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A new development
Avtex site nears end of one era and beginning of another

By Joe Farruggia

   As The Warren Sentinel celebrates its 136th Anniversary, another celebration of sorts is being held this week as the Avtex Redevelopment Advisory Committee (ARAC) draws its work to a close and a new phase of development of the Avtex Superfund site begins.

    Once the largest employer in Warren County, with more than 1,300 workers at the height of its production, Avtex first opened its doors in 1939 as the American Viscose Company following a two-year construction period.  Originally developed by a British rayon manufacturer, the Courtould Company, it was taken over and operated by the U.S. Government during World War II to make fabrics needed for the war effort, such as parachutes.

    After the war, the plant was purchased by the FMC Corporation, and later was assimilated into a merged company called Avtex Fibers, which made parts for the space shuttle and other aeronautical products.

    In 1989, the plant was forced to close due to fines and other actions by federal and state regulatory agencies, which charged the plants owners with pollution of the Shenandoah river for dumping chemical wastes into the river throughout its 50- year history.

    The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency began a Superfund cleanup of the site, and held the FMC Corporation – as the only still-existing former owner of the site – responsible for the cleanup.

    In 1994, a group of Warren County business leaders, including Laurence Goldsmith, Bill Barnett and Fred Foster, approached U.S. Rep. Frank Wolf about the possibility of reclaiming and redeveloping the site once the cleanup was finished.  It was out of those discussions that ARAC was born as a “multi-stakeholders” committee designed to include a wide spectrum of community leaders and residents whose task was to determine what to do with the reclaimed property and the best way to carry out that purpose.

    On Tuesday, ARAC announced its dissolution, after overseeing one of the most ambitious reclamation projects ever attempted.  More than $6 million has been invested in the project by the federal government, with FMC footing the rest of the bill, to clean up the chemical wastes, demolish the plant and all of its supporting buildings, reclaim the land and develop a wetlands conservancy park, soccer fields and a commercial development center to be located in the former administration building.  An “open house” for the public will be held on Saturday, May 14, at which time the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers will announce the scheduled date for the demolition of the last of the plants operations buildings, its former power plant.

More than a museum
The open house will also give the public its first view of what, on the surface, most people would refer to as a museum.  But according to historian Ed Thorsett of the Shenandoah Center for Heritage and the Environment, the facility – to be located in the basement of the administration building – will be “more than just a museum.”

    The Center, Thorsett said, will indeed have exhibits of artifacts from the site, including items from the plant itself as well as archaeological artifacts of unearthed during the cleanup.

    It will also contain an archives that will be available to the public and to researchers that includes photos, public relations materials, documents and other items gleaned from more than 23,000 cubic feet of material salvaged from the plants buildings as they were being demolished.

    That material – of which 80 percent consists of documents– is currently stored at the former Old Virginia plant adjacent to the Avtex site, and is being processed on a daily basis by both college and high school interns working under Thorsett’s direct supervision.

    “About three-fourths of this material will be destroyed after we process the information we need and enter it into a computer database,” Thorsett explained as he stood amid the piles of boxes and file cabinets last week.

    “We’re basically looking for the most important documents of historical value to preserve, and from the rest we are extracting historical data,” he said, adding that photos and publications have been digitally scanned to make them more readily available to researchers.

A threefold purpose
     The Shenandoah Center for Heritage and the Environment has a threefold purpose, Thorsett said.

    First, it will preserve the heritage of the Avtex site by making documents and artifacts available to the public and to researchers.  That includes not only the history of the plant itself, but of the site on which it was built, which as akin to the nearby Thunderbird site and is believed to be the location of an ancient community of inhabitants going back fore than 2,700 years.

    Second, the Center will “document the processes that are going on now,” Thorsett said, including the cleanup, reclamation and redevelopment of the site.

    Third, the Center will engage in educational activities to help the public understand not only the history of the site, but the ways in which the plant affected the environment and the process for redevelopment.  Educational activities will include developing grade-specific curricula for schools, as well as providing opportunities for high school and college history and science students to spend a semester engaged in projects at the site related to history and environmental science.

    The Center has already begun to conduct some educational outreach to schools, including the donation of about $100,000 worth of laboratory equipment to Warren County High School.  The equipment salvaged from Avtex’s science research laboratories.

What we’ve learned
Thorsett said there is a lot to be learned from studying what went on at the Avtex site and how it affected the environment and the community.

    “The 20th century was the century of development, the century when the United States became a world leader,” Thorsett said.  “For its time, and according to what we knew about the environment at the time, Avtex was a state-of-the-art facility.”

    One of the common practices at the time the plant was first built was the assumption that chemical waste could be dumped into a flowing river because the river “would cleanse itself” eventually and rid itself of the waste by carrying it downstream to be dumped into the ocean.

    “That theory works fine until you have a lot of plants at different locations on the same river and the waste accumulates, as it did here,” Thorsett said.

    As the world enters the 21st century, he said, much has been learned about the effect industrial activity has on the environment, and the focus now centers on “sustainable development” that is sensitive to the preservation of natural resources.

    By documenting the process of redeveloping the Avtex site, Thorsett said the Shenandoah Center for Heritage and the Environment will be able to chronicle how one community recognized its mistakes  “and took responsibility to correct those mistakes.”

    Thorsett said one way the Center can provide a valuable service is by sharing the story of Avtex with developing countries that still follow the kinds of manufacturing techniques that we practiced at Avtex in the 20th century.

    In fact, several countries – Thailand, Mexico and India, to name three – are literally following the Avtex model because when the company closed in 1989, the machinery and equipment at all of these plants located in Virginia, West Virginia and Pennsylvania was sold to companies in those countries that have now become the world leaders in rayon production.

    “We have a responsibility to educate them about what happened here and to help them understand what we have learned.” Thorsett said.

Ongoing work
    Even after the Shenandoah Center for Heritage and the Environment opens its doors its work will still continue, Thorsett said.  In addition to the education programs, he said the center is still putting together and oral history of Avtex by interviewing surviving long time employees.

    “We are especially interested in talking to younger employees, people who only began working there during the later years and went on to other jobs after the plant closed in 1989,” Thorsett said.

    “ And we are always interested in whatever memorabilia or artifacts former employees or their surviving families may have.”

