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WASHINGTON, D.C.

THEN AND NOW INTRODUCTION

What is often forgotten about the grandiose city of Washington, D.C. is that it is a home to many. Alongside stately buildings, and presidential homes there are ordinary people born and raised in D.C., who continue their family’s long-standing legacies in the nation’s capital. Others travel from elsewhere, adopting the title of “transplant”, and arrive hoping to influence the historic decision-making process in the capital of the United States. No matter how one ends up in the District, any who live in its 131 neighborhoods – the exact number is debated – call this quasi-diamond shaped town their home. It is those stories which we endeavor to tell within this book, illuminating the hidden lives, and histories of the streets of Washington, D.C.

The District of Columbia was not always brick row houses and brutalist architecture. In its earliest years, the land was occupied by several Native tribes. Around the Anacostia and Potomac Rivers; the Chesapeake Bay; and in the nearby states of Maryland and Virginia; there were over a dozen indigenous groups who made their home on this land. There were three primary Native tribe villages in the Washington area, the largest being that of Nacotchtank, from which the word Anacostia is derived. The access to rivers and wilderness that made up Washington at this time provided many resources for these communities.

The arrival of European settlers to the area in 1608 changed life for the people there. While these early Europeans and their descendants are often referred to as “the first Washingtonians,” this is not an accurate reflection of the make-up of this land. Captain John Smith was the first documented European to reach the Potomac River, who recorded his interactions with those who lived there already. After forty years of contact, both hostile and friendly, the population of Native Americans in the area was reduced to a quarter of its original size.

While tobacco farmers and plantation owners lived in this area throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, it was not until the Residence Act of 1790 that Washington, D.C. was officially chosen to be the nation’s capital. With plans due to be completed by 1800, rapid and ingenious work was needed to prepare the city for its congressional arrival.

French-born Pierre Charles L’Enfant was going by Peter after his move to the new United States, after a career in the Revolutionary War. He offered his architectural services to President George Washington and embarked upon a city which mixed traditional European features and solutions to the needs of a modern democracy. The new city took parts from Maryland: their town named Georgetown, and Virginia: their ‘across the river’ town, Alexandria to create its diamond shape. Although both the diamond shape and Alexandria’s inclusion in the city were only temporary, these elements of the original plan bear a mark on the city today.

In the early 1900s infrastructural changes were much needed in D.C., with an influx of new residents to the Federal City. In 1902, Senator James McMillan sat at the head of a congressional committee in charge of improving the infrastructure of Washington and so came The Report of the Senate Park Commission, also known as the McMillan plan, detailing artistic improvements. From large monuments such as the Lincoln Memorial to a central transportation hub called Union Station, the McMillan Plan brought architectural consistency to Washington, and is reflected in many of the white sandstone buildings seen within the District today.

Throughout the twentieth century, American involvement in the World Wars created a need for federal support and, with it, more jobs for those in Washington. After World War II the population in D.C. peaked, nearing a million in 1950 and in the decades following many Washingtonians who were financially able, primarily white residents, moved their lives to the new and developing suburbs. By 1957, Washington became the first major city with a majority Black population, which continued to grow throughout the 1960s. This decade saw a large amount of Latino migration into D.C. and tensions rose between communities, much of which persists in the still-political city today. In the second half of the twentieth century, Washington experienced a period of regrowth from which it emerged the triumphant and thriving capital of the United States.

This book documents the architectural changes of Washington, showcasing how these structures represent the lives of those who have made their home in the city. Buildings and monuments physically make up this city, but the stories of those who lived here and their experiences are what make Washington, Washington. We hope this book encourages those visiting to venture off the well-trodden National Mall and experience some of Washington’s local history, or inspires local residents to try sightseeing for a day as they visit Washington’s popular locations. Who knows, you might just learn something new.
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The Capitol building, built in the eighteenth century, can be seen in the water of the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool in Washington, D.C.









WOODWARD & LOTHROP

Changing the way Washingtonians shopped

THEN: In the years following the Civil War to the early twentieth century, downtown D.C. saw the onset of a major commercial advancement: the department store. One of the very first stores in the District lived in this building, known as Woodward & Lothrop or “Woodies” as it was called by loyal customers. In 1886, business partners Samuel Walter Woodward and Alvin Mason Lothrop opened this flagship location on the corner of 11th and F Streets NW, and carried various products to suit D.C. shoppers’ needs. Soon after they arrived in D.C., their business absorbed other buildings, dominating the entire block, adding floors and other businesses such as Rich’s Shoes as time went on. However, Woodies didn’t just change the physical landscape of D.C.; it changed how Washingtonians shopped altogether. The store instituted a “one price” policy, eliminating the haggling that had been standard at the time, and accepted returns for a cash repayment instead of just store credit. Eventually, Woodies became one of the most popular department stores in D.C., with customers including the White House.

[image: image]
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Woodies was not just known for its revolutionary shopping policies, but for its elaborate displays and promotions. These included eye-catching window displays. Most popular were their holiday displays, which even included live penguins from the Smithsonian’s National Zoo one year.


NOW: While Woodward & Lothrop stood out for changes it made to shopping for Washingtonians, they implemented aggressive policies of racial discrimination that were common in D.C. at the time. After World War I, they fired all Black employees in order to make room for white soldiers returning back to the District. The store practiced segregation, sometimes not allowing Black customers into the store at all. These policies received strong pushback from local civil rights activists, led by Mary Church Terrell who eventually had the policies overturned. Woodies continued its expansion with stores in D.C.’s growing suburbs, however by the mid-1980s, the local favorite faced a loss of family ownership and increasing competition from national retailers like Macy’s. Since the store’s closure in 1995, the flagship building has changed hands several times, but the Beaux-Arts style building will remain on its corner as a D.C. Historic Landmark.
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MARY E. SURRATT BOARDING HOUSE

The site where the Lincoln assassination was planned

THEN: President Abraham Lincoln’s assassination was a significant moment in Washington, D.C.’s history, with Ford’s Theater positioned at the forefront of this horrific event. However, another building in the District holds equal significance to the assassination: the Mary E. Surratt Boarding House. Built in 1843 in an Early Republic (or Federal) style, this pre-Civil War brick building operated as a boarding house from 1864 to 1865 by the Confederate sympathizers, Mary Surratt and her son, John Surratt, Jr. Throughout these final years of the Civil War, the building hosted several guests. One notable visitor at this time was John Wilkes Booth, the man responsible for President Lincoln’s assassination. In his visits to the house leading up to the attack on the President, Booth met with his co-conspirators George Atzerodt, David Herold, Edmund Spangler, Samuel Arnold, Michael O’Laughlen, and Lewis Powell at the Boarding House to plan the details of the assassination. Involved in these conversations and supporters of Booth’s plan were Boarding House proprietors Mary Surratt and John Surratt, Jr. Right before travelling to Ford’s Theater to carry out his deadly plan, Booth stopped by the Boarding House to speak privately with Mary Surratt.

[image: image]

NOW: The plan to assassinate President Lincoln was successful although Booth and his co-conspirators were eventually discovered. Booth made it out of Washington, D.C., but was found and died resisting capture while several of his co-conspirators were arrested for their crimes. Mary Surratt was included in this group, and was arrested at her home, which was subsequently searched. In this search, several implicating items such as bullet molds and confederate flags were discovered. Following her trial, Mary Surratt was discovered to be guilty of conspiracy to assassinate the President and became the first woman to be executed by the Federal Government. After Mary’s death, the building continued to operate as a boarding house, yet changed hands frequently and eventually was left unused by the 1920s. In 1925, the building was purchased by Irvan Schwartzman who made significant renovations to the building and converted the first floor to a commercial space. Changes in the area continued into the 1930s as Chinese immigrants moved into the neighborhood after being forced out of their previous housing units due to the construction of new federal buildings. The site is now a karaoke bar called Wok & Roll and exists in what is considered D.C.’s Chinatown.

[image: image]








THE CAPITOL BUILDING

The ever-growing seat of American democracy

THEN: When city planners began work on the new capital of the United States, they needed a home for the legislative branch to sit. As early as 1793 the location was selected, and President George Washington laid its cornerstone on the southeast corner of the Capitol Building’s eventual foundation. Unsure of who to hire for the job, the new United States Congress held a competition for the best architectural design which was won by Dr. William Thornton, a relatively new architect in Washington, D.C.

The expected move-in date for the new legislative branch was 1800 and the architectural plans proved to be overly ambitious. By the time Congress arrived in Washington, only the Senate wing had been completed. Construction continued to face early challenges throughout the nineteenth century when in 1814, British troops invaded the new capital city and set the District aflame; including the Capitol Building. A rainstorm prevented the structure’s complete destruction, but the building ultimately required improvements. As the country expanded westward, more senators and representatives were needed for the growing number of seats which meant the initial chambers constructed in the Capitol Building became overly crowded. The building was already overfull with its reference library, the Library of Congress, and permanent tenant, and the third branch of the American government, the Supreme Court.

Construction stopped during the Civil War to provide support for the soldiers. The Capitol Building was used as military barracks, a hospital, and at one point, a bakery. The Capitol Building had been a relatively flat building with no distinguishable top feature but finally gained its iron dome in 1863. Constructed with almost nine million pounds of ironwork joined together, the dome topped with the Statue of Freedom is one of the most recognizable symbols of the American government today.

[image: image]

NOW: The Library of Congress was eventually granted its own building to free up space for Congress, and in 1935 the Supreme Court left the legislative branch for a building of its own, right behind it. The twentieth century brought with it technological advancements and expansions, such as separate buildings for office space and committee rooms for both the House and the Senate. To get around the District and into the Capitol Building more easily a senate terminal was added right under the Senate steps, and Congress continues to have its own small train to transport the congress people from building to building.

In 2008, the U.S. Capitol Visitor Center was completed, and includes an exhibit about the Capitol’s unique history not only in American politics, but as a recognizable feature on the Washington, D.C. skyline.

The Capitol’s congressional steps have seen presidential inaugurations, influential speeches, and moments of protest. In recent memory on January 6th, 2021, the Capitol Building was beset by a group of politically motivated individuals whose actions led to a breach of Capitol security and several related deaths, which continue to affect Washington and the U.S. political landscape.
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U.S. PATENT OFFICE

“That noblest of Washington buildings”

THEN: In his plan for the new capital, Pierre Charles L’Enfant set aside a location between the White House and the Capitol building on 8th and F Streets to be a monumental structure. He envisioned this to be a nondenominational church, or even a Pantheon to celebrate America’s heroes and accomplishments. In a way, L’Enfant’s vision came true when the site became the United States Patent Office, a building that housed the innovations and original models of America’s greatest inventors.

Popular Washington architect Robert Mills began construction on the building in 1836, including modern structural advancements such as brick vaults, balanced with more graceful details such as the rounded staircases. However, Mills fell out of favor with Congress, who questioned his competence and instead changed leadership of the project to Mills’s greatest critic, Thomas U. Walter. Completed in 1868, the building was considered to be one of the greatest examples of Greek Revivalist architecture in the United States and was donned “that noblest of Washington buildings” by famed poet Walt Whitman.

The Patent Office opened during its lengthy construction period and grew exponentially in the number of patents it received. It received over 200,000 patents in the 1880s, a significant increase compared to the 6,000 received in the 1840s. An increased number of patents meant a demand for more staff, and the office faced backlash when in 1853 the Commissioner of the office hired women to work alongside men and receive equal pay for their work – although this was short-lived. In 1854, Clara Barton, founder of the American Red Cross, worked in the Patent Office. She returned to the Office during the Civil War to care for injured Union soldiers, alongside Walt Whitman during the time when the Patent Office served as an important space for Union operations during the conflict.

[image: image]

NOW: Architects Robert Mills and Thomas U. Walter promised their constructions were fireproof, which proved to be false. In 1877, the largest fire in Washington, D.C. history broke out in the building. The structure was later reconstructed, but by 1932 it no longer suited the needs of the Patent Office. Following the Patent Office’s departure, the building fell into the common federal building fate in D.C. of hosting various offices, such as the Civil Service Commission. In the 1950s the building was recommended for demolition for the construction of a new parking garage, however local preservationists fought for the building to remain and with the intervention of President Dwight D. Eisenhower the building found a new purpose. In 1958 it was transferred to the management of the Smithsonian, and in 1968 opened as the dual home of the Smithsonian American Art Museum and the National Portrait Gallery. Although it is not the Pantheon L’Enfant intended, the building continues to maintain its long history of celebrating American achievement.
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