
 
 
 
March 17, 2026 
 
Re: Nellie Custis School Historic District Designation Form Report 

Dear Members of the Historic and Landmark Review Board, 

I write regarding the Nellie Custis School Historic District Designation Form (the Report). While the 
Report contains useful historical information, it omits several important facts and applies an analytical 
framework that does not correspond to the criteria set forth in the Arlington County Zoning Ordinance 
(ACZO). As written, the Report’s conclusion that the building lacks sufficient historic architectural 
integrity to warrant a historic district designation is unsupported by the analysis provided and does not 
adequately address the applicable designation criteria. 

The issues described below should be addressed before the Report is relied upon by the Board in 
considering whether the property merits designation. 

Failure to Apply the Zoning Ordinance Criteria 

The ACZO establishes specific criteria for designation of a Local Historic District. These criteria provide 
the framework within which the Board is required to evaluate properties proposed for designation. The 
Report does not clearly evaluate the Nellie Custis Elementary School building against those criteria. 

Instead, the Report relies heavily on a generalized assertion that the building’s historic architectural 
integrity is “compromised.” While integrity is an important concept within preservation practice, the 
ordinance requires the Board to determine whether a property satisfies the specific designation criteria 
established by the County. A conclusion based primarily on an undefined threshold of “compromised 
integrity,” without a structured evaluation of the applicable criteria, substitutes a subjective assessment 
for the standards set forth in the ordinance.   

The Report does not meaningfully analyze the criteria identified in ACZO §11.3.4.A.6. These provisions 
address properties that embody distinctive architectural characteristics or that possess significance in the 
historical development of the community. The Report acknowledges that the building has historical 
significance, yet it does not clearly analyze how the building’s existing architectural features and historic 
associations relate to the criteria established in the ordinance. 

A designation report intended to guide the Board’s decision should present a clear and systematic 
evaluation of the property under the applicable criteria. The Report does not provide that analysis. 

Omission of Relevant Historical and Community Context 

The Report also omits several facts that are relevant to the Board’s consideration of the nomination. 



First, the Report does not acknowledge the vote of the Aurora Highlands Civic Association supporting 
designation of the building in 2024 and opposition to the Melwood proposal to demolish the building in 
2022. Those votes reflect a substantial level of community recognition of the Aurora Highlands Historic 
District and the building’s historical importance and demonstrates that preservation of the structure is a 
matter of significant concern within the neighborhood.   

Second, the Report does not address the Comprehensive Plan, or the Aurora Highlands Neighborhood 
Conservation Plan, both of which emphasize the importance of preserving historic resources within the 
community. These adopted planning documents provide important context for evaluating whether 
protection of historically significant structures is consistent with broader planning objectives for the 
neighborhood. 

Third, the Report does not adequately acknowledge that the building is already recognized as a 
contributing structure within the Aurora Highlands National Register Historic District See (Attachment 
A) or the impact to the Historic District that failure to approve the Local Historic District will have (See 
Attachment B.) The National Register designation reflects a prior determination that the building 
contributes to the historical significance and character of the district, and that contribution means it has 
sufficient architectural historic integrity.  Having sufficient architectural historic integrity is the very 
definition of a contributing building. 

Fourth, the Report does not adequately acknowledge this building is the last remaining public building in 
Aurora Highlands, and it does not acknowledge how many historic buildings have been demolished in an 
area that was rich not just with American history, but rich with the experience of the working-class people 
– the Alexandria Canal, Queen City, the Luna Park, Jackson City, the brick warehouses, etc.  It does not 
acknowledge this building was deeded to the county by Mr. Morris, for school purposes only, as part of 
the Aurora Hill’s subdivision as a community benefit.  

The Report even goes so far to state there are “better examples” of Percy Adams work in other locations 
in North Arlington. But how is it equitable that historic assets in North Arlington can be considered worth 
preserving, but assets in this portion of South Arlington are worthless?    

By omitting these points, the Report fails to present a complete picture of the historical, planning, and 
community context within which the Board’s decision must be made. 

Mischaracterization of the Building’s Historic Integrity 

The Report’s conclusion that the building’s integrity is “compromised” is not supported by the analysis 
presented.  Historic school buildings commonly evolved over time through additions reflecting changing 
educational needs and expanding student populations. Within preservation practice, such additions are 
typically understood as part of a building’s historic evolution rather than as evidence that the building has 
lost its integrity. Where the original building massing, architectural features, and historic setting remain 
clearly identifiable—as they do here—later expansions do not negate the ability of the building to convey 
its historical and architectural significance.   

The Nellie Custis Elementary School building continues to retain substantial authentic historic fabric. Key 
architectural elements remain visible, and the building continues to occupy its historic location within the 
neighborhood it was originally constructed to serve. The relationship between the building, its site, and 
the surrounding community remains intact. 



The Report states that the building retains integrity of “location, setting, and feeling,” yet it nonetheless 
concludes that the building’s integrity is “compromised.” The report does not explain why the 
architectural features that remain—including the building’s massing, form, and recognizable historic 
components—are insufficient to convey the building’s historical significance. Nor does the Report clearly 
identify which alterations are so substantial as to negate that significance.   

Without such analysis, the conclusion that the building lacks sufficient integrity is unsupported by the 
discussion presented in the Report.   

Incorrect Information in the Draft Report 

The Report makes statements that the windows have been relocated.  The new windows on the primary 
facades are replaced within the existing masonry sides and sill.  Only one new window was added on the 
secondary Grant Street facade.  Fixture (window, door, canopy etc.) replacement is considered a minor 
change that can be easily restored.  Even a ChatGPT analysis of the building condition against the 
Arlington County guidance for Local Historic Districts and past practice reveals that based on the 
condition of the building, it has enough integrity to be a Local Historic District, See Attachment C.  

The Report also states that the building has not been used consistently as a public-school, but fails to 
acknowledge it has been required to be use consistently as a school. Because of the restriction in the 
original deed, “for school purposes only”, the building has been used as a school until today, and so has 
had a continuity of school use.  The current use, the Melwood Horticultural Training Center,  is a school / 
educational use, just not a public-school use, as that school was closed by the County.  So, the statement it 
has not been consistently used as a public school, when it was used as a school, is misleading.  There has 
been a continuity of use. 

Internal Inconsistency in the Draft Report 

The Report also contains an internal inconsistency that should be addressed. 

The Report acknowledges that the building retains historical significance and continues to contribute to 
the Aurora Highlands National Register Historic District. At the same time, however, the Report 
concludes that the building lacks sufficient integrity to warrant local historic designation. 

These two conclusions are difficult to reconcile. A building that retains the historical significance 
necessary to contribute to a National Register district necessarily retains the ability to convey that 
significance. A determination that such a building nonetheless lacks sufficient integrity for local 
protection requires careful and clearly supported analysis.  The Report does not provide that analysis. 

Need for a Complete and Careful Evaluation 

The Board’s decision regarding designation carries significant consequences for the long-term 
preservation of this historic structure. 

Once a historically significant public building is demolished, the opportunity for preservation is 
permanently lost. For this reason, it is essential that the evaluation of the property’s eligibility for 
designation be thorough, accurate, and clearly grounded in the criteria established by the ordinance. 



Where a building demonstrably possesses historical significance and retains the ability to convey that 
significance—as this building does—the prudent course is to ensure that the evaluation of its eligibility 
for designation is complete and supported by a transparent application of the governing standards, and to 
rely on the side of caution, and preserve it.  A recommendation based on this incomplete and unsupported 
analysis risks foreclosing that opportunity prematurely.  See Attachment D and Attachment E. 

Alternate Options for Development 

The Report does not include alternate options for development.  There are much better options for 
development of the site than the Density Only approach taken by Melwood, and that do not require the 
demolition of Nellie Custis School.  The Aurora Highlands Civic Association approved an “Alternative 
Envelope” (See Attachment F) that allows for around 60-80K square feet, while retaining the historic 
building, and respecting the height / scale of the historic district as indicated in our letter to HALRB June 
17, 2024.  Per a FOIA request to Virginia Housing, an email was obtained that shows even the developer 
submitted a plan to Virginia Housing to develop the site with the building in place, so clearly it is feasible 
to do so (See Attachment G).   

Conclusion 

For the reasons described above, the Report should be revised to address the applicable zoning ordinance 
criteria, incorporate the relevant historical and community context, and provide a more complete and 
clearly supported evaluation of the building’s integrity and significance and confirm that demolition is not 
the only option or the preferred option for development. 

Because of the omissions and analytical deficiencies identified in this letter, the Report, in its current 
form, should not be relied upon as the basis for the Board’s decision. A revised Report addressing these 
issues is necessary in order for the Board to make a fully informed determination regarding designation. 

Respectfully, 

 
 
Stacy Meyer, RA, LEED AP 
President, Aurora Highlands Civic Association 
 
CC:   Arlington County Board 

Aurora Highlands Civic Association Board 
 

Attachments: 
Attachment A: Excerpts from the National Register of Historic Places 
Attachment B: Impact of Faith In Housing Legislation to Aurora Highlands Historic District 
Attachment C: Nellie Custis School Façade Survey 
Attachment D: Local Historic District Scorecard per ACZO 11.3.4.A.6 
Attachment E: Selected Case Studies Adaptive Reuse and Restoration 
Attachment F: Aurora Highlands Civic Association Proposed Envelope 
Attachment G: Developer Email Indicating Feasibility of Retaining Nellie Custis School 



Attachment A:  Excerpts from the National Register of Historic Places 
 
Map of Contributing and Non-Contributing Buildings to the Aurora Highlands Historic 
District.  Nelly Custis School is a contributing building, while the adjacent Calvary 
Church is not a contributing building due to its lack of historic integrity.  Definition of 
Contributing Building from the Virginia DHR website.  “sufficiently well preserved to 
convey historical significance” 
 
Section 7 Page 55 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Attachment B – Impact of Faith In Housing Legislation to Aurora Highlands 
Historic District  
 
The purpose of the Historic District overlay in the zoning code per 11.3.1: 
 
A. Promote local historic preservation efforts through the identification and protection of historic resources 
throughout the county, and through the designation of local historic districts;  
B. Assure that, within Arlington County’s historic districts, new structures, buildings, additions, landscaping and 
related elements will be in harmony with their setting and environs;  
C. Promote an enhanced quality of life within the county.  
D. Maintain and improve property values by providing incentives for the upkeep, rehabilitation and restoration of 
older structures and buildings in a safe and healthful manner, and by encouraging desirable uses and forms of 
development that will lead to the continuance, conservation and improvement of the county’s historic, cultural and 
architectural resources and institutions within their setting. 
 
The Historic District overlay at Nellie Custis School will not only provide protection of the Nellie Custis 
School building, but will also protect the integrity of the Aurora Highlands Historic District (#08001018) 
as per 11.3.1.A – D noted above.  Demolition of the building will allow an inappropriately sized 60  ft tall 
building to be built on 23rd Street, which will in turn, given the recent “Faith in Housing” legislation, 
allow every church on 23rd Street to do the same creating a canyon of 5-over-1 stick built apartments 
totally changing the historic character, not to mention the other impacts of inappropriate density.  This 
issue is omitted in the Study.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Attachment C: Nellie Custis School Façade Survey 
 
The Report omits a survey of the existing building material.  The existing historic building is in excellent 
shape, suitable for restoration, which is a complete, 180-degree departure from the description 
contained in the Report.  The Report includes few photographs of the original building material. 
 

a. 23rd Street Main Façade:  the exterior walls, masonry and trim are preserved completely 
/ nearly completely on the front.  Only windows, doors and the front canopy have been 
replaced – but importantly these were replaced within the existing original masonry 
openings. 

b. Grant Street Main Façade:  the second primary façade is in the same condition as the 
23rd Street Main Facade, with one new window cut in.   

c. West Non-Street Facing Façade: The 2nd Floor of the West Façade is in the same 
condition as the 23rd Street Façade.  The 1st Floor wall remains behind a one-story 
addition. The original masonry wall appears to have been parged or drywalled over 
inside the addition, either of which could be easily removed.  The addition generally is 
“tacked onto” the original building, allowing easy removal and reversion to the original 
form. 

d. South Non-Street Facing Façade:  this is the back of the building.  The original roof line 
and trim and masonry wall is preserved at the 2nd Floor except it appears windows have 
been bricked in, though the original sill remains.  There is a first-floor addition similar to 
the West Façade.  The original masonry wall appears to have been parged or drywalled 
over inside the addition, either which could be easily removed.  The addition is generally 
“tacked onto” the original building, allowing easy removal and reversion to the original 
form. 

 
“Compromised integrity” is not even a standard for the Local Historic District.  The standard for building 
condition is clear in 11.3.4.A6(k) “The property is suitable for preservation or restoration”.  Preservation 
and Restoration are technical terms defined in the Secretary of Interior Guidelines and Nellie Custis 
School is a textbook example of a building that is suitable for “restoration” treatment.  
 
 
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/treatment-standards-
restoration.htm#:~:text=Restoration%20is%20the%20treatment%20that,most%20significant%E2%80%9
4time%20in%20its%20history. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/treatment-standards-restoration.htm#:%7E:text=Restoration%20is%20the%20treatment%20that,most%20significant%E2%80%94time%20in%20its%20history
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/treatment-standards-restoration.htm#:%7E:text=Restoration%20is%20the%20treatment%20that,most%20significant%E2%80%94time%20in%20its%20history
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/treatment-standards-restoration.htm#:%7E:text=Restoration%20is%20the%20treatment%20that,most%20significant%E2%80%94time%20in%20its%20history
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Chat GPT assessment of “integrity” based on Arlington County staff manual 
criteria: 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Meaning of “Moderate” 

• The building retains most of its historic character, but there are noticeable alterations, 
replacements, or additions. 

• Some original features are partially obscured, altered, or replaced, but the property 
still conveys its historic character, especially in public-facing areas. 

• Often indicates that issues are reversible, so preservation or LHD designation is feasible 
with minimal intervention. 

  



 

Attachment D - Local Historic District Scorecard per ACZO 11.3.4.A.6 

The HALRB is charged with determining if Nellie Custis School meets two of the eleven designation 
criteria in §11.3.4.A.6 of the Arlington County Zoning Ordinance (ACZO).  However, Nellie Custis School 
meets with no doubt six of the eleven criteria, and possibly more than that and is a textbook example of 
a property that needs protection in the form of the local historic district. 

Nellie Custis School meets the following criteria from the Zoning Ordinance: 

(a) The property is listed or is eligible for inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places; 

YES 100%: The school is a contributing building to the historic designation of the Aurora 
Highlands Neighborhood which is on the National Register of Historic Places. 

(b) The property has character, interest, or value as part of the development, heritage, or 
cultural characteristics of the county, state, or nation; 

YES 100%: This is a public school that educated thousands of Arlingtonians for five decades.  It 
represents a turning point in school design from the prior one-classroom buildings to multi-
classroom to accommodate the increasing need for public education.  It was integral to the 
development of the Aurora Highlands neighborhood and played an important role in the 
integration of the Arlington County Schools,  Per the deed it has been required to be a school 
use and has served continuously as a school use since 1923. 

(c) The property was the site of a significant local, state, or national event; 

POSSIBLY: Nellie Custis School was associated with the historic desegregation of the Virginia 
schools completing desegregation and making Arlington the first county in Virginia to comply 
with Brown vs the Board of Education. 

(d) The property is associated with a person or persons who significantly contribute to the 
development of the county, state, or nation; 

POSSIBLY: unknown.   

(e) The property embodies distinguishing characteristics of an architectural style valuable for the 
study of a period, type, or method of construction; 

YES 100%: The scale of the building and the solid brick walls with detailed articulation around 
the openings are an excellent representation of the Classical Style public architecture of the 
early part of the 20th Century per the National Register of Historic Buildings.  It is the last 
remaining public building of the era in Aurora Highlands. 

(f) The property is identified as the work of a master builder, architect, or landscape architect; 

YES 100%:  The architect is Percy Adams a notable architect who designed the earliest modern 
schools and went on to design the Longworth House Office Building and the Rixey Mansion. 

https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Programs/Building/Codes-Ordinances/Zoning


(g) The property embodies elements of design, detailing, materials, or craftsmanship that render 
it structurally or architecturally significant; 

POSSIBLY:  the building is classically inspired with clean ornamentation in its likely locally made 
brickwork. 

(h) The property has a distinctive location, or singular physical characteristics that make it an 
established or familiar visual feature; 

YES 100%: The building is located on 23rd Street in a prominent location and it is well known as 
an established, historic part of the community as a school.  It is also known as a polling place and 
the location of the annual tree lighting “Miracle on 23rd Street”. 

(i) The property is a particularly fine or unique example of a utilitarian structure representing a 
period or style in the commercial, industrial, or agricultural development of the county, with a 
high level of historic integrity or architectural significance; 

POSSIBLY: Nellie Custis School is an excellent example of the Classical Style. Further the 
structure and the brickwork of the original building is intact. 

(j) The property has the potential to yield information important to the prehistory or history of 
the county, state, or nation; or 

POSSIBLY: Nellie Custis School is built adjacent to an underground creek where there is the 
possibility of discovering pre-history.  More study is needed to understand the history of the 
construction. 

(k) The property is suitable for preservation or restoration.  See next page. 

YES 100%  

 
SUMMARY 
YES  - 100% - NO DOUBT:  6 CRITERIA 
POSSIBLY:  5 CRITERIA 

  



 

The building is suitable for restoration per the Secretary of Interior standards for Restoration 

Restoration is defined as the act or process of accurately depicting the form, features, and 
character of a property as it appeared at a particular period of time by means of the 
removal of features from other periods in its history and reconstruction of missing features 
from the restoration period….The Restoration Standards allow for the depiction of a 
building at a particular time in its history by preserving materials, features, finishes, and 
spaces from its period of significance and removing those from other periods. 

https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/treatment-standards-restoration.htm 

Restoration is the treatment that should be followed when the expressed goal of the 
project is to make the building appear as it did at a particular—and at its most 
significant—time in its history. The guidance provided by the Standards for Restoration 
and Guidelines for Restoring Historic Buildings is to first identify the materials and 
features from the restoration period. After these materials and features have been 
identified, they should be maintained, protected, repaired, and replaced, when necessary. 
Unlike the other treatments in which most, if not all, of the historic elements are retained, 
restoration will likely include the removal of features from other periods. Missing 
features from the restoration period should be replaced, based on physical or historic 
documentation, with either the same or compatible substitute materials. Only those 
designs that can be documented as having been built should be recreated in a 
restoration project. 
 
The property has been in continuous use and is in excellent condition and is suitable for 
restoration.  Most importantly:  the building has not been changed since the listing as a 
contributing building to the Aurora Highlands National Register of Historic Places in 2008 – if it 
were not suitable for restoration it would not have been included as a contributing building at 
that time.  The walls are in excellent condition, with only the fixtures needing replacement on 
the primary north and east facades, and the second story of the west façade. 
 

 
  

https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/treatment-standards-restoration.htm
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/treatment-standards-restoration.htm
https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/upload/treatment-guidelines-2017-part2-reconstruction-restoration.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/upload/treatment-guidelines-2017-part2-reconstruction-restoration.pdf


 

Attachment E -  Selected Case Studies Adaptive Reuse & Restoration 
 
 

1. Selected examples of Restoration from the NPS. 
2. The Langston Slater Schools in DC.  The condition of these schools is significantly worse than 

Nellie Custis as they have some structural damage in addition to fixture replacement.  The 
schools are being planned to be restored, adaptively reused as affordable housing.  This is a 
model project as to what the county should require at Nellie Custis School.   

3. The Condominiums at Terrell Place.  The condition of these buildings was in markedly worse 
shape than Nellie Custis School – the entire copper first floor storefront required replacement, 
a non-historic building removed, windows, parging, brickwork, roof, etc. were replaced including 
structural elements.  These buildings had significantly less historic material, and were less well 
known than Nellie Custis.  And yet, the project won an award for used of historic resources from 
the AIA when restored. 

4. The adaptive reuse of Garfinkel’s department store – the building was in good shape, but 
windows, doors, entry and notable a canopy were replaced, similar to Nellie Custis.   

 
Notably, none of these examples are in Arlington, which chooses to demolish historic buildings despite 
being in the bullseye of all of America’s history, here in Aurora Highlands.  Items 2 -4 were projects I 
managed, if there are additional questions. 
  



 
 

 
 
 
 
  

The wings of Montpelier were reduced from two stories to one story in this large restoration.   

The first floor of this building needed significant restoration –  
the original arched masonry openings were rebuilt. 

National Park Service Examples of Restoration Treatment 
 



The Langston Slater School 
33 – 45 P Street, NW Washington DC 
Deputy Mayor Planning & Economic Development, Washington DC 
Adaptive Reuse / Affordable Housing  2020 - ongoing 
 
ADAPTIVE REUSE & RESTORATION 
 
Disposition of the Langston Slater Schools for adaptive reuse for affordable housing.  The 
buildings need a significant amount of work which will be funded by Historic Preservation Tax 
Credits.  The plan is to do adaptive reuse of the school buildings for affordable apartments and 
infill between them with a new small building (same height) for affordable condominiums. 
 
The windows, roof, canopies and entry bases will require replacement, and the façade, 
repair. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places, 2013.  



The Condominiums at Terrell Place, 675 E Street, NW, Washington, DC 
CarrAmerica Development, Inc. 
Adaptive Reuse / Condominium, 60K Square Feet, 2001 – 2004 
“2004 Excellence in Construction Award” from the Metro Washington and Virginia 
Chapters of Associated Builders and Contractors. 
“2004 Award of Merit for Historic Resources” from the Washington, DC, AIA 
 
ADAPTIVE REUSE & RESTORATION 
 
Adaptive reuse of bank / retail buildings for a condominium in downtown Washington, DC.  The 
existing site contained three structures whose historic fabric had to be maintained intact. A 
fourth building, a connecting building, which was not historic was demolished. Two of the 
historic structures were typical brownstone / brick row houses dating from the late 19th Century.  
The third structure was an historic bank building, dating from the mid-19th Century and had a 
cast iron and stucco façade.  The bank building was attached to the row houses via a new 
connecting lobby finished in maple and travertine, with a custom curtain wall elevator tower.  In 
the Downtown Historic District. 
 
Architect:  Smith Group with Historic Preservation Mary Oehrlein 
 
All windows were replaced; the first-floor copper canopy was rebuilt.  The façades all  
required major repair and parging. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Hamilton Square, 
600 14th Street, NW, Washington DC 
CarrAmerica Development, Inc. 
Adaptive Reuse / Office, 250K Square Feet, 1998 – 2000 
“Renovation of the Year, 1999” Greater Washington Association of Realtors  
“Renovation of the Year, 1998” Washington Business Journal 
 
ADAPTIVE REUSE & RESTORATION 
 
Adaptive reuse of retail and reuse as a trophy office building in downtown, Washington, 
DC, one block from the White House.   
 
The existing building previously housed Garfinkle’s department store.  The masonry 
façade and first bay of structure were kept in-tact, but the core of the building was rebuilt.  
In the Financial Historic District. 
 
Architect:  SOM 
 
The canopy, windows and doors were replaced. 

 
                       

 
                                    
 
 
        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 



Attachment F -  Aurora Highland Civic Association Proposed Envelope 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  



Attachment G -  Developer Email Indicating Feasibility of Retaining Nellie 
Custis School 
 
Below is an email obtained from Virginia Housing via a public FOIA request. In this email Mr. 
Johnson from the developer, Wesley Housing, indicated to Luke Tate at Virginia Housing there 
are two site plans depending on  “whether the building is renovated / expanded”, “or torn down 
for new construction”.  Mr. Johnson writes he included in his transmission to Virginia Housing 
building massing for both scenarios under “site plans” attachments.   
 
The attachments were not included, however, in the FOIA response. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Ref file#:  0a69f3b0-47bb-1e79-01df-bc8af3a0742e 
Melwood Wesley/messages 
FOIA Request Response from Virginia Housing 7/31/2025 
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