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H I S T O R Y  O F  T H E  H A M L E T  

I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Varna was established in 1859 when farmers purchased properties to the east of Game 

Farm Road, built houses and settled together to form the community. Until the 1950ôs, 

Varna had all the components of a traditional village community: two churches, a post 

office, school, tavern, hotel, dance hall, grocery store and a carriage shop which was 

later converted to a garage and gas station. 

 

In its early years, Varna consisted mostly of farm families and children. The first school 

was located on the corner of present-day Freese Road and Route 366, and was later 

moved across the street and operated as a ñone-room schoolò. In the late 1940s, the 

Varna school consolidated with the Ithaca City School District.  The ñtavern propertyò was 

located in the center of the hamlet at 922 Dryden Road.  Drovers from the surrounding 

areas frequented the tavern, bringing their livestock to Varna and staying overnight 

before continuing over the Catskill Turnpike to Owego. Here, the animals were loaded 

onto rail cars bound for New York City.  

 

Varnaôs industry consisted of two mills located along Fall Creek.  The first was a sawmill 

located adjacent to where the hexagonal red barn is currently located. The other was a 

grist mill located down the road from the saw mill.   

 

Around the 1950s, the hamlet experienced several changes. When the railroad that was 

used to connect the hamlet to larger communities and markets suspended service, the 

rail depot was privately purchased and converted into a small house.  Other changes 

included the conversion of the hotel into apartments where it is currently located (Mt. 

Pleasant Road/ Route 366 intersection).  The former post office was located across the 

street from the current Methodist Church. In the 1960s sewer and water were made 

available which enhanced the quality of life for residents of the community.  

What is a hamlet?  
 
Hamlets are small. The word hamlet is 
French in derivation, and óhamô is a village, 
and óletô is small.  So, by definition of the 
word, a hamlet is a small village, but not a 
village proper in most respects. 
 
This essentially means that it doesnôt have 
a street network, it does have a defined 
edge with open space on the other side of 
the edge, and you can see the edge and 
the open space from practically any 
location in the hamlet. 
 
It also assumes that it either has some 
economic base, or that is doesnôt at all and 
is dependent upon some other economy.  
In other words, it might be the economic 
center of an agricultural economic base 
locally, or it may be completely dependent 
on economies centered on a different 
location. 
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The purpose of the Varna Community Development Plan is to serve as a guide 

for future development, provide opportunity for new uses, and improve the 

overall quality of life while protecting the character of the hamlet.  

The hamlet of Varna has experienced little growth and development since the 

1950s, allowing it to retain its quiet, rural-village character.  Located between the 

City of Ithaca and the Village of Dryden, Varna is a community that residents have 

come to describe as ñruralò, ñbucolicò, and ña family hamletò. With a variety of 

modest homes, accessibility to nature, and caring residents, Varna is unique in that 

it provides the comfort of a small-town village with immediate access to the 

conveniences of a city. Its proximity to neighboring Cornell and Ithaca makes Varna 

a desirable community for students, professors and young professionals. 

  

With increasing development pressure in the surrounding communities, it was 

recognized by the larger Dryden community that in order to maintain character, 

enhance the quality of life and encourage economic development in Varna, a plan 

was needed that would serve as an amendment to the 2005 Town of Dryden 

Comprehensive Plan along with appropriate changes to the townôs zoning law. The 

plan would provide residents, business owners, and developers with a more 

detailed vision for the future of the community, and provide for a more informed 

consideration of future development proposals.  

Varna is a community that residents have come 

to describe as ñruralò, ñbucolicò, and ña family 

hamletò.  

P U R P O S E  O F  T H E  P L A N  
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L A N D  U S E   

E X I S T I N G  C O N D I T I O N S  

Varna contains nine land 

classifications as  indicated 

on the Tompkins County Land 

Use Map. These 

classifications include 

agriculture, barren/disturbed 

land, commercial, industrial, 

institutional, recreation, 

residential, vegetative cover, 

and water/wetlands. While 

there is a range of land uses, 

the primary land use in Varna 

are residential in the core 

(along Route 366) and 

vegetative cover (surrounding 

Route 366).  

 

 

 
 

 

Map 1: Varna Land Uses 
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The City of Ithaca developed as a hub for trade, commercial and 

enterprising purposes in the late 18th century. Based at the head of 

Cayuga Lake, Ithaca was the ideal place for  early businesses and 

manufacturers to settle.  The natural landscaped provided easy access 

to the Atlantic, the Mississippi, and Baltimore through its various lakes 

and streams. By 1810, Ithaca was a thriving village that consisted of a 

hotel, school house, tanners, blacksmiths, lawyers, and doctors.  By the 

late 1860s, Cornell University, a land-grant college, was established as 

part of Ezra Cornellôs endowment and the State of New Yorkôs Morrill 

Land Grant of 1862.  One of the primary goals of establishing the 

institution was to promote agriculture and the mechanic arts.  The 

proceeds of the land grant purchased by the State of New York was 

transferred to Cornell University, which resulted in thousands of acres 

for the school.  

 

Cornell University continued to acquire lands throughout the region and 

state for research in the agricultural, natural sciences, and forestry 

fields. One such area was Cornell Plantations, botanical gardens and 

plantation acres, which was developed beginning in the mid-19th 

century. The greater Plantations area today consists of over 40 different 

nature preserves and more than 4,300 acres.   

 

The establishment of these areas heavily influenced where growth and 

development would occur. With Monkey Run Preserve, one of Cornellôs 

natural areas, to the north and Cornell research lands to the south, 

development continued to occur along a linear path east. This path is 

now a major thoroughfare, State Route 366 (left).  

 

Varnaôs unique location, surrounded by natural and agricultural areas, 

leaves Varna ñlandlockedò; there is little room for new, sprawl 

development.  

R E G I O N A L  S E T T L E M E N T  P A T T E R N S  

Map 3: Varna 

Road Network 

Map 2: 

Regional 

Settlement 

Patterns 
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H A M L E T  S T U D Y  A R E A   

The greater Varna hamlet area includes a total of 562 acres. 

This area ranges from clusters of commercial uses to single-

family residences, natural areas and agricultural fields. The 

map right shows the boundaries of the greater Varna area 

which follow from Game Farm Road to the southwest, ¼ mile 

past the single-lane railroad bridge to the north, Turkey Hill 

Road to the southeast, and ¼ mile past the railroad bridge 

along Route 366 to the northeast to the State DOT signage 

designating the hamlet area.  

 

The core study area was established upon completion of an 

existing conditions analysis and a Character Area 

Assessment. The core study area is the area of Varna where 

development is concentrated as indicated in the regional 

analysis (Map 4) and building pattern map as part of the 

existing conditions analysis (Map 6).  

 

 

Map 4: Hamlet Study Area 
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H O U S I N G  &  B U I L D I N G  F O R M  P O P U L A T I O N  

According to the 2010 Census, the population of the study area is 

795 (collected at the Census block level).  An additional area to 

the east that extends to Pleasant Hollow Road and remote from 

the core of Varna has a population of 311. The housing stock in 

Varna is comprised of single-family, condominium, apartment and 

manufactured housing units. While there is a mix of housing 

types, single-family units are the primary type of residence. 

Currently there are 290 single-family units in the study area 

followed by 258 manufactured housing units, 118 apartments, 

and 16 duplexes (located in Observatory Circle). 

As indicated in Map 6, the hamlet has an irregular building pattern. 

Adjacent to the study area, buildings are of similar size, form and 

irregularly positioned on lotð a common characteristic of hamlets.  

 

At this scale, however, it is observed that the houses in the study 

area (purple) are closer together with minimal separation between 

them. As you move away from the study area, there is more of a gap 

in the fabric, suggesting that the hamlet takes on a ñvillage-likeò 

characteristic of buildings close together fronting a yard or other 

public space. This is characteristic of the historic hamlet pattern that 

pre-dates the modern housing movement (as visually identified in 

Observatory Circle).  

 

 

Map 5: Population in and around Varna Map 6: Building Patterns 
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N E T W O R K  

Route 366 is the central spine of Varna, serving as the only 

northeast/southwest connection that runs through the hamlet. The 

Freese Road/Mt. Pleasant Road intersection further serves as a 

connector to the surrounding area.  There are minimal side roads 

and streets in and around the study area, as the majority of housing 

and development is located along Route 366. There is opportunity 

for a new network of small-scale residential streets, pedestrian 

pathways, and bike paths that can be connected to adjacent 

development.   

E X I S T I N G  T R A F F I C  C O N D I T I O N S  

Capacity analysis was conducted at the Route 366 intersection with 

Mt. Pleasant & Freese Roads. The results indicate that the 

intersection operates at a Level of Service (LOS) ñAò (free flow of 

traffic) on the Route 366 approaches to the intersection during both 

peak hours. The Mt. Pleasant approach operates at LOS 

ñFò (congestion) and ñDò (steady traffic at high density) during the AM 

and PM peak hours respectively while the Freese Road approach 

operates at LOS ñCò (steady but limited) and ñDò (steady traffic at 

high density) during the AM and PM peak hours respectively. While 

some minor growth in traffic volumes is anticipated on all 

approaches to the intersection, no improvements (e.g. traffic signal, 

lane widening) are warranted from a capacity standpoint. 

Map 7: Varna Road Network 

The intersection of Freese Road/Mt. Pleasant Road and Route 366. 
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E X I S T I N G  T R A F F I C  V O L U M E  

Vehicular turning movement counts were performed to establish baseline traffic conditions 

on Route 366 at the intersection with Mt. Pleasant and Freese Roads. Counts were 

completed at the intersection on Thursday, April 28, 2011 between the hours of 7:00-9:00 

AM and 4:00-6:00 PM. The peak hour turning movement counts are illustrated in the figure 

right. 

 

In addition to turning movement counts, average daily traffic volume data and speed data 

were also obtained along Route 366 within the Hamlet of Varna. The figure right shows the 

results of the speed study and the average daily traffic along the corridor. The speed limit 

varies throughout the corridor from 40 mph to the west of Varna, 30 mph within Varna, to 

45 mph east of Varna. The results of the speed study indicate that speeds approaching the 

Hamlet from the west are approximately 40 mph, approaching from the east are 

approximately 45 mph, and within the Hamlet where the speed limit is 30 mph the 85th 

percentile travel speed is 38-39 mph in each direction.  

A C C I D E N T  A N A L Y S I S  

Accident summaries of the most recent three years of data (December 2007 through 

December 2010) were provided to the consultant by the NYS Department of Motor 

Vehicles. Only reportable accidents, that is, those in which either injury or damage of at 

least $1,000 occurred, were included in the review. 

 

A total of 34 accidents occurred throughout the study area over the three-year review 

period. Fifteen (15) of the 34 accidents occurred at the Mt. Pleasant/Freese Road 

intersection. Six of the fifteen accidents were right angle collisions. This may be due to 

excessive speed of vehicles on Route 366 as they enter or exit the Hamlet and/or sight 

distance issues for vehicles exiting Freese Road. 

Turning movement counts were conducted to determine 

baseline traffic conditions. 
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While there is limited service amenities (retail, restaurant, convenience, office, etc.), a small 

commercial node is located near the intersection of Mt. Pleasant Road and Route 366, and 

sparsely located east and west along Route 366.  Such businesses include:   

 

¶ Restaurants (Antlers); 

¶ Auto Repair (Bellôs Auto Care and Varna Auto); 

¶ Professional Offices (Strebel Financial Management); 

¶ Hotels (Embassy Inn); and 

¶ Service Amenities  (Savage Creek Hair Salon and Prolawn landscaping)  

 

There are several retail businesses two miles east of the hamlet including Treeforms, The Orchid 

Place, AAA, and the Plantations Restaurant. East Hill Plaza, a suburban shopping center located 

two miles west of the hamlet, offers convenience services such as a grocery store, café, laundry 

facilities, and pharmacy.  

 

Varna retains several community resources including the Varna Community Center 

(established in 1949) and the Varna Fire Company (established circa 1950) which provide 

public safety, community organizing, recreation opportunities, and public meeting space. The 

Community Center was developed around a need for a space that could accommodate a 

range of activities. Scout troops were organized along with 4H, Home Bureau, a summer 

playschool, and a senior citizens group.  Several of these activities continue today and others, 

such as the youth programs, are being reintroduced by the Varna Community Association 

(VCA) which runs and maintains the Center.  During the recent past, the VCA has raised 

funds to renovate the building, build a community playground and a trail linking the Center to 

the Hillside Acres Trailer Park.   

C O M M U N I T Y  A M E N I T I E S  

The Varna Community Center provides an important 

space for community functions and events. 
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N A T U R A L  A R E A S  &  O P E N  S P A C E  

The hamlet is surrounded by open space 

which provides for outdoor recreation as well 

as conservation areas. Park Park, the only 

public park, is located at the corner of Route 

366 and Forest Home Drive and consists of 

small hiking trails.  An undeveloped, 

proposed multi-use trail runs along the old 

railroad right-of-way.  This future trail will 

connect Varna to a larger trail system in 

Ithaca and Dryden and provide an off road 

alternative for commuting to Cornell 

University. Cornell University also maintains 

undeveloped forested areas and 

experimental fields all around the hamlet. 

Cornell Plantations including the Fall Creek 

Natural Area is next to the study area.  

Map 8: Natural Areas and Open Space surrounding Varna 
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C H A R A C T E R  A R E A S :  

Character areas are specific geographic regions within 

the study area that have unique or special characteristics, 

that have the potential to evolve and that require special 

attention adue to unique development issues. Findings 

from the assessment resulted in ten character areas 

which helped establish the basis for the general hamlet 

plan. (see Map 9)  

ă 

 

  Agriculture 

  Conventional 

  Development Opportunities 

  Natural Areas 

  Parks and Trails 

  Residential Redevelopment Area 

  Traditional 

      Gateways 

  Primary Gateway Routes 

  Secondary Gateway Routes 

  Primary Rural Scenic Corridor 

  Secondary Rural Scenic Corridor 

C H A R A C T E R  A R E A S  

Map 9: Varna Character Areas 
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C H A R A C T E R  A R E A  D E S C R I P T I O N S  

G A T E WA Y S  

Gateways, or entrance corridors, are points along the roadway at 

which motorists and pedestrians gain a sense of arrival into the 

Hamlet. These impressions are often characterized by a change in 

landscape, the built environment, or by signs or unique structures. 

There are four gateways that help define the boundary of Varna: (1) 

Railroad Bridge- Route 366; (2) Change in Development- Route 

366; (3) Bridge on Freese Road; (4) Railroad tracks on Mt. Pleasant 

Road.  

G A T E WA Y  R O U T E S  

Gateway routes are streets that are heavily traveled and serve as 

entrances to and through the Hamlet.  These routes link major 

employment and business areas together, and are used regularly 

by a large number of residents and visitors. These routes further 

present a visual impression of the Hamletôs characterï the built 

form, landscape, and unique features. There are two gateway 

routes in the Hamletï one primary (Route 366) and one secondary 

route (Mt. Pleasant Road-Freese Road).  The single-lane former railroad bridge serves as a gateway into the Varna community. 
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T R A D IT I O N A L  

The Hamlet of Varna contains a small area along the east side of Route 

366 that reflects the characteristics of a traditional neighborhood. The 

United Methodist Church of Varna and Lifestyle Properties offices provide 

a recognizable center to the community, and are in close proximity of 

residential homes. There are a diverse number of residential homes that 

were a standard in the United States from colonial times until the 1940s. 

The houses are oriented towards the street and retain human-scale 

dimensionsï minimal distance between the front of the house and street, 

pedestrian-oriented, and manicured landscapes and gardens.   

C O N V E N T I O N A L  

The Hamlet contains a variety of conventional residential housing units. 

These units include new multi-family dwellings, apartment complexes, 

modular units, mobile homes, and single-family homes. Conventional 

housing is located throughout the hamlet; specifically focused in the Mt. 

Pleasant Road area and along Route 366 towards the Town line.  

  

D E V E L O P ME N T  O P P O R T U N I T Y  

There are several areas within the Hamlet that are vacant and 

underutilized. These sites are favorable for infill development, as 

they have immediate access to major roads and existing 

infrastructure. Through redevelopment, these sites can provide for 

new, desirable uses while enhancing the existing traditional 

neighborhood. There are two primary underutilized sites  in the 

Hamlet:  

 

1.The intersection of Route 366 and 

Freese Road (right);  

 

2.Varna II, LLC parcel adjacent to the 

old railroad bed.  

R E S I D E N T I A L  R E D E V E L O P ME N T  

The residential redevelopment areas exists along the north side of 

Route 366, and along Freese Road (to the edge of the bridge). This 

area is comprised of most of its original housing stock, but the 

conditions of these properties is worsening due to low rates of 

homeownership, absentee owners, and rental units.  
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N A T U R A L  A R E A S  

Natural areas encompass varying levels of protected open space 

and environmentally  sensitive lands. These areas include steep 

slopes, woodlands, wetlands, nature preserves, forested areas, and 

other ecologically significant areas that are not suitable for 

development. A natural area recognized in and around the study 

area is Monkey Run Preserveï owned and operated by Cornell 

University and part of the Cayuga Trail. The area is open to the 

public for outdoor recreation such as hiking, skiing, birding and 

canoeing along Fall Creek.  

R U R A L  S C E N I C  

Rural scenic corridors are open, undeveloped lands that parallel a 

major thoroughfare and have significant natural, historic, scenic or 

pastoral views. There are two rural scenic corridors in the Varna 

study area. Both corridors are located at the edge of a gateway, 

providing motorists and pedestrians an area of scenic quality prior to 

entering the residential and commercial mixed use area of the 

Hamlet.. 

The Hamlet consists of parks and several trailsï both existing and 

proposed. Park Park is the only established park in the Hamlet, and is 

owned and maintained by the Town of Dryden. It consists of 

approximately 4.5 acres. The park has a small trail and open space, 

used for recreational purposes.  There is a separate, well-established, 

ñunofficialò trail located south of Route 366 along the existing rail-bed. 

The trail spans from Mt. Pleasant Road to Stevenson Road and 

terminates at Game Farm Road. It is currently used for leisure 

recreation and walking/jogging.  

A G R IC U L T U R E  

An agriculture character area includes lands in an open, cultivated, or 

sparsely settled state that includes woodlands and farm lands. 

Agricultural lands encompass 150+ acres, and is the second largest 

character area in the Varna study area. These lands are owned and 

operated by Cornell University as part of the Cornell University 

Agricultural Experiment  Station. There are eleven small farms that are 

part of the Campus Area Farms program; three of these farms are 

located in and around the study area.  

P A R K S  &  T R A IL S  
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S U M M A R Y  O F  E X I S T I N G  C O N D I T I O N S  

The map of existing conditions reveals the problems of the area, while displaying strengths and 

positive elements of the hamlet. (page 21)  

 

As indicated on the graphic on page 21, there are key areas (shaded in gray) in the hamlet that are 

ideal for growth and can absorb future development. The surrounding nature preserves and active 

agricultural lands serve as a buffer to these areas, making them prime for infill and new 

development. These sites themselves are currently vacant, underutilized, and lacking investment. 

They are directly adjacent to or abut the strongest areas of the hamlet which are primarily 

residential. Having underutilized and vacant sites adjacent to a strong residential core can have a 

negative impact on the value, aesthetics, and quality of life for neighboring properties.  At the same 

time, these sites are an opportunity for new uses such as more housing options, small-scale retail, 

and commercial which would help enhance the area.  

 

The existing conditions map further reveals that there are few public spaces in the hamlet. Referred 

to as a ñfamily hamletò by its residents, there is a lack of parks, trails, pedestrian trails and 

recreation space. The underutilized and vacant sites provide the space that when developed, can 

incorporate public green spaces that will cater to a family and student community.  Using this map, 

plans can be developed for those sites that are ideal for redevelopment, new, and infill 

development.  
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C O M M U N I T Y  S U R V E Y  

A community survey was distributed to 423 Varna area residents and 

business owners. Town staff and the advisory committee developed 

survey questions around six areas: demographics, quality of life, 

transportation, streets, housing,  and development.   

 

The Town received 131 surveys back, resulting in a ~31% return rate. 

The survey results indicate that 40% of respondents have lived in 

Varna for more than twenty years. Over half of the respondents own 

their own home; however, 54% live in a house and 38% live in a 

mobile home or townhouse unit.  

 

Respondents were asked open-ended questions pertaining to what 

they liked about living in Varna, what changes they would like to see, 

and their fears with change or development.  

 

The results indicated that there is a strong sense of community in 

Varna, it is a good place to raise a family and it is a safe community to 

live/work. Residents like Varna because it is in close proximity to 

Cornell and Ithaca.   

 

The condition and aesthetics of the built environment, adequacy of 

facilities in addition to the levels of traffic, were areas of concern. 

Additional concerns were too much development, too fast and 

changing the character of the hamlet from a quaint, rural area to a 

transient, strip-development corridor with significant traffic. This plan 

strategically addresses those concerns by providing specific goals and 

objectives, a master plan with recommendations and guide for future 

development. Overall, the camaraderie built between neighbors and 

residents provides a strong foundation for any future changes to the 

hamlet.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Community participation was important in developing the plan. Monthly meetings with the Varna Advisory Committee, a group of local residents 

who volunteered to help provide insight into the Varna community, as well as directly from residents in the community formed the basis of 

participation efforts. Town staff engaged in a series of community outreach efforts where residents and business owners provided guidance, 

vision, and critical feedback. Consultants, elected and appointed officials also reached out to friends and associates in and around the 

community to gather opinions on the Varna area. 
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P U B L I C  W O R K S H O P  

A public workshop was held on June 21, 2011 to engage residents in 

the design process. The purpose of the workshop was to determine 

what type of development they would like to see occur in different 

areas of the hamlet.  

 

Attendees participated in two hands-on activities that focused on 

traffic on Route 366 and housing and development. Working with land 

use and transportation consultants, the groups drew on corridor maps 

to indicate where traffic calming measures were needed, issues of 

visibility and safety, and sidewalk/streetscape desirability.  Using 

streetscape templates, participants were able to envision street and 

sidewalk alternatives. 

 

To determine future housing and development needs/desires, Town 

planners created 3-D models of the community where participants 

could move and add buildings to create new development options. 

Pre-designed site plan templates further helped participants envision 

new opportunities. The results of the workshop helped the Town 

determine the type, scale and form of desired development which is 

outlined throughout the plan. 

Residents and community members participated in a design workshop to determine desired future development. 












































































































