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Longtime 14th St. Auto 
Repair Business Sells 
Property to Developer

By Michael K. Wilkinson

Pedro Petrovitch’s compatriots from 
Brazil called him crazy every time he 

did it.
But he has done it three times over the 

course of his nearly 40 years in business in 
downtown Washington: moved his business 
into an urban frontier and made himself, 
in his words, “a guest in the area” in order 
to gain the respect--and the business--of the 
local population.

A Washington Institution
Petrovitch opened his first auto repair 

shop in 1969 on 13th Street just south of 
Logan Circle, behind what is now a “Mr. 
Wash” car wash facility. Fourteenth Street 
was in a severe state of decline following 
the riots of 1968, as home and business 
owners fled to the suburbs in droves. Two 
years later, redoubling his commitment to 
the area, he moved the business into a large 
industrial structure that had once been an 
auto sales and service facility, a block away 
on 14th Street.

Then, in 1987, an opportunity came 
along for Petrovitch to move his business 
into a larger building farther up 14th Street, 
at Florida Avenue. He leased, and later sold, 
the building at the corner of 14th and P 
Streets to Joy Zinoman, founding artistic 
director of the Studio Theater, setting in 
motion a series of events that have trans-
formed that organization into the model 
local theater company that it is today.

During 18 years at his current loca-
tion, Petrovitch jovially told The InTowner, 
“Every time I had a headache, I wanted to 
sell that goddamned building,” while mak-
ing the point that he never seriously consid-
ered selling until fairly recently. “I survived 
a lot of bad weather around here, but I 
never had any problems with anyone,” he 
added. “We treated the neighborhood as if 
we were guests--this is your neighborhood, 
we are here to serve you.”

As the real estate market in the area 
turned white hot, though, temptation 
became harder and harder to resist. Still, he 
viewed his business as something of a local 
institution, and most offers he received did 
not seem to take that into consideration; he 
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View of Petrovitch building and the Comcast sat-
ellite signal receiving dishes and antenna tower, 
showing 14th Street on the lower left leading up 
the hill to Columbia Heights and Florida Avenue 
to the lower right toward the east.

Consider the proposed project to be 
known as the “Rapture Lofts” at 14th and 
T Streets, NW. This is by all accounts 
a bold and innovative proposal for the 
historic restoration, reconstruction, and 
rooftop extension to the old automo-
bile showroom, auto supply store, and 
the small building which houses used 
furniture and variety stores--all of which 
adjoin each other along 14th Street at 
the southwest corner of the intersec-
tion. The former automobile showroom, 
which is three stories tall, is presently 
occupied by the vibrant, 350-member 
Church of the Rapture. The adjacent 
four-story brick auto supply store is used 
by the church as well, while the three-
story building which formerly housed 
the Ware Department Store, reputed 
to be the first African-American owned 
and operated such store in the city, is 
vacant.

Developer Malik Ellis, with the 
Church of the Rapture as an equity and 

continuing ownership partner in the 
venture, engaged noted architect Suman 
Sorg to design a new and enlarged 
structure that would fully retain these 
three existing buildings. With the plans 
recently completed, the architectural 
designs and a model were presented to 
the HPRB at its regular monthly meet-
ing on June 23rd.

Sorg & Associates have conceived and 
designed an adaptive re-use historic pres-
ervation project that would retain and 
reveal the original nature and appear-
ance of all three of these historic build-
ings. Their proposed restoration and 
reconstruction would remove the inner 
floors but retain all of the exterior walls, 
remove the bricks and cinder blocks 
from boarded-up show room windows, 
and strip the additions from all four sides 
of the buildings. Historic detailing on 
these façades would be both restored or 
reconstructed; this is especially impor-

Historic Preservation Design Decisions 
Seen as Being Unfair and Inconsistent

By Anthony L. Harvey

As new, large-scale construction projects and the renovation and rehabilitation of 
older structures continues unabated throughout the historic 14th and U Streets cor-

ridors, proponents and opponents of such projects often find themselves on unexpect-
edly differing sides of the issues brought before such regulatory bodies as the District’s 
Historic Preservation Review Board (HPRB).

 photo—courtesy Kelsey & Associates, Paul K. Williams private collection.

Shown in this 1920s-era photo on the southwest corner of 14th and T Streets is the building that 
had been built in 1919 for the R.L. Taylor and H. Herbert Smith automobile dealership. It’s most 
recent owner has for some time been the Church of the Rapture.

 photo—courtesy Sorg & Associates.

This winter 2005 view clearly shows the complex of buildings that are to be integrated into a uni-
fied whole. To the right can be seen the row of two-story houses starting west of the rear alley and 
extending to 15th Street. Not shown in this view are the larger townhouses and taller apartment 
buildings directly across on the north side of T Street.

Cont., HPRB, p. 6

Neighbors Mobilize to 
Save 100-Year-Old Tree 

on Sheridan Circle
By P.L. Wolff

Sheridan-Kalorama neighbors on June 
10 learned that the DC Department 

of Transportation’s Urban Forestry 
Administration had issued a permit to the 
Latvian Embassy allowing it to have the 
century-old, 70-foot ginkgo tree, which is 
directly in front of the historic Alice Pike 
Barney Studio House which is now the 
Latvian Chancellery, chopped down.

According to a spokesperson for the 
Embassy, Pepco, which was preparing to 
install new conduit to serve their build-
ing to accommodate increased electrical 
requirements, it was necessary to remove 
the tree because its root system was block-
ing the patch selected to lay the conduit. 
Apparently, no consideration was given to 
the possibility of routing the conduit in a 
manner that would avoid conflict with the 
tree’s roots.

But Sheridan-Kalorama Historical 
Association’s vice president Donna Hays, 
along with others, quickly galvanized neigh-

Cont., TREE , p. 4
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described most of these early suitors as, “I 
buy, you’re out.”

Three Changes in One
After several years of fielding offers, broth-

ers Pedro, Paolo and George finally found 
the right buyers in David Franco and Jeff 
Blum, principals of Level 2 Development, a 
relatively new U Street firm with one com-
pleted 12-unit project and one upcoming 
six-unit project under their belts.

Level 2, in a joint venture with Chicago-
based Centrum Properties, settled last month 
on the purchase of the landmark structure 
that became known locally as the Petrovitch 
Auto building, at a price described as “in 
the very low eight-figures.” They plan to 
build a 165-170 unit condominium with 
14,000 square feet of retail and three levels 
of underground parking.

The acquisition actually encompasses 

more than just the Petrovitch Auto building; 
it also includes the Latino Auto Sales lot to 
the north, at 14th and Belmont; and half 
of the parcel at 14th and Florida on which 
a antenna tower and a group of large satel-
lite dishes are located. Comcast owns the 
prominent corner lot, and the satellite farm 
on it supplies many area households with 
their cable signals. The developers are nego-
tiating a fee to be paid to Comcast, which 
would allow the cable service provider to 
deploy technology enabling it to move the 
satellite signal collection to another location 
and/or use much less intrusive equipment. 
A small, nondescript building on the parcel, 
used to process signals, will be retained.

Ward 1 Councilmember Jim Graham, 
who issued a letter of support on the pro-
posed development, has been encouraging 
Comcast to take advantage of the opportu-
nity presented. The council member com-
mented to The InTowner, “I think they 
realize how much they stand to gain here. 
They have an antiquated piece of equip-
ment on a very valuable point of land. With 
the technologies that have been developed 
[since the satellite dishes were installed in 
the early 1990s], no one has to sustain these 
Star Wars-sized dishes any more.”

Altogether, the purchase means that the 
entire east side of the 2300 block of 14th 
Street will be transformed from light indus-
trial and surface-oriented commercial uses 
into a mixed-use residential and retail devel-
opment, much like what is happening along 

the three blocks immediately to the south 
to U Street, as recently reported by this 
newspaper. (“New Projects Bridging Gap on 
14th Street; U Street & Columbia Heights 
Linking Up,” May 2005, page 1.) This latest 
burst of development, for that matter, is a 
further extension of activity up and down 
14th Street, from Logan Circle to Columbia 
Heights.

Part of the 14th Street “Auto Mile” 
Level 2’s Franco told The InTowner that 

architectural design services for the develop-
ment, to be called “View 14,” will be provid-
ed by SK&I architects, whose recent com-
missions in the area include PN Hoffman’s 
Union Square (one block to the south on 
14th Street), and Bozzuto Homes’ Fedora 
Condominium (one block to the west on 
Belmont Street); both are in early stages 
of construction, with the Fedora somewhat 
ahead of Union Square.

The developers, admittedly in the early 
stages of design, have stated their intention 
to create a design that communicates with 

the neighborhood’s rich history as well as its 
modern-day buzz.

The retail portion of the structure, which 
will occupy two levels at the bottom of the 
hill and be reduced to one level closer to 
Belmont Street, will pay homage to the early 
20th century buildings lining 14th Street 
that originally served as automotive dealer-
ships and repair facilities, echoing the use 
of masonry and repeating retail bays found 
in those buildings. The developers plan to 
lease the 14,000 square feet of retail space 
to pedestrian-oriented businesses that cater 
to the residents in the immediate neighbor-
hood; parking set aside for the retail portion 
of the development will be kept at the mini-
mum allowable under zoning regulations 
to amplify the local, pedestrian-oriented 
nature of the retail section.

The designers have taken a more con-
temporary pen to the residential portion of 
the building, with a lighter, glassy interna-
tional-style building above the retail base. 
(Franco noted specifically that they did not 
plan to market the building as “lofts,” with 
“exposed ducts and such.” He stated that 
the main marketing push would center on 
the building’s commanding view of the city, 
hence the project name “View 14.”)

One person familiar with the design, 
speaking to The InTowner on background, 
noted that while the overall design was very 
promising and attractive as a concept, one 
of the challenges moving forward would be 
to refine how the historic and contemporary 

sections of the design relate to each other. 
(Because of the preliminary nature of the 
design, the developer declined to provide an 
architectural rendering at this time for use 
with this report.)

Interestingly, a recent successful exam-
ple of the precarious balance of historic 
and ultra-contemporary can be found in 
the dramatic renovation and expansion of 
the Studio Theater, making “View 14” the 
second such building owned and sold by 
Petrovitch and thus cementing the Brazilian 
auto repair shop owner’s place in 14th 
Street’s distinguished architectural history.

Contributing to the Community
As part of the development package, 

the development team has agreed to make 
contributions to a number of neighbor-
hood organizations, including most notably 
a $1 million contribution to the tenants’ 
association of the Hill Crest Apartments 
in an adjacent block on Belmont Street. 
This contribution makes it possible for the 
building’s tenants to purchase their build-
ing by closing the equity gap, preserving 
48 units of affordable housing in the neigh-
borhood while increasing homeownership 
opportunities for low- and moderate-income 
families. Ownership in the Hill Crest will be 
restricted to families at or below 50 percent 
of the Area Median Income (AMI). In addi-
tion, the developers have set six units aside 
directly in the “View 14” project for families 
making up to 80 percent AMI, bringing the 
total number of affordable units created or 
preserved to 54.

Level 2 Development has also agreed to 
provide a grant of $20,000 to the Parents’ 
Association of the Boys’ and Girls’ Club, 
as well as grants to other neighborhood 
associations, including the Meridian Hill 
Neighborhood Association and the Cardozo-
Shaw Neighborhood Association.

How’d They Do That?
While most suitors lusting after this large-

scale project would approach the owners 
dangling all manner of offers, Franco and 
Blum hit on the combination that the 
Petrovitch family needed but no one else 
thought to offer: numbers that made sense 
to both sides, plus a well-thought-out exit 
strategy for the sellers.

Most sellers who are not professional real 
estate investors would probably not look too 
far past settlement, and the large check that 
comes a couple days later in the mail. But 
the Petrovitch family wanted more than any-
thing to be able to keep their money working 
effectively for them--with a minimum of tax 
liability--and also needed the flexibility to be 
able to vacate the building and wind down 
their operations in an orderly fashion.

Tax rules concerning the reinvestment of 
proceeds from the sale of real estate invest-
ment property require sellers to identify 

properties for reinvestment within 45 days 
of the sale of their property, with settlement 
occurring on the new purchase within 180 
days. This strict timeline places sellers under 
intense pressure to find good deals that will 
actually close; the hypercompetitive nature 
of the current real estate market only ampli-
fies that pressure, with many outstanding 
purchase offers being outgunned by more 
aggressive buyers. (If an investor “identifies” 
his purchase but loses out to a more aggres-
sive bidder, the tax deferral on his profits is 
lost.)

Franco and Blum, who had been negotiat-
ing the deal for over a year, worked closely 
with the Petrovitch family to identify a strat-
egy for reinvesting the proceeds, doing the 
research and mapping out a strategy for the 
family to reinvest in triple-net leases. They 
went so far as to identify specific properties, 
with a full financial analysis, and walked the 
sellers through each prospective deal.

In addition, the parties negotiated a settle-
ment date that synchronized with the strict 
timeline of the sellers’ re-investment strategy, 
and added a six-month post-settlement occu-
pancy period that allowed the Petrovitch 
family to wind up their operations, as they 
had hoped. “The most important thing was 
that Franco had the patience and under-
standing to work gently with us on the timing 
for us to close our business.”

So Who Are These Guys, Anyway?
It also helped Level 2 Development that 

principals Franco and Blum are native 
Washingtonians with deep ties to the neigh-
borhood and a familiarity with neighbor-
hood dynamics. The company is based in 
the 1600 block of U Street, and Franco lives 
around the corner from his new purchase, 
across from Meridian Hill Park. Both have 
been active members of the Meridian Hill 
and Cardozo-Shaw neighborhood associa-
tions, and Franco’s family owns the well-
known retail store Universal Gear on 17th 
Street (along with sister stores in New York, 
Chicago and Atlanta.

After a career in industrial engineering, 
Blum shifted to real estate development with 
a four-unit condominium conversion on R 
Street, completed two years ago. Level 2 
Development recently completed a 12-unit 
condominium conversion, the Mercury at 
Meridian Hill, in the 1400 block of Chapin 
Street, and is preparing to break ground on 
an all-new six-unit building, the Aventura 
Condominium, on a tricky sloped lot in the 
1400 block of Florida Avenue NW.

While Franco and Blum’s combined real 
estate experience may not point to the 165-
unit “View 14” as a natural progression for 
the company, the team has lined its bench 
with some heavy hitters, such as architects 
SK&I, a firm with extensive experience in 
designing and managing construction of 
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photo—Michael K. Wilkinson—The InTowner

View looking down 14th Street showing the Latino Auto Sales lot on the north side of the Petrovitch 
building at the Biltmore Street corner.
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projects of similar complexity and scope.
In addition, as noted above, Level 2 is 

joint venturing with real estate develop-
ment firm Centrum Properties, which built 
a name in its home market of Chicago 
by converting large industrial and water-
front buildings into new, high-end residen-
tial developments. And, the company has 
recently branched out into other markets 
across the country, with similar projects in 
South Florida, Kansas City and now, here 
in Washington.

Another New Frontier
As for the Petrovitch family, they are 

scheduled to purchase a number of com-
mercial buildings, using the proceeds from 
the sale of the 14th and Florida prop-
erty, in a frontier that is new to them: the 
Baltimore/Washington suburbs. And rather 
than buying the buildings to house the 
auto business, the family is moving into an 
arena known as “triple-net leases,” in which 
tenants are responsible for build-out, main-
tenance, insurance and taxes. These are 
easily recognized as stand-alone buildings 
with stores and restaurants such as CVS, 
Olive Garden and Office Depot.

In other words, the Petrovitch family will 
no longer have to repair cars to make the 
mortgage payments; instead, they’ll just 
have to drive to the bank. It is likely that 
Pedro Petrovitch’s compatriots are calling 
him something other than crazy these days

■
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JO RICKS
Associate Broker, 
CBR, GRI

Specializing in
Washington’s Downtown
Neighborhoods Since 1980.
Logan Circle Resident.
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