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Urban Renewal South
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The Best-known Secret in Charlottesville’s History
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Marguiretta de Crescioli.  The Madam of Fifth Street.


    “Businesswoman of unprecedented proportions.  Operated her illicit but well-respected brothel for nearly 27 years before the raid of 1949 caused her to restrict her transactions.


    “’Down across the railroad tracks was Marguiretta’s brothel,’ says Cliva Harris, now in his 70s.  As a young man, Harris delivered furniture to Marguiretta for M.C. Thomas, and vividly remembers the opulence of the Fifth Street residence.


    “Marguiretta was extremely well schooled.  Rich and diverse education:  music, languages, etiquette and generosity.


    “Most exclusive of clientele:  the wealthy, a former state governor, judges and, of course, students.  One person says that so many students were known to frequent the place that it became known as ‘University Union.’


    “Marguiretta died at the University of Virginia Hospital barely a year after the raid, on January 7, 1951.  She left her estate—estimated value $200,000—to Clarence Andrews.  He put the house (8-room with porches and balcony) on the market for $40,000 and eventually sold it for $11,000.


    “Marguiretta’s exquisite furnishings [fell] to the auctioneer’s gavel, bringing a mere $6,000, a fraction of their appraised value of more than $100,000.  And most of these pieces stayed right here in the community, furnishing some of the most elite homes in the area.


    “It wasn’t until the wrecker’s ball hit the red-brick Jeffersonian structure in 1972 that Marguiretta’s substantial stash of money was found buried in the walls.


    “Harris and his wife carted away 1,900 bricks and built a fireplace in their Rio Road home, capturing a small part of history.”


    —Excerpts from “Marguiretta’s:  Charlottesville’s Legendary House of Ill Repute.”  Kathleen Phalen.  Albemarle Archives: Famous, Infamous and Unforgettable People and Events that Shaped Central Virginia.  Carden Jennings Publishing, 1997.





    Urban renewal was a great society program, seductive in its optimism and faith.  But it failed to recognize the civil rights struggle between landowners and renters.  Renters want the same favor of the American legal system given to property owners.


    Regardless of value, apartments and personal property cannot be used as bond to get you or your family out of jail.  The cheapest real estate is enough to post bail for most charges.  A landowner can risk his property on the promise of a stranger to show up in court.


    The percentage of Charlottesville residents who rent has increased since renewal.  Property is too expensive for most renters because it is not allowed to blight.  The blight ordinance inflates property values.


    Hidden in the history of the Garrett neighborhood are two cycles of private sector urban renewal.  Shacks for transient railway workers were torn down in the late 1800s as a business district was built.  Businessmen erected well-crafted homes for their large families as industry sprang up.  


    Three generations later, many of the houses looked like big shacks.  The worst buildings were torn down and replaced with new ones, but not fast enough to save the neighborhood.


    Urban renewal is one of those programs that make worse the problem they advertise to make better.  Not one promise of renewal has been realized.  


    The failure of the program has led the city to a condition of denial that it ever happened.  The psychology is interesting.


    Incessant claims that we are a world-class city.  Calls for what we lost: compact development, diversity, mixed use, owners and renters, small business, pedestrian friendly, environment, quality of life, historic preservation.  Attempts to help those hurt the most:  the elderly, families, women, children, the poor and minorities.


    The best program to help revitalize would be a Downtown Waterfront History Park from Elliot to Water street along a creek that once flowed through a lost neighborhood.





    The South Rivanna reservoir has risen from 68.2% to 70.7% of capacity during the past week.  But it hasn’t rained in 30 days.


    








Time Machine to Heal the Wounds of Urban Renewal
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    Last night city council designated for revitalization the Garrett Square property and approved 3-2 an appropriation to leverage a renovation grant on a 1 to 20 ratio.  The two bills seek to gain points in a competition process to be considered for the subsidy.


    The Piedmont Housing Alliance endorsed the plan and would become owner in 15-18 years.  The spokesman expressed regret over this neighborhood’s recent history and caution of well-meaning programs.  


    This article attempts to describe the area and the infamy of two decades of renewal.


    Urban renewal began right after desegregation in 1960 with Vinegar Hill.  It did not stop until 1980 when Garrett Square opened.  When it was finally over, two neighborhoods with business districts were gone.


    Roughly two hundred substandard rental units, white-owned, were torn down.  Sixty maintained historic and new residences owned by blacks and whites met the wrecking ball.


    More than sixty successful businesses no longer served the community.  The Vinegar Hill businesses were black-owned.  Ownership was mixed in the Garrett area.


    A small mountain was taken away.  The earth at some parts of Garrett Square is 30 feet lower than 30 years ago.


    A downtown stream disappeared.  At one time, Pollocks branch sprang forth near Water street.  It now surfaces at Elliot avenue.


    And for the first time in history, you could not drive through downtown Charlottesville.  The changes were so swift and monumental that the future was shocked.  The sense of loss was immediate and profound.


    The first cycle of renewal was a small area west of downtown where blacks were.  First street is closer to the west end of the mall because downtown used to extend to Fourth NW.


    The second cycle was on the black side of the tracks except whites lived and worked there as well.  Four times larger than Vinegar Hill, this renewal was much more controversial.


    The white majority downtown businesses supported renewal because it meant less competition.  The businesses west and south of downtown enjoyed a competitive advantage because they did not exclude customers.  


    The white majority supported it because it dealt with the race problem cloaked in a good intention.  The assumption was made that if a house looked bad, its interior must be bad.  The same assumption was made about the people.
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