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Sheila Johnson fell in love with Middleburg and the horse country surrounds
it. The courtship has not been entirely smooth but one thing is for sure: T#
little town of some renown will ne’er be quite the same. By David Holzel

To what shall we compare Middleburg? Paris? Ven-
ice? The town of 650 has no claim as a city of light
or decadent romance. Yet Middleburg has proved
itself an uncanny magnet for outsiders, who arrive
and quickly lose their hearts to the dozen streets of
colonial-era buildings or the miles of hilly fields be-
yond—Northern Virginia's fabled hunt country.

Sheila Johnson came to Middleburg in 1996 and,
after the dozens places she'd lived—including 24
years in Washington, D.C., where she taught violin
and co-founded Black Entertainment Television—
found the home that had always eluded her. Her 200-
acre Salamander horse farm south of town became,
particularly in the last few years, a refuge from a
failed marriage, a wellspring where she could regain
her lifelong appetite for hard work and achievement,
a home for her two children, Paige, 19, and Brett,
16, and the stage from which she could launch her
second act.

And it was here that Johnson—who had divided
with then-husband Robert L. Johnson $3 billion from
the sale of BET to Viacom—brought her very deep
pockets and began to pull from them new business
and philanthropic enterprises.

If history tells us anything, Sheila Johnson will not
be the last wealthy person to fall hard for Middleburg.
Johnson's stamp on the town and its people, though,
may never be bested.

Middleburg before Sheila already belongs to 2 £=
receding time.

It was the time before she built the $3 million p
forming arts center for the private Hill School °
placing its auditorium-in-the-gym. And the $100.0
she gave to the Windy Hill Foundation to build &
of seven duplexes on the west end of town—rep:
ing the homes of low-income families, eye-sore ¢l
board homes that lacked indoor plumbing.

Johnson bought two retail properties on Was
ington Street—the appropriately named main st
of a town laid out by a patriotic Revolutionary W
veteran. Johnson turned one of her purchases, 2 &
mer gun shop, into the gourmet Market Salamand
The other is the headquarters of her new enterpr:
Salamander Hospitality LLC, which is develop:
the Salamander Resort and Spa on 349 acres on ¢
northern fringe of town. The site is the estate of ¢
late Washington socialite Pamela Harriman, whi
Johnson bought for $7 million.

The resort—or rather the idea of the resort—
the biggest change the 56-year-old Johnson &
brought to Middleburg. The passionate and loz
running debate it sparked—in the town council.
the county board of supervisors, in the pages of ¢
monthly Middleburg Life, and out on the street—=
residents inside and outside of town grappling w
what kind of place Middleburg should be.
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