History of the Leeway Overlee and HPOK Overlap:  A Personal Recollection
by Robert Swennes

In the broader scope of things, the territorial overlap between the Leeway Overlee Civic Association and the Highland Park Overlee Knolls Civic Association is pretty small potatoes.  But while we all may not be students of history, we are all the products of history.  And thus it is often important—or at least of some interest—to learn why some things around us became the way they are.
This history has my byline since it is based upon my personal recollection of events 30 years ago, plus my records.  Others who lived in the neighborhood that long ago might have a somewhat different perspective.  My intent is not to offend anyone.  If I fail in that, I apologize.
Our family moved to Arlington in 1973.  Within a few years following that I became involved in the issue of the County’s plans for development of the John Marshall/Ohio right of way that runs next to our home.  Though not known to many today, the County at that time planned for the right of way to be developed as a four-lane arterial road running from Williamsburg Boulevard to Wilson Boulevard.  It would essentially be like the Sycamore Street arterial that runs by the Metro station today.  It had already been built to those dimensions for all of its length except for the middle section between Lee Highway and Washington Boulevard.  Many residents along the “developed” section of the roadway did not look forward to its completion and the increased motorized traffic it would bring.  Those feelings were even stronger among those of us living adjacent to what seemed a linear park with a simple dirt path for pedestrian traffic.
A number of us living north and south of N. 22nd Street established an informal organization in early 1977 called the John Marshall Greenway Association in an effort to give some organization to those opposed to the roadway’s completion.  Several letter exchanges took place with the County’s Department of Public Works (now the Department of Environmental Services) and the County Board.  At some point we were advised that our efforts would have more clout if they were articulated by the local civic association.  We had no idea what our civic association was.  After a bit of research, we discovered that we were part of something called the Leeway Civic Association.  We made contact with a Thomas McCabe who lived up on N. Madison Street.  He said he was one of three “caretakers” of the Leeway association which was essentially dormant.  He was an elderly gentleman who had no particular interest in reviving the civic group.  He did indicate that Leeway had bylaws dated September 15, 1971.  When asked about the boundaries of the association, he stated that Leeway was active down to Washington Boulevard.
One of the early efforts of the John Marshall Greenway association was to induce the County to construct a paved bike path along the greenway.  Our public intent was to secure better pedestrian and bicycling conditions through the corridor.  A less obvious and no less real intent was to create a greater constituency for keeping the greenway corridor unpaved and a de facto park rather than a car thoroughfare.  This greenway association was active through 1978.

Toward the end of 1978 a small group of us was working to reestablish the Leeway Civic Association.  An article in the Arlington Journal dated December 6, 1978 noted the efforts underway in this part of the County both to reestablish Leeway as a viable organization and to oppose completion of the John Marshall Drive/Ohio Street arterial.  The first issue of The Leeway Overlee Leader (then called The Leeway Leader) appeared in February 1979.  The new by-laws of the association were still being reviewed by the community at that time.  They had been presented at a Leeway meeting in December 1978 and were subsequently voted on and adopted at the civic association’s meetings of January 24 and March 14, 1979.
Sometime late in 1978 I, as the then-president of the civic association, received a call from a Mrs. Greta Lahr who lived south of Washington Boulevard.  She indicated that she and her neighbors were not represented by any civic group and wanted Leeway to represent them as well.  This call was totally unexpected.  Those working to revitalize Leeway had been focused only as far south as Washington Boulevard since we had been told by Mr. McCabe that that was the historic geographic limit of the association.  Also, since the main focus of many of us at this time was protection of the greenway, enlarging the association to extend down as far as Four Mile Run (this was all before when I-66 was built) was never our intention.  I recall telling Mrs. Lahr that this was not a step to be taken lightly.  I told Mrs. Lahr that if she and others were really serious about this, she should get a petition of at least 40 of her neighbors asking Leeway to adopt them since they had no civic representative.  In short order she arrived with a signed petition meeting this requirement.  All of the signatories indicated that they were not represented by any civic association and asked that Leeway be enlarged to include them.  I do not recall whether I had even heard of the Highland Park/Overlee Knolls Civic Association at that time.  Had I known of its existence, we would have never considered the petition that was presented to us.  Mrs. Lahr lived in the neighborhood till about 5 years ago.  She now lives in Falls Church.
In any case, by February 1979 when the first formal newsletter was distributed throughout the neighborhood, it showed in its masthead the same geographic area that the newsletter does today—stretching south between N. Quantico St. and N. McKinley Rd. down to I-66/Four Mile Run.  That newsletter and the following one in March were distributed throughout the area shown in the masthead.  At the March meeting of the association, the by-laws of the new Leeway Civic Association were finally approved, having been reviewed and voted upon at two broadly advertised meetings held at Reed School.  No objection was voiced at either meeting regarding the extension of the civic association’s boundary.
About two weeks following that meeting I received a phone call from a gentleman who lived, I believe, on N. Powhatan Street north of Washington Boulevard.  He asked why Leeway was inserting itself into the geographic area represented by the Highland Park/Overlee Knolls (HPOK) Civic Association.  The call was a total surprise, given the public effort and time we had taken to ensure neighborhood agreement prior to voting to enlarge the boundaries of Leeway.  The gentleman (now long deceased) told me in strong terms that we should back out of his area.  Indeed, he wanted us to back out not only of the area south of Washington Boulevard but also all parts of the neighborhood south of N. 22nd Street.  The latter was a particular surprise, given the guidance we had received from the earlier caretaker of Leeway.  I asked why so many people south of Washington Boulevard (or for that matter all the people who had been working with us north of that arterial street) had never heard of HPOK as their civic representative.  He stated that he and a few other residents of the area knew what was best for the neighborhood and would from time to time consult and reach a decision in situations where one was needed.  No public meetings.  No newsletters.  It became quite clear why Mrs. Lahr, Mrs. Libby, and the many people we knew south of N. 22nd Street had no knowledge of the existence of HPOK.
The Leeway Civic Association at that point could have proposed amending its new by-laws and drawing back to some boundary line further north.  But given the nature of the HPOK group at that time, none of the people who had turned to Leeway to adopt them were willing to shift allegiance.
One other event soon after this also had a major impact on the two-association nature of the area between N. 22nd Street and I-66.  In its March, April and May 1979 newsletters the Leeway Civic Association apprised the neighborhood about the neighborhood conservation program, which was a relatively new initiative of the County.  At its April 25th general meeting the civic association voted to work with County staff to prepare a neighborhood conservation plan for the entire association area.  I mailed in a letter to that effect a week or two following the meeting.  I was informed a few days later that the County had received a letter from the HPOK Civic Association some days before indicating its intention to develop a neighborhood conservation plan for the area from N. 22nd Street southward.  The County felt obliged to honor the earlier commitment letter.
Notwithstanding the messy origins of our current two neighborhood conservation (NC) areas within Leeway Overlee, the division has actually worked to the community’s advantage.  Having two NC districts effectively doubles the number of projects funded in the neighborhood.  And notwithstanding the odd character and frequent dormancy of the HPOK group back in the late 1970s and for some years thereafter, that is old history.  The Leeway association was not that much more alive when local residents decided to reactivate it in the same time period.  HPOK today, like Leeway Overlee, is a viable and active civic group.  That is what matters.  What paths each group will take in the future, only time will tell.
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� The community’s efforts to get completion of the John Marshall Drive/Ohio Street arterial deleted from the County’s Master Thoroughfare Plan were finally successful on March 18, 1986.  Our family was living overseas at the time, but we were kept informed by neighbors about the County’s examination of this issue and sent in a letter to the County Board supporting deletion of the roadway project.





