December 9, 2004

Ms. Julia O’Malley

Chair, Historic Preservation Commission

Montgomery County Department of Park and Planning

8787 Georgia Avenue

Silver Spring, MD 20910-3760

Dear Ms. O’Malley:

We are writing to urge the Historic Preservation Commission’s support of the designation of the COMSAT Laboratories building at 22300 Comsat Drive in Clarksburg to the Montgomery County Master Plan for Historic Preservation.  This is a critical opportunity for the Commission to show that it appreciates the value of a work by a world-renowned, master modern architect within its very own jurisdiction.

The COMSAT Laboratories building by Cesar Pelli (while he worked as lead designer for DMJM) is an extraordinary building from the standpoint not only of “high-tech” architectural iconography, but also of the United States’ contribution to the revolution in global satellite communications technology.  With its deliberate placement within a pristine country setting and its particular exterior expression (i.e., its sleek aluminum skin and airplane-simulating windows), the building has outstanding architectural significance.  With the demonstrable role the Laboratories played in developing the specifications for and testing the world’s most cutting-edge satellites and their related functions, the building has exceptional historical significance.  Clearly, the building meets many of the criteria for designation on the Master Plan as defined in Chapter 24A of the Montgomery County Code.

Approving the designation of this building will send a signal to the nation that Montgomery County, Maryland values its 20th-century, high technology buildings and their far-ranging impact. With the introduction of COMSAT Laboratories in 1969, the I-270 corridor came to be strongly associated with high-technology investment in Montgomery County. By landmarking the one building that still stands out among its less-elegant descendants on the I-270 corridor, the Historic Preservation Commission will be sending a strong signal that our county and the world’s history did not stop in the 19th century.  Indeed, preservationists across the country are realizing that some of the buildings most worthy of protection are buildings from the mid-20th century and even more recent times.  

Landmarking COMSAT Laboratories will enable the building’s owner to find a creative, new use for a building that once symbolized the way of the future and could continue, under the auspices of preservation, to play that same role. We encourage you to designate COMSAT Laboratories for its association with Gold-Medal winner, Cesar Pelli; for its design innovation; for its role in shepherding Montgomery County solidly into a high-technology economy; and for its unquestionable contribution to satellite-based global communications.

Sincerely yours,

