastrophic bweirg built and mar
collapse,” says veded how il seemed
s 16 “niesdbe” indo the
w'ﬂ“:!m earth. Mills, when
he was about the

e M e
aconservation field trip from
standard® So new Hampton fo Rich-
and stronger muond and leamed
Irowins Lone was that & lameoes archi-
shipped over from tect shared his
Germany. name — Rober

Mills, one of the
earliest American-schooled architects who de-
signed the Washington Monument and the
Brockenbrough Hoase in Richmond.

Today, the two share an enthusiasm for a
predecessor’s paradigm. In the early 20th
century, when new material or methods of
construction had been ignored or rejected
as unorthodox, American architect Frank Lioyd
Wright plioneered the idea of harmonizing a
building with ils surroundings. It is the guid-
ing principle, say Homsberger and Mills, that
can lead to a better Richmond — a Rich-
mond in which the urban environment is
revitalized and built upon.

“We've lost this idea of being able o walk
dhowwn the street,” Mills says. “Pan of the chanm
of Shockoe Slip, the reason people want to
come back, B becmze they can walk a couple
of blocks and go somewhere.”

*Il you boil down the new urbanists” phi-
lasophy,” Hamsbenger says, "it's about put-
ting the person in the city back in the middle
of the design problem. Making it comiort-
able for one person to live and to have a
complete lile,”

But ideas alone don't build buildings. Yoo
have to find money, To do that, Common-
weilth Architects has embraced tactics that
other architectural firms have either looked past or only
recently adopled

In 1947, the Virginia General Assembly approved a lax-
relied infkative 1o help restore and presenve the state's histonc
resources. The state pledged to add a 25 percent historic
rehabilitation tax credit to the 20 percent already offered by
thez Federal govenmment (o any developer or property owner
who would invest money to improve buildings in historic
districts, The result was that developens and property cwners
coubd save 45 cents on every dollar imested

Both Hamsberger and Mills had served on Richmond's
Commission for Archilectural Beview, the board that over-
sees changes and additions to the city’s (dd and Historic



Districts. They knew that historic rehabilite  After a series of development, has transformed some of the
tion tax credits coukd be key lor saving some  strong debates among city's most ignored buildings like Linden
of the city's 2,500 historically signilicant vet  preservationists, Tower, Kensington Gardens, the Parsons'
distresgsed buildings. 5o owhen the state offercd developers and House, (he former Robert E. Lee Elementary
its tax breaks, the architects sharpened their residents, the School and now Stuart Circle Hosphtal from
fiocus an how to adaptively neuse existing build:  Superior building vacant ghosts (o upscale apartments, con-
ings. Boon, ey weme expents in the intrica m“::u:'rm dominiums and townhiuses
cies of how to apply for and receive hisloric specified. Tt will Miller says he would nol have invested
dl:-sigllali-nn status and tax incentives [or mew his money if it hadn’t heen lor the federal
projects in histogc urban aneas apartments, For Mills, and state tax credits and the abatement pro-
Their predictions were righl. Developers  the project Is symbaolic gram. “Those three (ools made the projects
statisd calling of how people can I've done work,” he says. *It's closed the
Since the stale's lax-break measure was  effect change by gap between new projects and restomtion.”
enacted, it has spurred private investment  getting involved. Mliller ereclits Commonwenlth Architects with

of maore than $316 million in the rehabilita-
tion of more than 264 landmark buildings throughout
Vimginia, And it's made doing business in the ity of Rich-
mond possible — even attractive, some developers say,
*You've got o be able to convince a bank that it's
feasible,” savs Robin Miller, a developer who moved to
Richmond nine years ago from Tennessee. Miller, who
hired Commonwealih Archilects to design the Stuan Cincle

prosnoting the incentives, “Il you look amound ot
the: high-profibe projects arcund the city, it is that firm that's
cloang the work " Amd that's understandable, be says. “Both
Dourg and Bob have strong roots in presenvation and offer a
gonsd perspective on sdaptive reuse,” he syys. “But they really
bowe saving odd bulldings, and that's the name of the gane,”
i seems 1o be a ganve that Hamsharger and Mills ane win
ninet. Thedr firm has expanded from three to 30 peogle in jest

four years. Collectively, their projects are wornh mone than
$100 million. In Septembser, the finm received the Manguerite
Crumley Presenation Awarnd from the Alliance 1o Consere
Old Richmond Neighborhoods, a Richmond presenvation
group. The local praise is a distinction thal matters, the fimm's
partners say. After all, it's their goal to revitakize their city.

THF. SUPERIOR WAREHUNESE building rests on a hill
that has been a prime and hotly contested development
site, Facing Main Street on the cusp of Church Hill, the to-
haceo wanehouse wiss buill in 1855 and remains one of the
lew contiguoss pre-Civil War blocks in Richmond. Last vear,
thie Superior building was almost reed

I was demolition by neghect.” Mills says of the building's
erding condition. The developer, Forest City, wanted o re-
place the buikding with a groceny store for pearby Church
Hill and Shockoe Bottom mesidents. Some residents, preser-
vationists and the cilty's Commession lor Archibectural Rieview
were appalled. A fight ensued and a compromise emenged.

Today, a groceny store is neardy completed on property
just woest af the Superior building. Flankine it on the east is



“WITH THE INCLUSION OF TAX INCENTIVES AND TAX CREDITS,
REVITALIZATION IS IN FACT A LESS EXPENSIVE SOLUTION.”

Mills andd Hamsberger agree that the biggest architectural
s Richmonders will face in the future is how the city will
choose to develop along the James River.

a new CV5 phamacy. The Superior building. cleaned up
and nearty rehabilitabed, towers above the bwo stones. 18 will
son be home 1o 28 one- and two-bedroom loft apartmenits,

Mills has been passionate about the project. *l consider
thizs bo be the touchstone of greal preservation efions by the
-;::.I:;_' Milks savs

I'\. 19404 WHEN LT. GOV, TIM KAINE was elected to
Richmond City Council bor the 2nd District, hie paid
more attention to things like education and crime,
b says, than to hisiosic preservation

“It wasn't on my radar screen,” Kaine sy, “Bob
and Doug, |_|rr|Is<|h|:. mcsre than anyone I.‘ILH'_ ke
me a convert and showed mee that histaric preser-
valion ooubd be a tool 1o revitalization, paficularly
in a city like Richmond with neighborhoods like
Church Hill, lackson Ward and s0 many othes
like them.”

Whiber Kaine was mayor At the Stuart Circle
he served as president of site, Harnsherger
Richmond Renaesance, a says that what
public-private pannership Inspires him about
that advocates Richmond design is the
culture and busines. The “totality of the
group works closely with project, fully
the city's Commission for exploring it,” he

5 Al i says. "The analogy 1
Architectural Review, ~l ke Is o mamic:
think everyhaody [on Rich- Richmond's got a
mand Renaisance] sees wealth of buildings
the issues ol preservation that we can use to
differenly because of the develop that theme,
wirk that Bob and Doug and all of the
have done to promaobe conflicts haven't
how il can be used 1o Dhrbﬂhﬂﬂﬂﬂt
grow the economy and out yet.
charmcter of Hee |'i|:|.-_' e SIS

The city’s CAR board has reviewed “0ld and
Historic™ sites since 1957 when it first gave the
|,1r-;ig_|'|.:|rin|'| to the 58 John's Church n:'Eghhn'r
hoad in Church Hill. Since then, the ity has b
stowed the namee at beast 41 Gimes, 10 include 12
additional neighborhoods and 22 individual prog-
erties. Bul the city has little other than the desig-
nation and its real-sstate tax abatement program
Lo suppon its historic preservation goals, The city

sulfers whenever kile bulldings remain vacant
or when atbempts o regse them aren’l success-
ful or 4'|||r|||.::1i'|1i|t' wilh the neighborhood,
Hamsberger and Mills maintain, And when
people leave and businesses pull out or lail,
Richmond's existing stock of historie and archi-
tectural resources stands at greater risk of dete
riormtion

In addition to the city's “0ld and Historic™ des-
ignation, there is the Virginia Landmark Register
administered by the stale Depatment of Histonc
Resources and the federally instituted Mational
Register of Historic Places. Richmonad has tee Lag:
est number of listings and structures on the Ma-
tional Register of any community in Virginia

Meantimee, 2500 hisoncally or anchitecturally im
postant urban buildings — some, protabhy fne exe
amples of 19th- and 2h-century federl, Greck
revival, laliante, Ceeen Anne and Coloniaknevival
sruchimes — go ignomed

TH E HISTORIC RESTORATION of Second Presbyte-
rian Church, the rane Gothic-revival landmark, has taken
nearky a year, I will cost £2.3 million 1o complete: When
thiz church was buill in 1845, [t was the only project south
of the Mason-Dixon Line for renowned architect Minasd
Lafever of Brookhyn. Its oniginal materiaks, brownstone and
cast iron, wene delivered by rail from wpstate Mew York
But the brownstone was not righthy quamied, dmsssed or
installed in the parapet and bell tower, and after 156 years,
erosion threaterved its collapse, Confederate Gen. Thomas

“Stonewall” Jackson worshiped in its sanctuary.

Hamsherger worships in the same place today, He con-
siders this as he works on another plan, It's a contextual
landscape design that will accompany an important stalue
project coming soon to Richmond that eould offer a niew
permpective on histony

“W

HERE COMMONWEALTH ARCHITECTS has
been really sman ks in recognizing that the greatest re-
source we have is our history,” says Jennbe Knapp, ex-
ecutive director lor AC.OUR.N., a group whose mission
1% toy save ailing historic houses, “They seem to get it,”
she savs, “Why not think of a way to recapiure inberest
by highlighting the one thing we can’t build someplace
else?”

In's what Mills and Hamsberger say they are committed o
doing. And, they say, the time &5 right.

“The urbvan environment & in place,” Mills sayvs, “the
strectures are in place, and we're suggesting thal thene
nesds bo bee a stronger emphasis on coming Back o the
city and revitalizing the existing stroctures, and then infilling
where we've lost buildings over time.” Economically, he
says, “what we're Wrying 1o suggest with the inclusion ol
tax incentives and tax credits, is that revitalization s in fact
a less expensive solulion.”

“The economics make sense.” Hamsherger says. “And
thx qquality of lfe makes even more sense.”

“The quality of lile ol the community,” Mills adds. *And
{heat's oave ol The things that we've [ost by our sprawl is our
sense of communkiy.”

e Ohur geee of place,” Hamsberger says, B
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