[image: image1.png]@he Washington Post




OLD GUARD IS A POLE APART IN FAIRFAX'S OLDE FORGE
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One thing is clear about Olde Forge, a quiet neighborhood of well-manicured detached homes nestled unobtrusively off Braddock Road in Fairfax County: People there zealously guard their community. They do it in a kind of loose-knit way, as the homeowners association quietly passed out of existence some years ago. Instead, with many of the residents having lived there for decades, the links between neighbors have been slowly and deeply forged over time, family by family, with the community's 25-year-old swim club serving as the heart of its central nervous system.
The community mobilizes efficiently in an era when fear of crime is rampant. Many communities would be proud to boast that a quarter of their residents participate in the Neighborhood Watch program. But in Olde Forge, more than 80 percent of the residents are actively involved in monitoring their streets for signs of suspicious activity.

Over the years, Olde Forge residents have stood vigil against outsiders proposing changes affecting their neighborhood. In the late 1970s residents spoke up loudly about their reservations about the then-proposed Twinbrooke Shopping Center on Braddock Road, which ultimately was built. They blocked a proposed road that would have cut through their subdivision and succeeded in having a footbridge placed there instead. In recent years they kept a wary eye on the potential impact of the widening

"A lot of the neighbors are like extended family to us," said Richard Harshman, a retired Defense Department employee who has lived in Olde Forge for 30 years. "They're very interested in what's going on -- after all, this is our home."

So it's not too surprising that a proposal to place a 120-foot-tall cellular communications pole in the center of the community would cause a stir. What makes this dispute different from the others, however, is that it has pitted longtime neighbor against longtime neighbor.
Everyone agrees, at least to some extent, the pole would be a bit of an eyesore. But what's at stake, supporters say, is the very thing that has so often drawn the community together in the past, the Brandywine swim club located off Pickett Road, which has been a gathering place for young families for the past three decades.

Supporters of the proposed pole, including the swim club's board of trustees, have endorsed it to save the pool, which they say is in dire financial straits. The company that wants to erect the pole, American Personal Communications of Bethesda, has offered them up to $24,000 a year to lease a small piece of land near the pool for it.

To pool supporters, the company's unsolicited offer came just in time. Just when years of deferred maintenance have begun to take their toll on the aging pool, requiring costly repairs and new equipment, demographic changes are making it harder to raise money to fix the problems, pool boosters say.

As the surrounding neighborhood has matured, many of the residents have aged and are now elderly with grown children. They are dropping their pool membership, leaving the younger generation to shoulder the growing financial burden of pool maintenance. As recently as 1981, the pool had 244 member families paying annual dues, but the numbers have been whittled to about 170 members this year.

To Robert Griendling, president of the swim club's board and a six-year resident of Olde Forge, the pole offers the hope of salvation for the beleaguered pool.

"We're better off with our pole and a viable pool than with an abandoned pool," he said.
But opponents of the pole proposal say it would be unsightly and could cause a potential health hazard if it attracts lightning, if children fall trying to climb it or if the electromagnetic emissions from it should prove harmful.

"I think there's a lot of negatives, too many negatives," said retiree Bob Donargo, who noted the issue has proven so divisive that in some households husbands and wives have quarreled over whether to back the pole.

"The . . . pole is the most divisive thing that's happened in that neighborhood," said Fairfax Supervisor Sharon Bulova, who ultimately will play a key role in deciding whether the project goes forward.
Few expect the debate to turn nasty, however, because too many people have old friends on both sides of the issue.

"This pole is a godsend, but it's dividing people," said Kathleen Augustine, a computer specialist with the Agriculture Department whose daughter, Katie, is on the swim team and who supports the proposal. "But although there are people here who are opposed to it, it's not affecting our friendships."

It's that friendliness that has kept Augustine in the Olde Forge community for almost 18 years. "There's a community spirit here," she said. "We resolve problems together."

The pleasant quality of life in Olde Forge has kept other residents anchored there as well. Of the estimated 150 homes in Olde Forge, there are never more than a handful on the market at any one time. In late June, for example, none was being actively marketed, according to longtime resident and real estate broker Larry Osborn, owner of Chase Realty. He said one home was expected to be offered for sale shortly.

"The older people could move up and out, but they like it and they say, Why should I move?' " Osborn said. "They just fix it up instead. That attitude is reflected in the community."

Home prices in Olde Forge range from a low of about $220,000 for some ramblers up to about $255,000 for the community's unique five- and six-level homes that generally sell briskly, according to Osborn.

The community has weathered many changes over the years, said Harshman, who was the first buyer in Olde Forge 30 years ago. He recalling how he negotiated the purchase on the hood of the salesman's car before the model home had even been built.

"Braddock Road was a single lane each way then, a windy little road," Harshman recalled. Homes in the subdivision sold for $25,000 to $35,000, "and now you can buy a car for that," he said with a laugh 

Photo: Kathleen Augustine and her daughter Katie, 13, support a much-disputed business proposal that would pay for repair of the Brandywine swim club pool. 

Note:  The monopole was approved after two-thirds of the community signed a petition supporting its construction.  After nearly eight years, even its opponents have admitted its existence has not been a problem.
