
Docket Item #8 
BAR CASE # 2016-0193 

BAR Meeting 
July 6, 2016 

ISSUE: Alterations to existing stoop and steps 

APPLICANT: Lisa Collis & Mark Warner 

LOCATION: 505 S Lee Street 

ZONE: RM / Residential 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
Staff recommends approval of the revised stoop and step layout, subject to approval of an 
encroachment ordinance by City Council, and that staff be directed to work with the applicant on 
the final design details of the railing following instructions from the Board at the hearing. 
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BAR CASE # 2016-0193 
July 6, 2016 

GENERAL NOTES TO THE APPLICANT 

1. ISSUANCE OF CERTIFICATES OF APPROPRIATENESS AND PERMITS TO DEMOLISH:
Applicants must obtain a stamped copy of the Certificate of Appropriateness or Permit to Demolish PRIOR
to applying for a building permit.  Contact BAR Staff, Room 2100, City Hall, 703-746-3833, or
preservation@alexandriava.gov for further information.

2. APPEAL OF DECISION:  In accordance with the Zoning Ordinance, if the Board of Architectural Review
denies or approves an application in whole or in part, the applicant or opponent may appeal the Board’s
decision to City Council on or before 14 days after the decision of the Board.

3. COMPLIANCE WITH BAR POLICIES:  All materials must comply with the BAR’s adopted policies
unless otherwise specifically approved.

4. BUILDING PERMITS:  Most projects approved by the Board of Architectural Review require the issuance
of one or more construction permits by Building and Fire Code Administration (including signs).  The
applicant is responsible for obtaining all necessary construction permits after receiving Board of
Architectural Review approval.  Contact Code Administration, Room 4200, City Hall, 703-838-4360 for
further information.

5. EXPIRATION OF APPROVALS NOTE:  In accordance with Sections 10-106(B) and 10-206(B) of the
Zoning Ordinance, any official Board of Architectural Review approval will expire 12 months from the
date of issuance if the work is not commenced and diligently and substantially pursued by the end of that
12-month period.

6. HISTORIC PROPERTY TAX CREDITS:  Applicants performing extensive, certified rehabilitations of
historic properties may separately be eligible for state and/or federal tax credits.  Consult with the Virginia
Department of Historic Resources (VDHR) prior to initiating any work to determine whether the proposed
project may qualify for such credits. 
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BAR CASE # 2016-0193 
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I. ISSUE

The applicant is requesting approval of a Certificate of Appropriateness for alterations to the 
existing sandstone stoop and steps at the front entrance to 505 S Lee Street.  The applicant 
proposes to reuse the existing red sandstone steps to the maximum extent reasonably possible 
and to turn the steps 90 degrees toward the north and to install a new stoop and iron handrail in 
order to provide safer steps, landing and handrail. 

II. HISTORY

The structure located at 505 S. Lee St. appears to have been constructed c 1802, as the tax 
records for the property show a frame house on the site.  An advertisement for sale of the 
property in 1812 indicate it was a "good two story framed dwelling house."  The house is 
significant historically for its association with the Hunter family whose shipyard operated on the 
Potomac between Wilkes and Wolfe Streets, and for its association with the Burke family of 
Burke and Herbert Bank (Ethelyn Cox, Historic Alexandria Virginia, Street by Street, p95).  The 
house was "modernized" in the late 19th century by the addition of a third floor under the present 
a mansard roof, similar to the evolution of 131 N Washington Street and the Swann Daingerfield 
house at 706 Prince.

The Sanborn Fire Insurance Company did not map this portion of Alexandria until 1902; 
examination of this map indicates that the house and flounder outbuilding were present on the 
site at that time.  The 1902 map indicates that the house had constructed its third story mansard 
and that all of the roofs at that time were clad with wood.   The house and outbuilding remained 
unchanged, except for a roof material change on the rear portions of the house from wood to 
metal between 1912-1921.  The addition of a garage located off Wilkes Street, and the existing 
one-story porch on the north wall of the historic residence post-date the 1957 Sanborn map. 

Alterations and additions to this building were made by two of the original restoration architects 
for Colonial Williamsburg, Milton Grigg and Walter Macomber.  Grigg designed alterations to 
the house including the entryway at the north side in 1964; Macomber designed the garage in 
1969. 

The BAR approved major alterations to the property in 1990, including the two story addition to 
the south and a one story addition on the west (rear).  The rear addition connects the existing 
building with a historic flounder outbuilding to the southwest and to the existing garage.  The 
existing arcade wall to the garage was filled in with French doors. (BAR Case #90-68, 
56/2/1990) 
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III. ANALYSIS

Certificate of Appropriateness 
No physical investigation of the structural framing of the house itself was performed for this 
report but, based on historic records and Sanborn insurance maps alone, this early 19th century 
two story frame house underwent a substantial alteration in the late 19th century when a third 
floor was added behind a mansard roof.  It was likely during this period that the iron fence was 
added to the south (Figure #3) and the red Seneca (?) sandstone steps with cast iron railings were 
added to the front entrance.  This type of dark red stone was commercially quarried in the second 
half of the 19th century  along the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal on the north bank of the Potomac 
River, just west of Seneca Creek in Seneca Montgomery County, Maryland.  It was used for the 
C&O Canal locks and was commonly used for architectural trim and steps because it was easy to 
quarry and carve, though it sometimes weathered poorly and is often difficult to recognize today 
because it has often been painted for weather protection and because tastes in color changed in 
the early 20th century.  Architect Adolf Cluss used this stone for the window sills at City Hall 
(now painted white) and it is particularly easy to identify on the pedimented lintels of the Robert 
E. Lee Camp Hall Museum at 806 Prince.

Figure 1: 806 Prince Street sandstone lintels 

While the proportions of the dwelling at 505 Prince are handsome, the architectural details are 
somewhat mixed.  The earliest photo that has been found shows the early 6/6 windows and 
classical architrave around the entrance that are at odds with the later Second Empire Victorian 
period fishscale shingles clad concave curved mansard roof and curved-top dormers.  A three 
story Second Empire house in Alexandria typically would also have had prominent carved 
brackets below the cornice and on the door surround (Figure #2) or window lintels but those are 
missing here.  The dwelling at 505 S Lee has a simpler, more vernacular character than the more 
ostentatious masonry versions of the Second Empire style in Alexandria.   
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Figure 2: 131 N Washington Street 

Figure 2: 505 S Lee photo taken in 1936 
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Although red sandstone was used for steps during the period when the mansard roof was added, 
Staff has closely inspected the existing stoop with the applicant several times and questions 
whether these steps are original to this structure or were repurposed here from another location.  
In particular, the stone landing overhangs the sides of the stoop with no apparent aesthetic or 
structural purpose (see the photos on p2 of the application.)  The earliest photograph staff has 
located that clearly shows the steps is from 1936 and they do not appear to have changed since 
that time. 
 
The stone of the present steps are deteriorated and in need of repair.  In addition, the lack of 
handrails leave guests potentially vulnerable, particularly at night and during rain or snow.  
Therefore, the applicant proposes to turn the steps 90 degrees to toward the north so that they 
may be more welcoming and code compliant.  Normally, staff would recommend simply 
extending the landing and steps further toward the curb while retaining the same design but Lee 
Street is only 50’ wide, so the sidewalk is quite narrow and extension is further complicated by a 
utility manhole located at the base of the steps.  Because of the physical constraints and because 
there is some question about the provenance of these steps, staff can support a new stoop design 
at this particular location.    
 
Staff has, therefore worked with the architect to balance the functional needs for 
repair/replacement with the modest and vernacular architectural character of the front elevation.  
Double steps, as found on some of the grand houses in the 200 block of Prince or the Elliot house 
at 323 S Fairfax Street are far too high-style for this structure.  The proposed single set of steps 
extend to the north so that they do not block a basement window south of the entrance.  The 
applicant proposes to use as much of the existing sandstone material as possible, trimming the 
ends and perhaps turning the stones over to expose the un-weathered base.  The steps are simple, 
rectilinear and without the volutes of the Colonial Revival period.   
 
However, staff believes the character of the wrought iron railing is slightly early for the 
architectural period of significance of the front façade of the house and that these should use 
more of the cast iron that was prevalent in the late 19th century in Old Town.  In addition, 
because the stoop is only three feet above the adjacent grade, balusters are not required by the 
building code.  A simple open handrail would not screen the door and architrave and would not 
draw attention to itself as a design feature.   
 
Staff recommends approval of the revised stoop and step layout, subject to approval of an 
encroachment ordinance by City Council, and that staff be directed to work with the applicant on 
the final design details of the railing following instructions from the Board. 
 
 
 
 
STAFF 
Al Cox, FAIA, Historic Preservation Manager, Planning & Zoning 
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IV. CITY DEPARTMENT COMMENTS

Legend: C- code requirement  R- recommendation  S- suggestion  F- finding 

Zoning Comments 
C-1 The stoop/stair encroachment appears to exceed the maximum projection allowed based

in the City Code.  Email from Shanna Austin dated 6/15/16 confirms that an 
encroachment is required. 

C-2 The stoop/stair encroachment appears to exceed the maximum projection allowed based
on the code.  S Lee Street is 50’ wide so the maximum encroachment is only 3’. 

5-2-29(a) Steps. Steps not more than 12 feet in length, including the required landings,
may project beyond the street lot line up to five feet on streets with a right-of-way width
of 100 feet or more, up to four feet on streets with a right-of-way width between 66 and
100 feet, up to three feet on streets with a right-of-way width between 50 and 66 feet and,
notwithstanding the above, up to 20 inches on Union Street and on King Street between
the Potomac River and the R.F.&P. railroad right-of-way.  The term "steps" in this
subsection includes ramps and similar structures necessary to provide access to the
handicapped.

Code Administration 
No comments received. 

Transportation and Environmental Services 
R1. The building permit must be approved and issued prior to the issuance of any permit for 

demolition. (T&ES) 

R2. Applicant shall be responsible for repairs to the adjacent city right-of-way if damaged 
during construction activity. (T&ES) 

R3. No permanent structure may be constructed over any existing private and/or public utility 
easements.  It is the responsibility of the applicant to identify any and all existing 
easements on the plan. (T&ES) 

F1. After review of the information provided, an approved grading plan is not required at this 
time.  Please note that if any changes are made to the plan it is suggested that T&ES be 
included in the review. (T&ES) 

F2. A separate encroachment will be needed for stairs. (T&ES) 

C1. The applicant shall comply with the City of Alexandria’s Solid Waste Control, Title 5, 
Chapter 1, which sets forth the requirements for the recycling of materials (Sec. 5-1-99). 
(T&ES) 

C2. The applicant shall comply with the City of Alexandria's Noise Control Code, Title 11, 
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Chapter 5, which sets the maximum permissible noise level as measured at the property 
line. (T&ES) 

C3. Roof, surface and sub-surface drains be connected to the public storm sewer system, if 
available, by continuous underground pipe.  Where storm sewer is not available applicant 
must provide a design to mitigate impact of stormwater drainage onto adjacent properties 
and to the satisfaction of the Director of Transportation & Environmental Services. 
(Sec.5-6-224) (T&ES) 

C4. Any work within the right-of-way requires a separate permit from T&ES. (Sec. 5-2) 
(T&ES) 

C5. All improvements to the city right-of-way such as curbing, sidewalk, driveway aprons, 
etc. must be city standard design. (Sec. 5-2-1) (T&ES) 

Alexandria Archaeology 
No comments received 

V. ATTACHMENTS

1 – Supplemental Materials  
2 – Application for BAR 2016-0194 & 0195: 1207 Duke Street 
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