
 MCPB Item: #16  
 
 
 
 
May 2, 2008 
 
TO:     Montgomery County Planning Board 

VIA:     Mary Bradford, Director of Parks 
    Dr. John Hench, Chief, Park Planning and Stewardship Division 

FROM:    Joey Lampl, Cultural Resources Manager, Park Planning and Stewardship  

 
Subject:   Waters House Special Park:  Waters Barn Feasibility Study – Approval with Conditions 
 

 
Recommended Board Actions 
 
Approve Waters Barn Feasibility Study concept of a heritage-based adaptive reuse for the barn based on 
the following conditions: 
 

1. A  Market Study is completed to determine the viability of a Heritage Visitors Center at this 
particular location (including access to the site); 

2. Programming associated with the adaptive reuse potentially shift even more towards 
heritage tourism serving local audiences and less towards a conventional visitors bureau 
serving tourists; 

3. A  Business Plan is completed including detailed operation and use procedures and a specific 
financial model for operational self-sufficiency. See 
http://www.mcparkandplanning.org/team/ppp/index.shtm 

4. The lease, license, and development agreement with the Commission is re-negotiated at 
such time that it needs to incorporate the new facility at the Park. 

 
These conditions must be met prior to any future request for permits for construction on park property. 

Christine.McGrew
Note
Accepted set by Christine.McGrew
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Figure 1: Waters House Special Park Location Map, Germantown  
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Figure 2a: The Waters House 

Background 

The purpose of a Heritage Visitors Center is to: 

• Provide orientation to Montgomery County’s rich historic and cultural resources through 
exhibitions and literature; 

• Engage the community through outreach and educational programs;  

• Sponsor heritage and other-related festivals, crafts fairs, concerts, etc.; 

• Maintain an archives and provide corresponding research services; and  

• Provide printed information on heritage opportunities.  
 
The entire Feasibility Study for the Waters House Barn, prepared by Cunningham & Quill Architects, can 
be found at www.ParksCulturalResources.org under the “Ongoing Projects” link. The proposed Heritage 
Visitors Center is intended to serve as the county’s premier heritage center, much as Black Rock Arts 
Center is its arts center, and Strathmore its music center. The Heritage Visitors Center will consist of 
exhibits from the collection of the Montgomery County Historical Society and other area collections, a 
climate-controlled archives, classroom and community meeting space, and potentially some services of 
the Montgomery County Conference and Visitors’ Bureau (MCVB). The MCVB engages in promoting the 
county’s economic opportunities, including lodging, dining, conference facilities, etc.  
 
Waters House Special Park is located at 12535 Milestone Lane in Germantown, on the east side of I-270, 
in the Milestone Manor subdivision.  (Figure 1: Location Map) The Park is in the Northern Region, 
managed by the Park Manager from Little Bennett Regional Park.  At 3.9 acres, Waters House Special 
Park is a small, cultural park. The Commission owns the four historic buildings on the site: the house, 
bank barn, carriage house, and corncrib. (Figures 2a-2g: Buildings and Structures at Waters House 
Special Park.)  
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On March 7, 2001, the Commission 
entered into a development, lease 
and license agreement with the 
Montgomery County Historical 
Society to rehabilitate the house as 
part of the Milestone Manor 
subdivision. Per the agreement, the 
Commission reimbursed the Society 
for a pre-arranged value of 
rehabilitation expenses to bring the 
house up to commercial code and 
provide public access. The Society 
also arranged to have water, gas, and 
electrical service brought out to the 

barn (including sprinklers) in anticipation of a future adaptive reuse project. In exchange for the 
rehabilitation, the Commission charges an annual rent of $1 to the Society for use of the Waters House. 
At present, the Society operates under a lease that is set to expire on March 6, 2011.  
 

Figure 2b – Above: The Bank Barn Façade 

Figure 2c - Below:  The Bank Barn Side and Rear Elevations. 

 
Since 2001, the maintenance 
arrangement for the Park has been 
that the Commission maintains the 
exterior of all buildings and the site 
while the Society pays for interior 
maintenance of the house. The 
Society uses the Waters House as a 
satellite office to its main Beall-
Dawson House headquarters and 
hosts rotating exhibits in the Waters 
House. Currently open to the public 
two days per week, the house 
attracts approximately 10 people per 
day. Seasonal events have become a 
mainstay of the community, and 

bring the overall attendance to approximately 3,000 visitors annually. The Society sublets several of the 
second-floor rooms in the house to the Heritage Tourism Alliance of Montgomery County, the Lincoln 
Park Foundation, and the King Barn Dairy Mooseum, all heritage-based 501 © 3 organizations.  
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Figure 2d – Left: The Carriage House. 

Figure 2e - Below:  The Corncrib. 

Figure 2f - Bottom:  The Loafing Sheds 
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Figure 2g: View of Outbuildings. 

 

Project Description 

In 2006, a coalition of partners formed to plan for the reuse of the bank barn. Coalition partners are: The 
Montgomery County Historical Society, the Conference and Visitors Bureau of Montgomery County, the 
Heritage Tourism Alliance, and the Arts & Humanities Council of Montgomery County. In 2007, the 
coalition hired Cunningham & Quill Architects to undertake a feasibility study and conceptual design to 
determine the appropriateness of the Waters House Special Park as a location for a Heritage Visitors 
Center for Montgomery County, Maryland.  In addition to the heritage services noted above, the 
proposed Heritage Visitors Center will be used by the Montgomery County Conference and Visitors 
Bureau (MCVB) as a portal to the heritage sites in the county. Whether or not MCVB staff will be housed 
there is yet to be determined. In sum, the proposal calls for the adaptive reuse of the now-vacant barn 
into a heritage facility that will be run by a non-Commission entity—potentially a new 501 © 3 spawned 
by the Society.  
 
 

History of Improvements 

As noted, Waters House Special Park features a historic house, carriage house, corncrib, and wooden 
bank barn.  The bank barn is approximately 7,400 square feet in size. The park used to be part of a 
plantation known as Pleasant Fields. The Waters family inhabited Pleasant Fields for more than a 
century. About 1790, Basil Waters established a large tobacco plantation, supported by as many as 22 
enslaved African-Americans. The brick sections of the house are the earliest, dating from the late 1700s 
or early 1800s. In the late 1800s, Basil’s nephew, Dr. William A. Waters, a general practitioner, occupied 
the house and had his office there. The house gained its present Italianate appearance under the 
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ownership of Charles Waters, son of William. Charles Waters was a successful breeder of racehorses, 
one of whom set the East Coast trotting record in 1898. The bank barn has always been home to horses, 
as have the loafing or run-in sheds which frame the stable yard behind the barn. The property, including 
the house, bank barn, carriage house, and double corncrib, remained in the Waters family until 1932. A 
small Waters family burial plot is nearby the park on Hawk’s Nest Lane.  
 
In 1914, a tornado destroyed an earlier bank barn that stood on the property. The barn that replaced it 
that same year was in poor condition by 1998 when the Commission began developing the Park. In that 
year, the Commission stabilized the bank barn, which included the replacement of nearly all of the 1914 
plank wall boards, the roof, and some structural supports. As a result, the stable level of the barn 
contains most of the original building material, while the upper two-story threshing area and hay loft 
contains mostly late 20th century materials. In addition to the barn itself, there is an early 20th century, 
two-sided loafing shed, a tin-roofed, pole-supported, open-air structure that the animals can run into in 
cases of inclement weather. The loafing shed provides a natural enclosure to the stable yard. These 
sheds were not stabilized as part of the 1998 project. Because the barn stabilization project was funded 
by a state bond bill, the Maryland Historical Trust holds an easement on the property, which covers the 
interior and exterior of all buildings and the site, and precludes any alterations or new improvements to 
the property unless such actions receive approval from the Maryland Historical Trust Easement 
Committee.   
 
 

Applicable Plans and Developments 

In spring and summer of 2007, the Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS) underwent the 
mandatory referral process for the proposed Clarksburg No. 8 Elementary School to house 700+ 
students on the site immediately adjacent to Waters House Special Park. (Figure 3: Site Plan, Clarksburg 
Elementary School No. 8). The Historic Preservation Section staff sought to influence the location of the 
school so as to not completely obscure the view of the historic Waters House from Observation Drive. 
The proposed school was moved slightly to accommodate Preservation staff, but the effect of a 
barricade could not be prevented. Subsequently, the Cultural Resources Stewardship Section of the 
Department of Parks sought to influence the design of the proposed “green” school to make it more 
historically sensitive, more agricultural in appearance, and/or generally more “green” in architectural 
character. None of these design efforts were undertaken by MCPS. (Figure 4: Elevations of Clarksburg 
Elementary School No. 8.)  Through the mandatory referral process, the Department of Parks was able 
to extract a curb cut on school property so that park maintenance vehicles can potentially have better 
access to the park. In addition, a length of the new sidewalk along the school’s property can lead to an 
improved hard-surface trail on the park property, first suggested in 1998 and still recommended as a 
future Capital Improvement Program item.  
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Figure 3: Site Plan, Clarksburg Elementary School No. 8.
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Figure 4: Elevations of Clarksburg Elementary School No. 8. 
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The tenants at Waters House Special Park saw in the school project an opportunity to potentially partner 
with MCPS on its investment in geothermal wells to heat and cool the large new school, hoping to sink 
the wells to heat and cool a restored barn as well. In December 2006, the coalition partners approached 
the Department of Parks about sponsoring the adaptive reuse of the bank barn for the Heritage Visitors 
Center so that the project could be timed in conjunction with MCPS’ school construction.  
 
In addition to the Concept Development Plan for the Waters House Special Park and the Mandatory 
Referral for Clarksburg School No. 8, Waters House Special Park is the subject of draft recommendations 
in the current Germantown Master Plan Update (in progress). The draft master plan recommends a trail 
connection from Clarksburg School No. 8 northwards through the special park to the North Germantown 
Greenway, plus an improved trailhead at the Greenway. It also recommends more interpretation of the 
Waters Family as a founding family of the area. 
  
Other applicable plans include the fact that the entire 3.9-acre park is protected on the The Master Plan 
for Historic Preservation as a designated site.  As such, any and all exterior improvements to the 
buildings and/or changes to the site require a Historic Area Work Permit plus approval from the 
Montgomery County Historic Preservation Commission, including any proposed changes that would 
affect significant trees or landscaping. As already noted, any and all improvements must also have the 
approval of the Maryland Historical Trust Easement Committee. The current concept proposal for the 
adaptive reuse of the barn into a Heritage Visitors Center has already been taken to the Easement 
Committee with the assistance of staff and the project has been approved in concept by that 
committee. That approval is valid for a period of six months, which means it must be renewed after June 
2008. (Attachment 1: Maryland Historical Trust Easement Committee concept approval letter for Waters 
Barn). 
 
Finally, the Waters House site is identified as a Top 20 Priority Project in From Artifact to Attraction: A 
Strategic Plan for Cultural Resources in Parks. Although this plan has never been formally adopted by the 
Board, it often functions as a blueprint for the Cultural Resources Stewardship program. Specific to the 
Waters House and under the heading “Work Planned for the Future,” the Strategic Plan states:  
“Program the barn, potentially for exhibits, in the future.” 
 

Chronological Background to the Feasibility Study  

 

• In December 2006, Parks staff was invited to attend a planning session for the adaptive reuse 
project.  As a follow-up to that meeting, staff wrote to the coalition partners on 12/15/2006: 
“Do we have statistics that support that people will get off the highway for a certain amount of 
time to reach a visitors’ center?”   
“How can we best ensure that the Waters House site stands out as a heritage site when it is so 
surrounded by new development?”  
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• In spring 2007, the Montgomery County Arts and Humanities Council, a member of the coalition, 
sought a $100,000 Supplemental Appropriation to its FY 07 Operating Budget through the 
Health and Human Services Committee to support the adaptive reuse project for the barn. The 
coalition sought a match for the supplemental appropriation from the Department of Parks, 
asking if Parks could sponsor the project and if it would apply the value of the land and 
improvements as a match.  

• To address the match question, the Director of Parks gave a briefing to the Planning Board on 
April 24, 2007. As part of the briefing, the Director submitted a letter that she had written to 
then-Council Chair Marilyn Praisner, recommending general support for adaptive reuse of the 
barn, but further investigation into the project’s underlying assumptions: (Attachment 2, Letter 
from Mary Bradford to Marilyn Praisner, April 24, 2007.) Ms. Bradford’s letter stated in part: 
 
The idea to adaptively reuse the wooden bank barn as a Heritage Visitors Center and a new 
home for the Conference and Visitors Bureau could well be a good idea. Accordingly, we are 
interested in seeing the results of the feasibility study, business plan, and concept design. . . . On 
the other hand, we have questions concerning the viability of the proposed use given the location 
of Waters House Special Park in the Milestone Community, the adequacy of existing 
transportation infrastructure, and how the proposed use will coincide with the planned new 
elementary school and adjacent parkland. More specific issues regarding facility operation, use, 
and maintenance; parking; the need to preserve existing specimen trees; stormwater 
management and Forest Conservation requirements; and the possible relocation of an existing 
large, un-programmed, open play area located behind the barn have already come up among 
park staff. 

 

• On April 24, 2007, the Planning Board endorsed Ms. Bradford’s letter, but declined to vote on 
two issues: 1) its willingness to act as a sponsor, and 2) whether or not to provide a soft match 
to the Supplemental Appropriation request by means of the value of the land and 
improvements. The Chairman noted at the April 24, 2007 meeting that tenant-initiated bond 
projects drive a strong share of the Department of Parks’ work program and have the potential 
in some cases to supplant elements of its planned work program. Lacking the Commission’s 
match, a Supplemental Appropriation of $60,000 was awarded in January 2007 to the Arts and 
Humanities Council for the project. That money was put towards the Feasibility Study. 

• In spring 2007, staff worked with the coalition partners to draft the scope of work for the 
Feasibility Study. Several, but not all, of the elements that staff suggested be included in the 
scope of work became part of the final RFP. As examples, ADA compliance, stormwater 
management, and forest conservation law requirements were not part of this first phase of 
work.  

• In June 2007, Parks staff helped review the two proposals that were submitted on the Request 
for Proposals via written comments. On June 22, 2007, staff suggested asking both bidders: 
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1. Please describe in more detail how you would arrive at program feasibility? Will you look 
beyond the market study from the Conference and Visitors Bureau (CVB) and MCPS’ traffic 
analysis?  What exactly would your subconsultants do to conduct a needs assessment? 

2. Are you open to the possibility that the site may not be ideal to the program envisioned?  Do 
you intend to suggest alternative sites, if that is the case, or alternate program possibilities 
for the barn building? 

3. Please describe (if or how) the firm will analyze Facility Sustainability and the extent of any 
Operations Plan.  

• In June 2007, Cunningham & Quill Architects were selected to conduct the Feasibility Study. 

• On July 19, 2007, Parks staff and the Historical Society’s President presented the project in a 
public hearing at the Upcounty Regional Services Center as part of the public hearing on the 
Clarksburg School No. 8.  Unfortunately, due to terrible weather, only two members of the 
public attended, despite full public noticing. 

 
 

The Feasibility Study 

Throughout the Feasibility Study, staff from both the Cultural Resources Stewardship Section of the 
Montgomery County Department of Parks and the Department of Planning’s Historic Preservation 
Section advised the primary client, Montgomery County Historical Society, and its architect, Cunningham 
& Quill, on matters relating to historic preservation, stewardship, park operational concerns, etc. Staff 
proposed connecting the new school with the Greenway, maintaining the area to the north of the barn 
as maintained open space for cultural or recreational programming, avoiding additional paved parking, 
avoiding work in the critical root zone, repairing and programming the loafing shed, and protecting the 
stable interior’s historic layout etc. Staff from both Departments advised the architect and the Society 
how to best achieve concept approval from the Maryland Historical Trust’s Easement Committee. Staff 
found the Society and its architect very good to work with and eager for Department of Planning and 
Department of Parks’ input. 
 
The Feasibility Study’s Executive Summary, proposed floor plans, site and programmatic graphics, and 
two operational spreadsheets are included with this staff report. (Attachment 3: Cunningham & Quill 
Architects: The Waters Barn: Feasibility Study for Adaptive Reuse, Executive Summary/Excerpts, January 
16, 2008). 
 
Highlights of the study include: 

• Adaptive Reuse Concept: The Heritage Visitors Center would house some of the county’s 
existing historical collections not presently on display, plus have climate-controlled archives. In 
addition, it would host a range or exhibits, and provide information regarding park and 
recreational activities; the Agricultural Reserve; other local heritage collections; genealogy and 
research; heritage functions; wineries; and hotels and dining.  
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• The results of a July 2007 visioning charrette. This charrette was hosted by the coalition partners 
and architects and extended to the MIlestone community and other interested parties.  

• Primary tenants will be a new 501 © 3 spawned by the Montgomery County Historical Society to 
operate the facility and, potentially, the County’s Conference and Visitors’ Bureau.  

• Visitors will be local residents within five miles, other residents of Montgomery County, and 
visitors coming from outside the County interested in heritage tourism and/or conference and 
visitors’ opportunities in Montgomery County. 

•  The visitor experience will embrace the overall site by using the flexible outdoor space of the 
loafing sheds for farmers markets, craft fairs, concerts, wine tastings, or catered events. A 
warming kitchen in the adaptively reused barn will allow for food service. 

• New and/or enhanced trails and trailheads could further support the use of the North 
Germantown Greenway. 

• Parking would be shared with the Clarksburg School No. 8, which will have approximately 80 
spaces available on weekends and after hours during weekdays. The existing, small gravel 
parking lot on site could be modestly improved with historically compatible fencing and 
overflow parking for large events could be accommodated on the lawn behind the house. 

• The barn (together with the house) will serve as a community amenity in its offering of 
classroom/meeting space, in addition to the outdoor space. 

• Environmental stewardship may be promoted through the use of sustainable strategies for 
adaptive reuse (although the ‘window’ to tap into the geothermal wells dug by MCPS has 
passed). 

• A business plan was included in the Feasibility Study that represented a single operating 
scenario (run by a NGO) in year two of operation and based on certain assumptions. Because 
the business plan showed a net earning loss, the Study asked a number of outstanding 
questions, including: “Will the center’s volunteer leadership and professional staff have the 
capacity to secure funding?” 
 

Costs of the Project from the Study:  

• The current operational cost estimate for running the Center indicates an annual net loss from 
operations of $142,706. (Note: this calculation assumes that the Commission will contribute 
$33,950 annually for Exterior Utilities and Exterior Maintenance.)  (Attachment 2 – Schedule A, 
Operating Summary and Attachment 3, Schedule B, Detail of Activity from Feasibility Study). 

• The probable construction cost as of June 2009 to convert the vacant bank barn into the 
proposed Heritage Visitors Center is $3,239,144. Escalation beyond June 2009 would be 
calculated at a rate of 6% per year. 
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Follow-up to Feasibility Study Report and Funding for Next Design Phase 

• On March 12, 2008, Staff arranged for the Montgomery County Historical Society and 
Cunningham & Quill to brief the Director of Parks and senior Parks managers. At that time, the 
Director indicated her support for an adaptive reuse of the bank barn into a heritage-related 
function, but cautioned the Society to downplay the focus on a visitors’ bureau. Describing the 
reality that people today use the Internet rather than driving to a building to find out about food 
and lodging, the Director indicated that a program built upon history, heritage, and locally 
grown and made products would have more traction than one geared towards a traditional 
visitors’ center. Staff had indicated from the beginning, and the Director concurred, that 
expecting visitors to travel to the site from I-270--located as it is in the middle of a 
contemporary subdivision-- would probably not yield enough patrons. The Director was 
encouraging, however, of several heritage-related uses. 

• The Director indicated that the Society should consider ways to “grow the audience” for the 
adaptive reuse, especially considering showcasing local produce either through a food venue or 
farmers’ market. She indicated that a true Market Study should be undertaken to determine 
what the market wants.  

• The Director also pointed out that more work needs to be done in the form of a Business 
Plan/Operation and Use Plan to seriously consider the operational issues associated with the 
proposed Center. She asked:  

1. Who will do the programming?   
2. How will parking be handled? 
3. What if there are disputes between vendors? 
4. How will they guarantee litter pickup during and after special events and restoration of 

the landscape? 
5. How can the coalition guarantee that they are not proposing a project that will require 

long-term subsidies from the Department of Parks? 
 

• Finally, the Director noted that in order to sign off on permits for construction on park property, 
the final plan would have to be consistent with all applicable master plans, strategic plans, and 
environmental regulations (stormwater management, forest conservation, sensitive area 
protection, etc.). The Director advised that the Planning Board be briefed in full on the project in 
May, to gauge its reaction prior to the coalition receiving any bond money. 

• On April 11, 2008, staff received a letter from the President of the Montgomery County 
Historical Society that the Society had already received word of passage by the General 
Assembly of a state bond bill in the amount of $250,000 for design and construction documents 
relating to the adaptive reuse of the barn as a heritage visitors center. The bill had been 
sponsored by Senator Garagiola. Due to the fact that the Planning Board has yet to approve the 
concept for the project, there is no presumed Commission match for this particular bond bill. 
Instead, the Society is prepared to submit its own maintenance costs over the years as the 
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match. (In addition, the coalition plans to potentially seek transportation-enhancement related 
federal funding for its heritage project.)  

• On April 11, 2008 staff sent out public hearing notices for this May 15 Planning Board item. 
(Attachment 4: Public Hearing Notice, May 15, 2008, Waters Barn Feasibility Study). These 
notices were mailed to 350 homeowners in a ¼ mile radius. In addition, on April 14, 2008, 
notices were mailed to the major community facilities (libraries, post offices, community 
centers, etc.)  for those zip codes within a five-mile radius of the property. 

 

Recommended Board Action 

The coalition enjoys support from both local and state elected officials for the project. Staff has been 
consistent, however, in seeking assurances that the project is programmatically and operationally viable 
for the long term. Staff has received assurances from the Montgomery County Historical Society that it is 
flexible regarding the best type of heritage programming for the barn in order to achieve a successful 
program. Staff also has received verbal assurance that the Society and its partners have no intention of 
approaching the Department of Parks for any operational subsidies for the project in the future. 
  
Staff therefore recommends that the Board: Approve Waters Barn Feasibility Study concept of a 
heritage-based adaptive reuse for the barn based on the following conditions: 
 

1. A  Market Study is completed to determine the viability of a Heritage Visitors Center at this 
particular location (including access to the site); 

2. Programming associated with the adaptive reuse potentially shift even more towards 
heritage tourism serving local audiences and less towards a conventional visitors bureau 
serving tourists; 

3. A  Business Plan is completed including detailed operation and use procedures and a specific 
financial model for operational self-sufficiency. See: 
http://www.mcparkandplanning.org/team/ppp/index.shtm 

4. The lease, license, and development agreement with the Commission is re-negotiated at 
such time that it needs to incorporate the new facility at the Park. 

 
These conditions must be met prior to any future request for permits for construction on park property. 
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Attachments 

Attachment 1: Maryland Historical Trust Easement Committee Concept Approval, December 2007 
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Attachment 2:  Letter from the Director of Parks to then Council Chair, Marilyn Praisner, April 2007.
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Attachment 3: Excerpts from the Waters Barn Feasibility Study 
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Attachment 4: Montgomery County Department of Parks, Public Hearing Notice for May 15, 2008 



 


