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  AVALON THEATRE


  For the price of a ticket, the Avalon Theatre transports moviegoers everywhere in the world—and occasionally beyond—five shows a day, seven days a week. But what most who belly up to the box office don’t know is that there is an unscripted journey to be had behind the silver screen at the 1923 Chevy Chase movie house.


  For the lucky few who get to see it, the area concealed by the screen serves as a faded, largely untouched snapshot of the historic theater’s early days. It reveals chipped, dusty clues about a time when the names of live acts graced the marquee, an organ played during silent films, and some 1,200 people (versus the 450 seats there now) squeezed together to take it all in. Decrepit dressing rooms where actors once made quick costume changes still stand in the wings, and peeling gold paint adorns what appears to be a once-gilded arch above the stage now partly concealed by wooden pallets, plywood, and the stray piece of aging movie equipment. Beneath the stage, a large pit, once an important part of a cooling system, remains.


  “They got AC in the thirties," explains former board chair Kim Abraham. “Before that they had a system where they would dump ice and circulate the air one way or another around it. It was a comfortable place to come and get out of the heat. People would settle in here for the day.”


  Abraham joined with others in the community to save the Avalon when it was abruptly closed in 2001. As a result of their efforts, the theater reopened in 2003 as an independent, nonprofit entity. Money raised during the process allowed the Avalon to be repaired and reimagined as a film and education center.
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  “The previous owner had plans to gut it and turn it into a two-story retail thing,” says Executive Director Bill Oberdorfer, another of the original community member group who joined together to save the theater. “The façade was somewhat protected. It’s landmarked. But the rest . . . The standing joke here is that the only reason this is not a CVS is that there is one down the street.”
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  BELMONT - PAUL WOMEN’S EQUALITY NATIONAL MONUMENT AND THE FLORENCE BAYARD HILLES FEMINIST LIBRARY


  The four hundred or so notecards found in the collection of the Florence Bayard Hilles Feminist Library at the Belmont-Paul Women’s Equality National Monument are worth far more than the yellowed paper they are written on. Although ordinary looking, the cards make up what in 1915 was a cutting-edge system that helped secure the vote for women in this country.


  “Besides being the first people to picket the White House, the suffragists also really innovated and changed the way people lobby,” says Jana Friesen McCabe, a supervisory park ranger with the monument. “Their strategy was to bring in women from all over the country to lobby, which was not done before. If you are doing that, how do you prevent [the members] from getting the same story over and over again? How do you keep track of the progress? By taking detailed notes . . . incredibly detailed notes on where Congress stood, whether they were married, if their wife supported the amendment, if their daughter did.”


  The National Women’s Party Congressional Voting Cards kept track of the good, the bad, and the ugly. “So vehemently opposed,” reads one card documenting a congressional visit. “Almost insulting in his insinuations in that we are not normal women because we do not want to be protected as we should. ‘The normal woman knows her place,’ he says. There is no hope for him, I am sure. And he should be avoided as far as possible. He opposes the amendment on the grounds that [it was a state’s right to decide who should be able to vote] and also on the principles of everlasting inferiority of women.”


  Harsh words like these were slung not only at the women lobbying Congress but also at their system. “Word got out somehow that they were doing this, and people started to refer to it as the ‘deadly political index,’” tells the National Women’s Party’s Director of Interpretation Kelsey Millay. “They saw it as weird and intrusive that they were keeping such thorough records on people.”


  While a commonplace approach today, the Congressional Voting Cards set a lobbying precedent. The “deadly index” in part grew out of what was considered one of the only acceptable jobs for a woman in the early part of the twentieth century. “At the time, one of the few professions opened to them was to be a secretary,” says McCabe. “They took those skills and applied them to this fight for suffrage.”


  Historical treasures like the cards share space with the other significant artifacts and collections preserved at Florence Bayard Hilles Feminist Library, the country’s first of its kind. The actual poles the activists used to hold up their banners in front of the White House lean against a wall near the library’s entrance. A small sampling of them also decorates the walls of the staircase in the public part of the Capitol Hill house that served as the National Women’s Party headquarters from 1929 to 1997. In 1997 it transformed from a lobbying group to a nonprofit educational organization. A collection of scrapbooks detailing the party’s life remains a library highlight.


  “The house is named for Alva Belmont, who is the wealthy benefactor of the women’s movement, and Alice Paul, who was the founder,” Millay explains. “Alva Belmont collected newspaper clippings about suffrage and about the National Women’s Party. Being a very wealthy woman, she then would hire people to create scrapbooks.”


  Some of the banners raised on those poles can be seen in action in the newspaper photos preserved among the pages of these meticulously kept scrapbooks that span decades. A select few are on display in the public part of the house.


  In 2016 the historic site officially became part of the National Park Service. History truly pours out of every corner of this site. Take the attic space now used as an office for the rangers: The vintage floral wallpaper in the bathroom harkens back to the time when women boarded in the house. Since unmarried women were not allowed to check into hotels, many of the activists also lived or stayed in the house through the years even as recently as the early 1990s. (The National Women’s Party now operates out of the red brick home’s basement.) Its mission now is to move the house and movement’s lore from the lesser-known history to the more broadly shared category through the park service and its interpreters.
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  “It’s such an incredible story, and it’s one that doesn’t get told often or widely enough,” McCabe shares. “I consider myself well educated. I took women’s studies classes. I took history classes. I knew about the connection between suffrage and abolitionism. I read the second-wave feminist philosophers, but there was nothing in retrospect on this period. There were no classes offered. I had never heard about Alice Paul before. I never even questioned how the Nineteenth Amendment got passed. When I first heard about it, I almost felt like I had been cheated.


  “These were incredible women. They were so dedicated. They went through so much to secure the right to vote for us, and yet they are left out of curriculum, even curriculum that celebrates women. To get to be part of sharing that story and hopefully raising the visibility of it . . . is something I never dreamed I would get to do in my career, let alone to get to do something that is so personally meaningful to me.”


  BOUNDARY STONES OF THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA


  One is in a church parking lot, another lies within eyeshot of a fast-food restaurant, two blend into the background at old cemeteries, while several others hang out at the edge of parking lots or pop up in people’s backyards. Hidden in and out of plain sight, the forty boundary stones set down in 1791 and 1792 to define the young nation’s new capital city are considered the country’s first monuments, notwithstanding the lack of fanfare surrounding them.


  A cross between worn grave markers and crude replicas of the Washington Monument, the sandstone boundaries form a ten-mile square—a 3D connect-the-dot map of the original District of Columbia, with one stone placed every mile along the periphery. Many of the surveying markers haven’t aged gracefully. Largely unprotected and often forgotten, the stones have been the victims of weather, construction, and, in at least one case, a bulldozer. Four no longer exist and have been replaced with replicas.


  Two of the most pristine examples of what the stones—and the area—looked like when Major Andrew Ellicott placed them in the ground at President George Washington’s request hide on the grounds of the Washington Aqueduct. They carry the numbers NW4 and NW5.


  “Probably my favorite is NW5 because it’s the most pristine,” says Stephen Powers, cochair of the Nation’s Capital Boundary Stones Committee. “It’s among those in the best condition of the forty since fewer people have been able to get there because it’s in the middle of the woods [and on private property]. It really gives you a feel for the terrain Ellicott had to traverse.”
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  For the past almost fifteen years, on the first Sunday in May, Powers sets out early to visit all forty stones by nightfall. He records what has changed around them and which ones might need repair or a crew of volunteers to pick up trash cluttering them. “When I started, there was no digital photography or Internet,” says the boundary stone enthusiast. “I kept journals with drawings and maps documenting what I saw.”


  The stones first captured his curiosity when he was helping his then elementary school–age daughter with a homework project. Taken by the history and provenance of the simple monuments from George Washington’s day, he now works to bring attention and, he hopes, protection to them year-round.


  “Everything in the area is a result of these stones,” Powers says. “The Beltway goes around a ten-mile square because of the way the DC lines were drawn. Look at a map of the DMV, and the most prominent thing is that ten-mile square. It’s all because of that line. It’s because of the fact that these stones sat in the ground untouched for [so many] years while everything grew around them. They tell the story of [almost 230] years of history and growth.”


  Other than the occasional downed tree, little has changed around the two stones on the campus of the water treatment plant. During Powers’s early visits to NW4 and NW5, a now-retired longtime plant employee would describe how members of the Daughters of the American Revolution made annual pilgrimages to the spot.


  “He told lots of stories about how the DAR used to come out yearly and have picnics in front of the stones,” Powers recalls. “They were all in dresses and sashes, and he would set up picnic tables for them. They would come to praise the stones.”


  All of the stones carry the inscription “Jurisdiction of the United States” on the side facing the District. The opposite sides say either “Virginia” or “Maryland,” depending on which state ceded the land to create the city.


  Small cage-like fences put up by local chapters of the Daughters of the American Revolution in the early 1900s enclose some of the stones currently found in DC, Maryland, and Virginia, reflecting the fact that the city no longer is a perfect ten-mile square. The very first fence sponsored was for the water plant stones.


  The Washington Aqueduct general manager, Thomas Jacobus, reports that he gets calls about once a month from people wanting to view NW4 and NW5. He honors those requests when possible, sometimes driving groups in a company van and then leading the way to the stones through overgrowth and forest with a walking stick in hand.


  As more people find out about the boundary stones, interest in them seems to increase. Northern Virginia resident Craig Fifer counts himself among the fan club of the city markers. After reading about them on Facebook, he decided to set the goal of seeing all forty the year before he turned forty. “Perhaps it’s the balance between the enjoyment of finding new things and the satisfaction of a finite accomplishment,” Fifer says of the draw to the stones that were placed in the ground at a time when both the White House and Capitol still were under construction. “In terms of NW4 and NW5, I think they’re a reminder not only that we have so many treasures hidden in plain sight in our region but that you can see most of them up close if you just ask nicely.”
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