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7. Description
Architectural Classification

MODERN MOVEMENT: International Style

Materials CONCRETE:; BRICK; SYNTHETICS: Rubber

Narrative Description

(Describe the historic and current physical appearance and condition of the property. Describe
contributing and noncontributing resources if applicable. Begin with a summary paragraph that
briefly describes the general characteristics of the property, such as its location, type, style, method
of construction, setting, size, and significant features. Indicate whether the property has historic
integrity.)

Summary Paragraph

Designed in 1951 in the International Style by the Roanoke firm Stone & Thompson, the Roanoke
City Health Center is a simple and unadorned building that reflects the new approach to providing
health care after World War II with its emphasis on functionality, efficiency, cleanliness and
accessibility. The one-story, brick-veneer building has a flat roof, aluminum-sash windows in a
ribbon pattern, glass block, and cantilevered, concrete canopies over the entrances. The U-shaped
plan is organized by functional spaces—such as reception and waiting areas, examination rooms,
immunization clinics, treatment rooms, dental clinics, and laboratories—arranged along double-
loaded corridors. A large auditorium at the southeast corner provides the required assembly space for
educational outreach and training. Situated on a sloped site, a separate entrance on the basement level
at the northeast corner provided segregated access to the facility for African Americans (when the
clinic was constructed Virginia law required racial segregation in public facilities such as the health
center). Interior finishes, including tiled wainscot, terrazzo and asbestos-tile flooring, and plaster or
painted cinder-block walls also reflect the emphasis on function and hygiene. Although minor
alterations have taken place over the years of continued use as a healthcare facility, the interior plan
and finishes remain largely intact. The 1.73-acre lot, located in the residential neighborhood of the
Southwest Historic District, includes a non-contributing storage building, a portable shed, and a large,
asphalt-paved parking lot to the south of the healthcare center.

Narrative Description

The Roanoke City Health Center stands on 1.73 acres at the intersection of 8" Street and Campbell
Avenue in the southwest quadrant of Roanoke, Virginia. The building is situated at the center of the
lot, surrounded by lawn on three sides. A paved parking lot is located south of the building, near the
main entrance. Concrete walks connect the building entrances to the parking area and public
sidewalks. A small portable shed is located immediately to the rear (west) of the building’s north
wing. A small storage building, which does not contribute to the significance of the property, is
located a short distance south of the health center’s south wing. A stone wall and a chain link fence
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border the western lot line. There is a substantial change in grade between the south and north ends of
the lot. The surrounding properties are residential and institutional in nature. The Health Center is
located within the primarily residential Southwest Historic District (128-0049; NR 1985), for which
the designated period of significance ends in 1939.

Designed by the Roanoke firm Stone & Thompson in 1951, the Roanoke City Health Center consists
of a single-story U-shaped building. The building features characteristics of the International Style
with simple geometric forms, minimal ornamentation, and horizontal massing and fenestration. Due
to a change in the parcel’s grade, the south end of the building stands on a concrete slab while the
north end extends over a walk-out basement. In the southeast corner, the auditorium juts above the
roofline, disrupting the building’s otherwise monolithic form. Cinder block and brick-faced curtain
walls clad the exterior walls. The building’s flat roof and structural system of reinforced concrete
piers add to its austere exterior. A brick chimney for the incinerator projects from the north end of the
roof. Greenstone and terracotta coping covered the roof until 1995, when metal coping was added to
cover the greenstone and replace some of the terracotta. The aluminum sash windows feature stone
sills and one-over-one lights. Ribbon windows on the north and east elevations face Campbell
Avenue and Eighth Street. Stone panels interrupt the rhythm of the ribbon windows in locations
where structural piers exist. Glass block windows line the auditorium and the stairwell between the
main floor and the basement.

There are six entrances to the building; each is covered by a concrete canopy. The main entrance is
accessible from Eighth Street and opens into the main lobby. Its double-leaf door is contained within
an aluminum and glass entrance vestibule. A similar canopied entrance on the south elevation, which
has been enclosed with a non-historic storefront enclosure to create a vestibule, provides access from
the parking area. Also on the south elevation is a single-leaf metal door that leads to the immunization
room. On the north elevation, a double-leaf metal door opens to the basement level at the base of the
interior stairs. Two double-leaf metal doors are located on the west elevation. One provides access to
the laboratory corridor and the other to the clinic waiting room. The simple lines and stark exterior
emphasize the building’s horizontal quality and reflect the influence of the International Style.

The interior plan reflects a movement towards functionalism for medical facilities in the mid-
twentieth century. The main level features a small entrance lobby and double-loaded corridors. The
lobby leads directly to an auditorium, which originally contained a stage and served as an assembly
space for educating the public and healthcare providers. Each corridor served a clear and separate
purpose. Clinics and exam rooms line the southern corridor, while administrative offices occupy the
eastern corridor. Laboratory spaces occupy the northern corridor. The basement, accessible from both
the exterior and the main level via a staircase, originally housed facilities for African-American
patients during Virginia’s Jim Crow era of segregation. After legally required segregation was struck
down during the Civil Rights Movement, the basement level housed overflow rooms and provided
additional space for mechanical equipment, storage, and the incinerator.

The austere exterior appearance of the building is continued on the interior, with cinder block
partition walls covered with plaster. The clinic corridor retains its original glazed ceramic tile
wainscoting, which was considered very hygienic and thought to enhance the cleanliness of the
building. The ceilings are a mix of acoustical tile and suspended plaster. Terrazzo floors cover most
of the public areas, including the entrance vestibule, lobby, stairs, clinic corridors, and waiting areas.
The auditorium and less public spaces of the main level originally contained asbestos tile flooring,
although carpet now covers some of the floors in the clinics and offices. The basement flooring
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remains a mix of asbestos tile and concrete. Only the restrooms and janitor closets contain ceramic
tile. The single-leaf interior doors separating the corridors are contained within aluminum and glass
enclosures. Along the corridors, the doors to separate rooms are flush wood with metal frames. The
building retains its marble window sills.

The original floor plan remains largely intact, although some of the spaces were converted to serve
differing functions in the early 1990s. When the auditorium was converted into a waiting room in
1991, non-historic partition walls were added around the perimeter of the space and on the stage;
these have since been removed. The original records room and nurses’ station were also converted
into the pharmacy and separated by Formica and tempered glass partition walls. Except for these
changes, the clinics, offices, and laboratories retain their initial configuration along the corridors.
Many of the original interior finishes also remain intact, except for a few limited alterations. The
asbestos tile floors in the clinics and offices have been covered with carpet. Moreover, the
auditorium’s conversion resulted in an acoustical tile ceiling being dropped below the glass block
windows and carpet being laid to cover the tile floors.

After the building was purchased for private redevelopment in 2013, the non-historic materials were
removed from the auditorium, revealing the original exposed brick walls and restoring a sense of
volume to the space. Asbestos abatement for environmental remediation purposes required the
removal of most of the building’s window sash, asbestos tile, and some pipes above the ceiling. These
changes do not diminish the significance of the building as an illustration of modernity, minimalism
and efficiency that began to characterize medical facilities in the mid-twentieth century. The Roanoke
City Health Center continues to retain integrity of location, setting, design, materials, workmanship,
feeling, and association.
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8. Statement of Significance

Applicable National Register Criteria
(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property for National Register

listing.)
x| A
B.
C.
X
D.

Property is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad
patterns of our history.

Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in our past.

Property embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of
construction or represents the work of a master, or possesses high artistic values, or
represents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components lack individual

distinction.

Property has yielded, or is likely to yield, information important in prehistory or history.

Criteria Considerations
(Mark “x” in all the boxes that apply.)

A.

™

o 0

e

Owned by a religious institution or used for religious purposes
Removed from its original location

A birthplace or grave

A cemetery

A reconstructed building, object, or structure

A commemorative property

Less than 50 years old or achieving significance within the past 50 years
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ARCHITECTURE
HEALTH/MEDICINE

Period of Significance

1951-1965

Significant Dates

1951

Significant Person

N/A

Cultural Affiliation

N/A

Architect/Builder

Stone & Thompson (Architects)
JF Barbour & Sons (Contractor)
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Statement of Significance Summary Paragraph (Provide a summary paragraph that includes
level of significance, applicable criteria, justification for the period of significance, and any applicable
criteria considerations.)

Built in 1951, the Roanoke City Health Center represents a new building type that developed in
response to a nationwide shift in the approach to public healthcare after World War II. With federal
government funding from the Hill-Burton Act, public health centers were constructed to provide
adequate and accessible healthcare to the public, particularly in underserved rural areas. These new
public health centers contained assembly areas, immunization and dental clinics, examination rooms,
laboratories and treatment rooms that corresponded to the new public healthcare approach, with its
emphasis on education, diagnostic and preventative intervention, and progressive treatment. The
functional and unadorned design of the Roanoke City Health Center also reflects the impact of
government-prescribed design standards and the dominance of the International style in the design of
clean and efficient new medical facilities in the mid-twentieth century. Likewise, its original design is
representative of Virginia’s Jim Crow era of segregation that required separate accommodations for
whites and African Americans; although later integrated, the building’s high level of integrity and
relatively few alterations allow it to remain illustrative of design practices during the Jim Crow era.
The Roanoke City Health Center is eligible for listing on the National Register under Criteria A and C
with significance on the local level in the areas of Health/Medicine and Architecture for the period
1951 to 1965, encompassing its construction through the fifty-year mark for properties where
significant activities continued into the more recent past.

Narrative Statement of Significance (Provide at least one paragraph for each area of significance)
Criteria Justification

Criterion A: Health/Medicine

The Roanoke City Health Center is significant under Criterion A in the area of Health/Medicine as a
government-funded public health center that represents a new approach to public healthcare in the
post-World War II era. The building is one of the earliest public health centers to be built in Virginia
using funds appropriated under the federal Hill-Burton Act, and the first and largest in Southwest
Virginia. The program was intended to encourage the construction of adequate and accessible medical
facilities in underserved municipalities, especially in rural areas. Furthermore, its design and early use
adhered to Virginia’s Jim Crow era segregation of patients by race, making the property an illustrative
and enlightening example of the mid-twentieth century clash that occurred between modernity and
Virginia’s long-established legal tradition requiring rigid separation between whites and African
Americans. The Roanoke Health Center’s provision of care to both races lasted just a short time, as the
Burrell Memorial Hospital (NRHP 2003; DHR #128-5863) was completed in 1955 exclusively to
serve African American patients in southwest Virginia. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 finally abolished
racial segregation in all forms of public accommodations.

Criterion C: Architecture

The Roanoke City Health Center is also significant under Criterion C in the area of Architecture as an
example of a new, institutional building type funded and prescribed by the federal government in the
mid-twentieth century. Designed in the International Style, the building is an expression of progress
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and efficiency. Its modern appearance, characterized by clean lines and lack of ornamentation,
communicated a forward-thinking attitude in healthcare, but this occurred in direct contrast with a
design that also specifically maintained separation of white and African American patients. Both
approaches to healthcare, one rooted in the latest scientific thinking and the other in unjust legal
tradition, are clearly evident in the building’s original plan, with its organization of functional spaces,
the use of modern materials, and the provision of separate facilities for whites and for African
Americans.

Historical Background

The Hill-Burton Act to Provide Modern Healthcare Facilities

The national approach to healthcare shifted in the mid-twentieth century from simply controlling
contagious and infectious diseases to preventative care through public education and increased access
to healthcare facilities. The issue of obsolete healthcare facilities was widespread as few medical
facilities had been constructed in the United States in the 1930s and 1940s due to the Great Depression
and World War II. Although healthcare continued to advance, medical facilities were outdated and
concentrated in urban areas. Many rural communities, especially in the South, had no medical facilities
at all.' In response to this issue, Congress enacted the Hospital Survey and Construction Act in 1946 to
improve the nation’s healthcare system. Known colloquially as the Hill-Burton Act, it provided federal
matching funds to the states to encourage the construction of new medical facilities in underserved
areas. Hill-Burton intended to create a network of “overlapping rings across the nation” that would
ensure widespread availability of healthcare.” Facilities funded under the original program included
hospitals, public health centers, nursing schools, and public health laboratories. The Act poured
billions of dollars into new medical facilities and equipment before ending in 1975.?

Under the Hill-Burton Act, plans and specifications had to be prepared in accordance with general
design and construction standards and submitted to the Surgeon General for approval. Through
prescribed standards, the Hill-Burton Act aimed to establish a minimum quality for facilities across the
United States and subsequently spurred the development of the modern healthcare system.’ The
legislation dictated that public health centers be located in areas convenient to community activities so
as to ensure that they were accessible to all. The Roanoke Health Center’s placement within a
primarily residential area of Roanoke is emblematic of this requirement. The law also prescribed the
types and quantities of rooms to be included in the building plan, as well as guidance for interior
finishes. In addition to offices, clinics, laboratories and storage areas, an assembly space was required
to provide for educational programs.

All new public health centers were also required to accommodate all races but the federal law did not
require all races to be treated within the same spaces, thus allowing designs in which white patients
were treated in one area and any person considered “nonwhite” to be treated in a separate area of the
health center. Additionally, if a “separate-but-equal” facility already existed elsewhere in a
community, the public health center built with federal funds could serve just one race. These

! Hollingsworth & Hollingsworth, 49.
2 Verderber & Fine, 285.

3 Altman

4 Code of Federal Regulations

5> Verderber & Fine, 23.
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exceptions allowed states, such as Virginia, to preserve Jim Crow era segregation practices while still
accessing federal funds.

Public Health Centers in Virginia

To qualify for Hill-Burton funds, states had to empower some agency, typically the state department of
health, to oversee and approve construction proposals. In Virginia, the General Assembly created the
Division of Hospital Survey and Construction within the State Department of Health in 1946. The
Division was charged with creating an inventory of all existing medical facilities in Virginia. The data
was compiled in a report entitled Survey of Hospital Facilities in Virginia. The report also established
priorities for building new medical facilities, including health centers, based on immediate need. Prior
to the Hill-Burton Act, local health departments, where they existed, were either the responsibility of
the local government or in private hands. Local health departments were not typically housed in their
own facilities, but rather in available spaces such as a city hall (Roanoke City), an unused jail cell
(Ambherst County), or the basement of the courthouse (Nelson County). The ability of these local
health departments to provide adequate services was severely limited by these conditions.

Believing that every Virginian was entitled to the services of a local health department, the State
Department of Health used Hill-Burton funds to establish a statewide network of public health centers,
in either new or remodeled buildings, in every local health district across the Commonwealth. At that
time, not all Virginians had access to basic public health services, including immunizations, control of
communicable diseases, and pre-natal care.® By 1952, the first nine public health centers funded by the
Hill-Burton Act in Virginia had been completed, including the Roanoke City Health Center. Of these
first nine health centers funded, Roanoke received the largest appropriation of Hill-Burton funds and
had the first modern health center to be constructed in Southwest Virginia. As a large facility, the
Roanoke City Health Center served as a regional hub with expanded services.

Table 1. Public Health Centers Completed 1949 - 1952

Projects Completed 1949 - 1950 Location Total Cost
Amherst County PHC Ambherst $110,000.00
Projects Completed 1950 - 1952 Location Total Cost
Nelson County PHC Lovingston $72,580.00
Greensville County PHC Emporia $40,576.63
Northampton County PHC Nassawadox $68,880.00
City of Roanoke PHC Roanoke $387,719.72
Dinwiddie County PHC Dinwiddie $103,000.00
City of Richmond PHC Richmond $70,880.00
Rockingham County PHC Harrisonburg $225,000.00
Cumberland County PHC Cumberland $21,869.24

Source: Adapted from VA Department of Health Biennial Reports

Modern public health centers allowed local health departments to offer additional health services in a
more efficient manner, while also providing improved working conditions for staff. The Biennial
Report of 1950-1952 claimed the modern public health centers had resulted in an increase in both the
quality and quantity of healthcare activities in the various localities. The improved facilities also led to
more efficient operation of local health departments and clinic attendance. Worker morale was said to

6 Lake.
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be lifted by more desirable working conditions, resulting in an improved quality of healthcare
provided.”

By 1958, the State Department of Health had achieved its goal of establishing a public health center in
every local health district.® The Biennial Report from that year declared that “The Hill-Burton Act
made it possible for local health departments to render services in a more efficient and economical
manner and offer many types of health services that were before unavailable.” This statement sums up
the importance of the modern public health center, which allowed for improved and expanded medical
services in a functional and efficient space.

Of the nine health centers funded in Virginia between 1949 and 1952, four localities received funds
over $100,000, with Roanoke City receiving the largest appropriation of $387,771, followed by
Rockingham County with $225,000. Based on a review of historic survey records, as well as telephone
interviews with current health departments, it appears that the facilities in Amherst County, Dinwiddie
County, and Roanoke City were similar in size and offered similar services, including an auditorium
for educational purposes. While the public health center in Rockingham County received significant
funding, it did not include an auditorium space in its design. Alternatively, the Northampton Health
Center, which was smaller in size and appropriation ($68,000), did include an auditorium. The health
centers constructed in Nelson County, Greensville County, and the City of Richmond were also
smaller in size and did not include auditoriums. The only health center of the nine that did not use the
funds for a new building was the Cumberland County Health Center, which instead renovated a former
jail building. Of these nine facilities, two have been demolished (Nelson County and Greensville
County) and two have been extensively altered (Amherst County and Rockingham County). The
integrity of the interior plan and finishes of the centers in Dinwiddie, Northampton and Richmond are
unknown. The Roanoke City Health Center, which had the largest construction budget and served as a
regional hub for Southwest Virginia, still stands with its exterior relatively unaltered and original plan,
auditorium, and finishes intact.

Construction of the Roanoke City Health Center

When the Roanoke City Health Department was established by municipal ordinance in 1910, its aim
was to improve public sanitation and prevent the spread of infectious diseases.'” The original
department, which consisted only of the local health officer and three others, was housed in City Hall.
Over the next several decades, the population of Roanoke flourished. By 1940, the city boasted over
69,000 residents, making it the third largest city in Virginia and a regional center. The health
department grew along with the city and expanded its staff when it assumed control of the venereal
disease clinic from Roanoke Hospital in 1932."

By 1948, the health department staff had increased to 29. Overcrowded conditions in City Hall
generated a strong demand for better headquarters. The department argued its case for a new facility in
its annual review for that year: “Great emphasis has properly been placed on the quality of training of
public health personnel, but little attention has been given to the physical surroundings necessary for
them to do a good job. Poorly ordered and poorly equipped surroundings are ill adapted for education

7 Biennial, 1952.

8 Virginia’s Health 1956-58, 7.
9 Virginia’s Health 1956-58, 20.
10 Public Health Reports, 500-502.
11 Thid.
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in either personnel or civic hygiene.”'* The growth of the health department was due in part to the
changing role of public health services after World War II. Wartime programs had contributed to the
development of new or improved vaccines for a number of diseases.” The health department needed
additional space to administer vaccines to a growing population, as well as to serve other new public
health functions.

In response to the need for additional space, the Roanoke City Health Department applied for Hill-
Burton funds and work plans for a new public health center were approved in 1948. The public health
center was financed by the US Government ($189,356.85), the Commonwealth of Virginia
($23,186.55), and the City of Roanoke ($188,358.15). The City of Roanoke purchased the land for the
building from the Junius B. Fishburn family in 1949 for $20,500. Fishburn was a prominent banker
and publisher, owning The Roanoke Times and World News. He was known for his philanthropic
practices, including donating Mill Mountain to the city in 1941. The local firm Stone & Thompson
was selected as the architect. The firm would later assist with the design of Burrell Memorial Hospital
(NRHP 2003), the first medical institution in Southwest Virginia built to serve African Americans.
The architects and the commissioner of health toured four new health centers in Virginia before
drafting the plans. The best features were incorporated into the design of the Health Center.'* Plans
were reviewed by the Surgeon General to ensure that it was designed to meet approved public health
practices and procedures as outlined in the Hill-Burton Act.

In November 1951, the Roanoke City Health Department moved into the new public health center. The
facility boasted the most modern scientific equipment available. It offered clinics for dental work,
communicable diseases, and immunizations. The immunization clinic was to be instrumental in
administering vaccines for smallpox, diphtheria, tetanus, typhoid, typhus, and polio. Soon after the
Salk polio vaccine was approve in 1955, Roanoke City elementary school students were bussed to the
new health center to be inoculated. A WSLS news report claimed that while other Virginia cities had
also received the vaccine, Roanoke had been the first to administer them.” Roanoke also helped to
supply the vaccine to the broader region, serving as the distribution center for Southwest Virginia.'®

With additional funding from the Virginia Bureau of Crippled Children, Roanoke provided special
diagnostic and treatment services to children with polio throughout the region. Also designated as a
“chest center,” the Roanoke City Health Center specialized in treating tuberculosis, attracting patients
from all communities in Southwest Virginia. In addition to offices, clinics, laboratories and storage
areas, an auditorium with a capacity of 250, complete with a stage and a demonstration kitchen, was
included in the design to fulfill the prescribed federal standards. The auditorium served an important
educational function and was open for use to other public healthcare agencies in the region. To
accommodate all races, the original plans for the Health Center had included separate facilities for
African Americans but, in 1955, the Burrell Memorial Hospital opened to serve African Americans.
Basement level spaces that had been designated for African American patients subsequently were
adapted for other uses, such as overflow rooms and storage.

For the remainder of the twentieth century, the Roanoke City Health Center was crucial to the growing
role of the city’s health department, whose function was no longer limited to controlling the spread of

12 Ibid.

13 Hoyt, 38.

W City of Roanoke Department of Public Health Annnal Review, 1951
15 WSLS-TV News Film Collection

16 Ibid.
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contagious and infectious diseases. The focus had shifted to preventative care and health education,
including immunizations and prenatal care, especially for those residents who could not afford to pay
for private medical services. The Roanoke City Health Center was essential to the provision of these
expanded public health services in Southwest Virginia until its closure in 2009.

Architecture of the Modern Public Health Center

The Modern Movement in architecture, fixated on the expression of technological advancement, had a
significant influence on the design of the Roanoke City Health Center. Introduced by European
architects after World War I, Modernism strove for clean, scientific, and efficient design.17 This new
architectural style was used primarily for public buildings that served as centerpieces for modern life
after World War II, such as offices, schools, shopping malls, libraries, and hospitals.18 The
International Style came to full fruition in the 1950s and asserted dominance over the next forty years
of healthcare architecture."’

After World War II, the medical establishment embraced the International Style as the acceptable
aesthetic for new, progressive healthcare facilities. Characterized by clean lines and absence of
ornament, the style expressed efficiency, sterility, and functionality. Proponents of the International
Style rejected the elaborate ornamentation and solid masonry construction that once communicated the
dependability of medical institutions. As Hill-Burton funding fueled construction, the International
Style prevailed as the style of choice for new hospitals and health centers. As a result, a modern design
came to be associated with a superior quality of care.

The Roanoke City Health Center represents a new building type designed to meet specific
requirements of the Hill-Burton Act as it endeavored to provide adequate and accessible healthcare to
the public through education, progressive treatment and preventative intervention. Designed in the
International style, the unadorned, streamlined facility reflects a new national approach to healthcare
that focused on efficiency, cleanliness, and accessibility. At the same time, its original configuration
allowed continuation of the legal separation of races in states, such as Virginia, during the Jim Crow
era. The building’s exterior design — with its simple form, numerous canopied entrances, and banks
of ribbon windows — along with the interior plan that included a large public auditorium,
demonstration kitchen, reception desk, clinics, examining rooms, laboratories, and segregated spaces
for African Americans — represent the goals of the Hill-Burton Act to provide improved healthcare
through new public health centers in the streamlined vocabulary of the International style that became
the preferred style for healthcare facilities in the second half of the twentieth century.

17 Gowans, 282.
18 Verderber & Fine, 18.
19 Verderber & Fine, 22.
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