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PREFACE

Setting about the task of writing Insiders’ Guide to Washington, D.C. is every bit as daunting as it is exciting. After all, it’s Washington, D.C. where decisions that impact the entire world are made on a daily basis. The political movers and shakers call this city home (as well as their playground). Thus, the D.C. area has no shortage of places to go, plus countless things to see and do, even if you’re not a government official, world leader, or politician.

All of us, no doubt, have strong perceptions of Washington. It is, after all, a city that lives and breathes under an international microscope. The idealist in us views Washington as a great shrine to American heritage, a beacon reinforcing the beliefs in freedom and democracy for all nations. We are awed by the inspiring landmarks, monuments, and memorials; the broad avenues; sprawling parks; world-class museums and galleries; and stately embassies.

In the last decade or so, however, we all have come to view Washington in a dramatically new light. This once largely one-dimensional government town has blossomed into a premier national and global business center; it is in Washington where the rules are made for the complex game of international trade and commerce. The decision-makers are here. The information is here. The communication channels are here. It might surprise you to learn that only a small fraction of the area’s residents are employed by the federal government. Many of the rest have jobs in Washington’s service industries, including tourism, and in law, banking, medical research, telecommunications, publishing, and higher education. Indeed, these factors might be why you are, or are soon to be, headed here.

And you’re not alone.

The District of Columbia is home to more than 600,000 residents. The entire Metro area’s population is about 5.3 million (as of 2009). However, this region is visited by more than 16 million tourists and business travelers every year.

Despite the population, Washington doesn’t have the sprawling metropolitan feel of other large cities. There are no skyscrapers, the streets are clean, and flowers and trees abound. The city is alive with outdoor cafes, colorful neighborhoods, and inviting parks. Many visitors are more apt to compare it to Paris than Manhattan.

The neighborhood feeling isn’t limited to just the 63-square-mile stretch of Federal land bounded by the Potomac River, Virginia, and Maryland. “Washington” has come to mean much of Northern Virginia, including Fairfax, Arlington, Loudoun, and Prince William counties as well as the city of Alexandria. “Washington” also is the fast-growing Suburban Maryland counties of Prince George’s, Montgomery, and Anne Arundel. Residents of each area can be fervent advocates of their own stomping grounds, but what holds the vast array together is the District of Columbia.

For practical purposes, this book concentrates primarily on the District and the aforementioned core counties of Northern Virginia and Suburban Maryland. They encompass what we view as Metro Washington, D.C., or the Nation’s Capital.

In the pages that follow, you will find what we hope is a fresh, insightful, and comprehensive guide to our region. It is our goal that Insiders’ Guide to Washington, D.C., proves to be an invaluable source for newcomers, as it sketches the nuts and bolts of touring the area or even relocating here.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK [image: image]

Whether you’re visiting the Nation’s Capital for a business trip or family vacation, relocating to the Washington Metro area, or just looking for new ways to spend your leisure time, you’ll find something of interest in this book.

Hopefully, you’re about to discover firsthand the joy of hearing the National Symphony perform at the Kennedy Center, and the frustration of almost being late for the concert because of a Beltway traffic tie-up! You’ll relish dining at Bethesda’s intriguing restaurants—when not gazing at Monets and Whistlers at the National Gallery of Art or bagging bargains at Potomac Mills.

We’ve designed this book as a portable, accessible guide to Washington, D.C. and its surrounding suburbs: Northern Virginia and Suburban Maryland. The paperback is small enough to stuff in a suitcase or backpack, yet detailed enough to give you an overview of this vast region’s best cultural, historical, and recreational attractions, as well as tips on how to get around and where to dine and sleep. If you’re planning to stay awhile, check out the chapters on relocation, education, retirement, child care, and health care. We also describe a variety of weekend getaways, ideal for travelers extending their vacations or residents in need of quick escapes.

In most chapters you’ll find information organized in a listing format under the three regional headers. Northern Virginia listings encompass the cities of Alexandria and Fairfax and the counties of Arlington, Fairfax, Loudoun, and Prince William. Suburban Maryland includes Montgomery and Prince George’s Counties, as well as occasional notable attractions in nearby Anne Arundel and Howard Counties.

Wherever possible, we include an address, phone number, and Web address followed by a description of the attraction, event, or organization, often including fees and hours of operation. We also list Web sites for many popular attractions. For restaurants, accommodations, bed-and-breakfasts, country inns, and attractions we include a price code with each listing. Check the price-code keys for explanations. Please be aware that prices and hours are subject to change. You’ll find some attractions mentioned in more than one chapter, and cross-referenced accordingly. For instance, we describe Smithsonian Institution museums in Attractions, but detail their family programs in Kidstuff and highlight their collections of paintings and sculpture in The Arts.

Throughout the book, you’ll also find Insiders’ tips—look for the i—that let you in on local secrets. We’ve also included occasional Close-ups, informative profiles of special events and attractions.

We hope you’ll find this guide to be a handy reference book. We also appreciate hearing from our readers. Tell us what you find helpful and let us know if something is missing. We update the book regularly and find your comments invaluable.


METRO WASHINGTON OVERVIEW [image: image]

Like the elected officials that come and go, Washington is in perpetual transition. It’s a markedly different creature today than it was just 10 years ago—let alone in 1800, the year it became the Nation’s Capital. It is fitting that Washington’s growing pains reflect America’s. It was almost destroyed in the War of 1812, and in the Civil War it reflected the nation’s hotly divided sentiments. It celebrated the arrival of the Second Industrial Revolution and the success of the great barons who transformed the nation’s economic landscape. It teemed with energy and a sense of sacrifice during World Wars I and II. It grew wary and then outright divided over the Korean and Vietnam Wars. It became cynical in the wake of Watergate; hopeful, then pessimistic during the Carter years; and a bit overconfident during the Reagan/Bush tenure. Clinton found himself right at home for eight years in the heavily Democratic region, while George W. Bush’s two terms were plagued with divisive issues of national security.

In recent years the United States has faced economic turmoil, foreign wars, and a wide range of other domestic and foreign problems. The burden and responsibilities of leadership fell upon Barack Obama, who upon taking his position as the country’s 44th president in January 2009 captured the attention of the world as he implemented a wide range of new laws and programs designed to put America back on its feet. His inauguration as the first African-American President was one of the most recent history-making events to take place in Washington, D.C.

While D.C. suffered from the same economic downturn as the rest of America (at least as of late 2009), there has been a strong sense of hope in the area that under the leadership of President Obama, the economy will improve, as will the many problems America is facing. In the years to come, D.C. and the rest of the country will be impacted directly by the decisions and actions taken by President Obama.

Meanwhile, the downtown area and many of the surrounding suburbs are experiencing a cultural renaissance. While growth has slowed down a bit due to the economy, trend-setting restaurants and designer boutiques, which in past years eschewed Washington as too stodgy, now compete for hot metro area locations.

To really understand where the District and its surrounding suburbs are today and where they’re headed in the twenty-first century, it’s helpful to go back a few decades, to at least the beginning of the post-World War II years. As the 1940s gave way to the ‘50s, Washington’s population soared. In the nearby countryside of Maryland and Virginia, forests of oak and pastures of bluegrass yielded to subdivisions and shopping centers. Business was booming. The future looked bright. As the Federal government continued to grow dramatically during the ‘60s, so did the physical size (and, some may say, the ego) of the region.

Then came a bombshell, a watershed event that changed the face of Washington and impacted the entire country: the 1968 assassination of the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. Parts of Washington erupted into a riot zone. Many residents who could afford to do so fled to suburban enclaves. The city became a ghost town by night. The suburbs ballooned farther out, and the resulting polarization was both psychological and physical. On the one hand were the commuters, a daily influx who increased traffic problems exponentially but paid no taxes that might have helped the D.C. infrastructure meet new demands placed on it. Remaining in Washington were the riot survivors, who lived in burned-out neighborhoods a few blocks from the White House. Amidst the downtown chaos were pockets of extreme affluence: Georgetown, Foxhall Road, Embassy Row. The lines of demarcation were clear and rarely crossed.

The Vietnam War and the Watergate era, culminating in President Richard Nixon’s resignation in 1973, only added to the divisiveness in Washington. But those events also indirectly revitalized D.C. because they brought about a new era of grassroots activism. The activism resulted in closer interaction between government and industry as consumer advocates and environmental groups demanded that Washington investigate and regulate U.S. business. No large company or industry in America could afford to be without a presence in the Nation’s Capital. Some opened government relations offices, some funded industry coalitions, and some even moved their companies’ headquarters to the area. Big government started to get strong competition from big business for the Metro D.C. labor force. In reality, each was fueling the growth of the other as business realized that it would have to answer to government. At the same time government experts on industry were a labor pool in high demand by the very companies they oversaw. Many were and are wooed by the private sector, thus the infamous Washington “revolving door.”

Today, hundreds of foreign-owned firms or affiliates have a foothold here, and a quarter, or nearly 2,500, of the nation’s trade and professional associations are headquartered in Metro D.C.

The Washington area claims more than 200 telecommunications and information giants. Journalism is big business here as newspapers, wire services, news agencies, and radio and television networks (some of the world’s most prominent) call D.C. home, not to mention a complex network of bloggers. A handful of Fortune 500 companies also call the Metro area home.

But Washington’s growth hasn’t all been an easy, downhill coast. In the mid- to late 1980s, local business development officials used to talk of Washington’s “recession-proof” economy. They touted the fact that the federal government’s employment and spending base had a stabilizing effect on the economy and that the diversity of business here was too great to allow for any major slowdowns.

Well, things didn’t quite turn out that way. Washington, like everywhere else, was hit hard by the recession of the early 1990s. Commercial real estate, already dangerously overbuilt, took a beating, primarily due to unleased existing space and a dramatic slowdown in new development. Defense contractors awoke to a post–Cold War New World Order and an anticipation of scarcer federal outlays. Banks failed. Engineers, architects, technicians, and journalists, among others, were handed pink slips faster than Congress writes checks. Local governments wrestled with fiscal problems. Those accustomed to the prosperity of the ’80s were thinking the world was coming to an end.

But in recent years (prior to the country’s current economic downturn), the Washington economy grew faster than anyone imagined. Unemployment dropped to a record low of 2.6 percent in some suburban areas. With booming job growth, especially in the technology sector, record home construction, and a thriving, even frantic, home sales market, no one imagined Washington’s economic bubble would burst.

But with job loss already on the rise since late 2000 as technology jobs disappeared, the terrorist attacks in September 2001 fueled the unemployment rate. The region’s unemployment rate rose to 3.6 percent in the aftermath of the tech bust and then leveled off at 3.4 percent. However, more people moved to the region than new jobs were created, thus leading to a drop in overall employment.

As of January 2009, the Washington, D.C. unemployment rate was 9.3 percent. By June 2009, the unemployment rate was up to 10.7 percent, although similar unemployment rates could be found across the United States, so the D.C. area was no better or worse off than most metropolitan cities based on the overall economic situation facing the country.

One factor keeping the unemployment rate from worsening these days is the enormous amount of money the government has pumped into the region to fight the war on terrorism.

Although the business development people may have blown their recession-proof theory, they were on target as far as the diversity of the economy is concerned. The region’s broad mix of industry is one of the great untold economic stories of the past two decades.

i In 1800 the federal government had only 131 employees.

Today, private-sector jobs outnumber government jobs practically four to one, with much of the job growth in high-tech and service industries. At the same time, Washington’s growing stature as a high-tech and international business center has brought the benefit of a more robust and flexible economy.

A culture of entrepreneurship is growing in the region, fueled by the still-strong presence of new telecommunications and Internet-related businesses, especially in the suburbs of Northern Virginia and Maryland.

Although the District lost 5.2 percent of its population between 1990 and 2000, outlying counties gained huge numbers of people: Loudoun County’s population nearly doubled, while Prince William’s grew by 30 percent. Both are projected to nearly double again by 2010.

Unfortunately, this recent growth has deepened the divisions between the “haves” and “have-nots” in the metro area. Increasingly, better-off communities lie west of Interstate 95 in the suburbs and 16th Street in the city (with some exceptions in Prince George’s County). So although one half of the area enjoys robust growth, there’s not enough growth in large parts of the eastern half, according to a study released by the Brookings Institution.

Practically every block of the District’s major historic artery, Pennsylvania Avenue, has been renovated with new plazas, office space, retail areas, theaters, restaurants, and more. The “Avenue of the Presidents,” once deserted by night, has again become a thriving thoroughfare, and its renewal has sparked development throughout the rest of downtown. On Capitol Hill, Washington’s historic Union Station was painstakingly restored over several years and is now the “grande dame” of all train stations. It houses Amtrak corporate headquarters and serves as their flagship station, with trains arriving and departing from beneath the magnificent, statue-lined roof.

In the District of Columbia, information and power spring not only from business and government but also from global financial institutions such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. Equally vital are the city’s 150-plus embassies that provide instant access to commercial and government representatives from nearly every nation.

i If you intend to apply for a government job, request in advance the OF-612 form. You’ll need to fill it out even if you’ve already been offered a position.

THE WASHINGTON WORKFORCE

If you’re looking for a job in Metro D.C., or even if you’ve already landed one, it’s good to know a few vital statistics about the Washington workforce. Besides, a few provocative figures here and there will go a long way on the Washington cocktail party circuit.

In 1999, for example, in the Metro D.C. area, the unemployment rate (according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics) was at 7.3 percent. That figure declined in 2000, but by 2004 was at 7.7 percent. In 2008 and 2009, the unemployment rate steadily increased from 5.9 percent in January 2008 to a whopping 10.9 percent in June 2009.

About 2.7 million people are employed in the Washington area, with roughly three-quarters working in white-collar jobs. Sounds impressive enough, but wait—it gets even more striking. The region has claimed the largest percentage of executive, administrative, managerial, professional, and technical workers among the nation’s largest metropolitan areas. The proportion of scientists, technicians, and Ph.D.s working in Metro D.C. is among the highest in the nation, and nearly one in seven employees works in computer- and telecommunications-related industries. Thirteen percent of all jobs in the District are in the travel and tourism sector. Travel and tourism support more than 71,000 full-time jobs in D.C. (In 2007, the D.C. area welcomed more than 16.2 million visitors, causing the hospitality industry in the region to generate $5.57 billlion in revenue.)
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Brave New World

There’s no question that the tragedies of September 11 had an impact on life inside the Beltway. Like the rest of the country, we struggled to understand the events that transpired and mourned for the loss of life. At the same time, we were forced to acknowledge that living in and around the Capital might make us vulnerable to future acts of terrorism. We cobbled together emergency kits and plotted evacuation strategies with our families. We stocked up on duct tape and plastic sheeting to stave off a biological attack. We learned to navigate roadblocks and street closures and came to expect long security lines at the airport.

For the most part, however, life went on as usual. We’ve learned to adapt to a new normal. Sure, we now have to walk through magnetometers and submit to bag checks to enter certain buildings (including the Smithsonian museums and the National Gallery of Art). We now see bomb-resistant trash cans in our Metro stations, and we’ve heard that some stations now have chemical sensors at work.

But most of us resisted the knee-jerk reaction to head for the hills. A survey by the Greater Washington Board of Trade found that only 15 percent of residents found themselves going downtown less often. About 8 percent said they have thought about moving out of the area because of terrorism. The strong job market and thriving cultural scene are now bringing more people to the area.

Life also changed for Washington, D.C. visitors. Ronald Reagan National Airport was shuttered in the immediate aftermath of the attacks. The popular tours of the Capitol and White House were suspended. In late 2001 and 2002, visitors came in smaller numbers. The flailing economy caused many companies to cut back on business travel, and several school districts canceled their spring break pilgrimages to the Nation’s Capital due to security concerns. The visitors who did travel during this period had the city largely to themselves—and they took advantage of great hotel bargains. The average daily hotel rate in October 2001 was $149 per night, down from $167 per night in 2000.

The downturn didn’t last for long. By 2003 the economy had turned the corner. Visitors were returning in droves and hotel prices were climbing again. The Washington Convention Center opened its doors, allowing the city to host larger, high-yielding medical conventions. New attractions like the International Spy Museum, National World War II Memorial, and National Museum of the American Indian opened. By 2004 the average daily hotel rate reached $161 per night, up 10 percent from 2003.

For the most part, the city’s tourism industry is still booming. The city welcomed 16.2 million visitors in 2007. Hotel prices reached an all-time high in 2006, ending the year with an average daily rate of $191, up 7 percent from 2005 and up 31 percent from 2003.

Today, with online travel services like Hotels.com, Travelocity.com, Kayak.com, Priceline.com and countless others, combined with the slow economy, finding great hotel room deals is a snap. During Labor Day weekend of 2009, for example, three- to five-star hotel rooms were going for between $86 and $400 per night. Many hotels in the region offer incentives to attract tourists and business travelers alike, often including breakfast or other amenities with each night’s stay.

For residents, Mayor Adrian Fenty kicked off a major “green” initiative in 2009. In the Metro area, there are 230,000 acres of park land, and about 70 percent of that is controlled by the National Park Service. The new DC Green Agenda offers a blueprint for a healthier, more sustainable city that goes well beyond just maintaining beautiful parks. Residents are supporting this initiative in many ways. For example, D.C. is second only to Honolulu in terms of the number of farmer’s markets per capita. Plus, many people rely on the region’s public transportation system to get around, and the Metrobuses and Circulator buses now run on clean-burning natural gas. The city has also been named the nation’s most walkable city, because more people walk to work than in any other city in the United States. As a result of the DC Green Agenda, Metro D.C. has become one of the most environmentally conscious cities in the country.




Washington, D.C.’s Vital Statistics

Founded: The city received its charter in 1802; it entered the union as a municipal corporation in 1871.

Mayor: Adrian M. Fenty

Maryland governor: Martin O’Malley

Virginia governor: Bob McDonnell

Population: Washington, D.C.: 600,000; Washington, D.C. metropolitan statistical area: 5.3 million

Area: Washington, D.C.: 67 square miles. Highest elevation is 420 feet.

Counties and cities in the Washington, D.C. Metropolitan Area:

Maryland counties: Anne Arundel, Calvert, Charles, Frederick, Howard, Montgomery, Prince George’s

Virginia cities: Alexandria, Fairfax, Falls Church, Manassas, Manassas Park, Vienna

Virginia counties: Arlington, Fairfax, Loudoun, Prince William, Stafford

Time zone: Eastern Standard Time

Washington, D.C. motto: Justitia omnibus (Justice to all)

Bird: Wood thrush

Tree: Scarlet oak

Flower: American beauty rose

Major airports: Baltimore-Washington International Thurgood Marshall Airport (BWI), Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport (DCA), Washington Dulles International Airport (IAD)

Major roadways: Interstates 66, 95, 395, 495 (the Beltway), and 270

Average temperatures: Winter: High 45°F, Low 30°F

Summer: High 85°F, Low 67°F

Average annual precipitation: 34.8 inches

Major colleges and universities: American University, George Mason University (Virginia), George Washington University, Georgetown University, Howard University, University of Maryland

Famous sons and daughters: Edward Albee, Warren Beatty, Carl Bernstein, Sandra Bullock, Connie Chung, Dominique Dawes, Frederick Douglass, Duke Ellington, Mia Hamm, Goldie Hawn, Helen Hayes, Grant Hill, J. Edgar Hoover, Samuel L. Jackson, Shirley MacLaine, Maury Povich, Leonard Rose, Pete Sampras, John Philip Sousa, Ben Stein

Public transportation: Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority (Metro) operates a Metrorail subway system and bus system.

Military bases: Andrews Air Force Base, Bolling Air Force Base, Davison Army Airfield, Fort Belvoir

Driving laws: Speed limits in residential and business areas throughout the metropolitan region range from 25 to 45 mph; the speed limit on most interstate highways is 55 mph.

Alcohol laws:


	You must be 21 to purchase or consume alcoholic beverages legally.

	Legally, you are presumed to be intoxicated if your blood alcohol concentration is .08%.

	Bars can serve alcohol until 2 a.m. (3 a.m. on Friday and Saturday in D.C.)



Daily newspapers: Washington Post, Washington Times

Sales taxes:

District of Columbia: 5.75%; hotel tax is 14.5%; food and beverage tax is 10%

Maryland: 6%; hotel tax is 8%; rental car tax is 11.5%

Virginia: 5%; hotel tax is 9.5 to 10%

Chamber of Commerce: D.C. Chamber of Commerce Visitor Information Center, Ronald Reagan Building and International Trade Center, 1300 Pennsylvania Avenue NW, Washington, D.C.; (866) 324-7386; www.dcchamber.org

Time: (202) 844-1212

Weather: (202) 936-1212



With three out of five of its residents African American, the District of Columbia has long been the nation’s most influential and affluent predominantly black city. Today, the entire region boasts the leading percentage of black executives, administrators, and managers. Little surprise then that the fast-growing cable network, Black Entertainment Television, is headquartered in the District. In recent years Washington also has experienced a surge in entrepreneurship among its growing Asian, Hispanic, Middle Eastern, and Indian communities, although with the economic turmoil the country and the region faced in 2009, all D.C. area regions and industries have been negatively impacted.

Of course, at the root of Washington’s white collars is education. The metro area inarguably has the best-educated workforce in the United States. More than 17 percent of the adult population living inside the District holds graduate degrees, ranking Washington first among the states and more than double the national metro average of 8 percent.

Beyond all the grand statistics, however, are some very down-to-earth implications. More and more young people are launching their careers in Metro Washington despite the intensely competitive nature of the labor force, especially for entry-level positions.

Maybe more important, fewer are packing their bags after a couple of years. Thriving new neighborhoods inside the District lines are attracting ambitious young workers and empty-nesters alike.

WHERE THE JOBS WILL BE

Thanks to its economic diversity, experts believe that Metro Washington is potentially well positioned for long, sustained economic growth over the next two decades. As the shift from federal to private-sector employment continues, it’s estimated there will be 1.3 million more workers out there by the year 2010, the vast majority in highly skilled occupations (including business, health care, law, and education).

Expect to see an increase in biotech jobs as well. Home to the third-largest cluster of bioscience companies in the world, the D.C. Metro area is leading the way in human genome research, with new research and manufacturing facilities under development.

CRIME IN D.C.

Drug trafficking, primarily in crack cocaine, began paralyzing neighborhoods throughout the inner city in the mid ’80s, and by 1988, the District of Columbia was known as the “Murder Capital of the World.”

The crime rate dropped after that, and was lower in 1998 than it had been in 25 years. Unfortunately, in 2002, the city once again claimed the dubious distinction of having the most murders per capita in American cities with populations greater than 500,000. In 2006 a string of midsummer murders prompted the District police department to declare a crime emergency. Beefed up patrols brought the situation quickly under control.

Between January and August 2009, there were 90 homicides in the D.C. region compared to 122 homicides during the same period the previous year. In 2008, there were a total of 186 homicides, which was down from the 479 that were reported back in 1991.

The Metropolitan Police Department also reported that in November 2008, there were 327 sexual assaults (346 in November 2007), 4,043 robberies (4,051 in November 2007), 2,655 assaults with a deadly weapon (2,993 in November 2007), 3,464 burglaries (3,649 in November 2007), 8,179 thefts (8,217 in November 2007), 8,207 thefts from an auto (7,109 in November 2007), 4,945 stolen autos (5,612 in November 2007) and 39 arson crimes (46 in November 2007).

The best advice for visitors to Washington, as in any big city in the world, is to use caution and common sense. Random acts of violence in usually quiet areas are of course a reality, yet by simply using everyday street smarts, locals and tourists alike should feel perfectly comfortable in Washington’s tourism and business sectors.

i Washingtonians opine on regional issues and other matters at www.dcist.com.

WASHINGTON IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

In the twenty-first century, for better or for worse, Washington remains the single most important political center in the world. In Berlin and Moscow communism has been dismantled and the countries’ entrepreneurs have embraced U.S.–style capitalism with gusto. In South Africa the U.S.–initiated embargo led to the abandonment of apartheid. In recent years the U.S. has taken center stage in places like the Middle East, the Balkans, and Haiti. So as Moscow fumbles over social and economic woes, and Tokyo reels from the effects of an overheated economy, Washington has its sights fixed on emerging marketplaces like China and India.

Illustrative of Washington’s power is the revival of the city itself. In 2003 the behemoth new Washington Convention Center opened in the downtown Mount Vernon neighborhood. At 2.3 million square feet, the convention center is now the largest building in Washington. It covers 6 city blocks and is as long as two Washington Monuments laid end to end.

A 20,000-seat sport/entertainment complex called the Verizon Center opened in midtown in 1997, the centerpiece of an entertainment industry that generates $833 million in annual spending by visitors alone. There’s also been expansion at the region’s airports.

i Politics aside, science is big business. Washington, D.C. Metro area is a booming biotechnology center, home to the third-largest cluster of bioscience companies in the world, including some of the most notable pioneers in human genome research.

NORTHERN VIRGINIA

The Monolith That Is Fairfax County

Fairfax County, which encircles the self-governed municipalities of Falls Church, Fairfax City, Vienna, and Herndon, is the dominant economic force in the metro area, housing some of the biggest employers. Defense giant General Dynamics moved its national headquarters here from St. Louis. With a population of 1,015,302 (according to the July 2008 census), it has more residents than several states and almost twice the number of the District of Columbia. Moreover, nearly one in seven Virginians lives in the county. It is the region’s largest employer.

But it’s more than jobs that attract people to Fairfax County. Steeped in history—this is, after all, the home of George Washington and George Mason, father of the American Bill of Rights—the county is defined by a sense of civic orderliness and a commitment to a high standard of living. When English explorer John Smith, the first European to set eyes on the area that is present-day Washington, D.C., ventured into the county in 1608, he was taken aback by the amount of wildlife and natural resources that graced the area—bounty he would later help claim for England.

i Fairfax County is more than just the largest county in Virginia. It’s home to more residents than seven states: Alaska, Delaware, Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, Vermont, and Wyoming.

If Smith were in Fairfax County today, he would also want to claim some of the finest public schools in the nation, a workforce that is among the nation’s most educated and affluent, and a public safety record that is the envy of most suburban jurisdictions.

Equally alluring to newcomers—especially families—are the county’s extensive parklands, myriad shopping malls—including one of the nation’s largest in Tysons Corner Center—upscale neighborhoods, and abundant historical and recreational attractions.

The flip side to the county’s fortunes are home costs, which are among the highest in the nation (as are housing costs in most of the metro area), with affordable housing in seriously short supply. In addition, the infrastructure lags behind the pressures of a booming population. No matter what time of day, you can find a traffic jam somewhere in Fairfax County, though matters have improved with the construction of the Fairfax County Parkway, which winds its way from the northernmost limits of the county to the southern tip.

Urban Cousins: Arlington County and the City of Alexandria

Arlington County and the city of Alexandria are the alter egos to suburban Fairfax. Much more in tune with the urban pace of Washington (they were in fact part of the District of Columbia at one time), Arlington and Alexandria command a great influence on the Nation’s Capital.

i A little-known spot in Fairfax County is the historic village of Clifton at its southwestern tip. Great for a Sunday drive, the village is a patchwork of quaint houses, shops, and restaurants surrounded by winding country roads, meadows, and horses. It looks like Virginia hunt country, but it’s only 35 minutes from downtown Washington, D.C.

In Arlington you can find such Washington icons as the Pentagon, Arlington National Cemetery, the Iwo Jima Memorial, and Reagan National Airport. As in Alexandria, economic activity in Arlington historically has been tied to the federal government. In addition, both jurisdictions house hundreds of national and international associations, lobbyists, and special-interest groups, as well as a fair number of federal government offices. Nevertheless, Arlington and Alexandria contain their share of private industry and government jobs. Arlington County is home to the Pentagon, the Public Broadcasting Service, and Reagan National Airport, as well as major shopping centers at Pentagon City, Clarendon, and Ballston. Next door in Alexandria—one of the nation’s oldest port cities and business centers—are the headquarters for the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office and the Independent Insurance Agents of America.

Over the years, Arlington has assumed somewhat of a multiple personality. Self-contained communities such as Ballston, Crystal City, Pentagon City, and Rosslyn, each with its own central business district, bloom with shopping centers, towering offices and condos, and an inexhaustible supply of restaurants. The northern edge of the county contains upscale single-family homes, many on large lots with views of the Potomac and the District beyond, while parts of the extreme southern end border on seedy, with crime being a major concern. All told, some 209,969 people now call Arlington home (as of July 2008). But unlike Fairfax County, which is the refuge of families with children, less than 20 percent of Arlington households have children under age 18.

Mention the word Alexandria and most people immediately think of Old Town, the city’s charming and affluent historic district that hugs the banks of the Potomac. And for sure, history is a way of life in Old Town. Settled in 1749 by Scottish merchants, the city blossomed into one of the leading ports of Colonial America, driven in good measure by a lucrative trade in Virginia-grown tobacco. George Washington conducted a lot of business here, and Robert E. Lee grew up here, later moving to Arlington House, now part of Arlington National Cemetery. Alexandria’s venerable Christ Church has been visited by almost every president. The Revolutionary and Civil Wars played out on Alexandria’s streets, some of which look much the same today as they did in the early nineteenth century.

Walk around and you’ll find block after block of painstakingly restored Federal-style homes interspersed between curio shops, inns, bars, restaurants, parks, churches, and museums. So picturesque is Old Town that it draws 1.5 million visitors a year. Old Town wasn’t always so gentrified, though. From the 1940s through the early ’70s, hard times set in and much of the area was blighted with boarded-up shops and dilapidated homes. When the revitalization bug kicked in some 20 years ago, entire blocks of houses could have been purchased for a fraction of the present-day cost of a single home here. As you can imagine, many a fortune was made in Old Town. Among the upscale renovations, there still exist some housing projects, and most of the crime in Old Town occurs here in the form of drug-related wrongdoing. Residents of nearby homes, no matter how affluent and well protected, are also subject to burglaries and muggings from time to time. For the most part, you can avoid trouble by sticking to the crowded commercial areas and steering clear of the shadowy residential streets, whose many trees and alleys provide strategic hiding places for mischief makers.

Alexandria is more than Old Town, though many visitors think the two are synonymous. Most of its residents live in diverse outlying neighborhoods, like charming Del Rey, a trendy neighborhood adjacent to Old Town, or the West End, with its many high-rise apartments. Further confusion arises from the fact that the city of Alexandria is surrounded by Alexandria, Fairfax County. Perhaps the most famous landmark in the expanded area is the community of Mount Vernon (mailing address Alexandria), with homes ranging from modest to baronial. As the name implies, George Washington’s estate—also Mount Vernon—sits smack in the middle of the area. Leading to it is a bicycle path offering Potomac River vistas, a route popular with both tourists and residents. In fact, the George Washington Memorial Parkway, and the national parkland adjoining it, make this one of the most scenic and bucolic corners of the metro area.

Prince William County

Although more than 60 percent of Prince William County residents commute at least 30 minutes to work, it’s not quite the bedroom community it once was. In recent years, the county’s population has jumped to 364,734 (as of July 2008).

Newcomers arrive in masses here to live in nice, relatively affordable neighborhoods with improving schools and a surprisingly large number of cultural and recreational diversions. It’s a good place for families just starting out, and that’s reflected by the median age of residents: 32 years. The county also has the highest percent age of households with children in the region.

Prince William still contains huge tracts of undeveloped land and is home to sprawling national and state parks, including the Manassas National Battlefield, one of the most important sites of the Civil War. Other attractions include the U.S. Marine Corps Museum, a minor-league baseball team, several community theater groups and museums, and the Nissan Pavilion at Stone Ridge, a state-of-the-art concert amphitheater. Here you’ll also find the FBI Academy, Quantico Marine Base, and Quantico National Cemetery, which is actually larger than Arlington National Cemetery.

Prince William has been extremely proactive in efforts to lure more employers to the county. However, not every corporate entity is welcome. The Walt Disney Company was sent packing in 1994 after encountering fierce—and largely unexpected—opposition to an American history theme park it had proposed for the rolling countryside near the history-rich town of Haymarket. Easily the biggest attraction in Prince William, though, is Potomac Mills, one of the biggest outlet shopping centers in the world and—sad, but true—the single most popular tourist attraction in the entire commonwealth.

The Virginia Exurbs: Loudoun, Fauquier, and Stafford Counties

The outlying Virginia counties of Loudoun, Fauquier, and Stafford are at a crossroads as Metro Washington continues to expand in its radial fashion. Not quite totally suburban but neither completely rural anymore, the counties are what may be termed exurban.

Loudoun County is easily the fastest-developing outer jurisdiction in either Virginia or Maryland. Between 1990 and 2000 its population nearly doubled, surging to 169,000. It’s expected to grow another 94 percent by 2030. According to the July 2008 census, the population was 289,995.

Nevertheless, Loudoun is still mostly wide-open spaces. A vocal group of natives and newcomers would like to keep it that way. That’s why you’ll see the heaviest concentration of commercial and residential activity kept to the eastern stretches of the county, from Leesburg to the Fairfax County line. Here is where you’ll also find Washington Dulles International Airport (although a small piece sits in Fairfax), a major catalyst behind the county’s growth and a major source of employment.

Other heavy hitters headquartered in Loudoun include United Airlines, America Online, and Verizon. Government also maintains a presence here, adding thousands of homeland security and postal service jobs to Loudoun’s economy.

To the south and west of Leesburg, the county seat, is a sprawling patchwork of farms, orchards, and horse pastures. It is here where Virginia’s famed Hunt Country begins. South of Loudoun is Fauquier County, with its equally beautiful horse farms and country estates. New housing developments in and around Warrenton, the county’s largest community, are attracting more and more Metro D.C. commuters and even a growing number of retirees. Fauquier contains some of the most scenic land in the Old Dominion, and consequently, like Loudoun, there is a considerable antigrowth sentiment here. People move out here to get away from traffic congestion, crime, and overcrowding, so they want to preserve the county’s rural character. Stafford County is a bit of a different story, however. Located just south of Prince William, it is actively wooing new residents and businesses with affordable land prices, the promise of relaxed living, and easy access to I–95. Folks are responding to the offer. During the ’90s, the county’s population recorded one of the highest percentage gains in Virginia. Stafford enjoys a close proximity to both Washington and Richmond and is bordered immediately to the south by the city of Fredericksburg, one of the most charming and historic communities in the commonwealth. However, the access to I–95 is a mixed blessing, because the road is almost always snarled with traffic. Rush hour begins at noon on Friday, because this is also the most widely used interstate route for tractor-trailers and others traveling along the East Coast. At peak hours the drive from Stafford County to Washington, D.C. can take up to two hours, so investigate carefully before you believe claims by real estate agents of an “easy commute.”

SUBURBAN MARYLAND

The “State” of Montgomery County

Although diehards on both sides of the Potomac would probably never admit it, Montgomery County is to Maryland what Fairfax County is to Virginia. In terms of population, jobs, median household income, and size, the two counties are strikingly similar. In other words, Montgomery County is an aberration of sorts. As Maryland’s largest and most affluent county, one could argue—as do many lawmakers in Annapolis—that Montgomery is its own separate state. That might be overdoing it a bit, but this mega-county of about 950,680 (as of July 2008) residents is far more aligned, socially and economically, with the District and Northern Virginia than with Baltimore or any other part of the Free State.

i Before you mail a letter to an address located in Chevy Chase, be sure you know whether the person lives in D.C. or Maryland. The two communities border each other.

At the same time, Montgomery in many ways is Metro D.C.’s most diverse jurisdiction. The southern half of the county is overwhelmingly white collar and decidedly urban. Here, you’ll find the posh homes and estates of Potomac and Chevy Chase, the retail meccas of White Flint and Montgomery malls, and the lost-in-time Victoriana of Kensington and tiny Garrett Park (which has declared itself a nuclear-free zone). Here, you’ll also find an interesting mix of both highly successful and struggling immigrants hailing from Central America, Vietnam, India, Iran, and China. Many come to work at the impressive campus of Bethesda’s world-renowned National Institutes of Health or at the high-tech companies that flank I–270. Others clean the buildings, work the landscapes, and wash the dishes.

Major employers in lower Montgomery County include Marriott International; Lockheed Martin, the country’s largest defense contractor; the National Naval Medical Center; and Discovery Communications, which built a new headquarters in downtown Silver Spring.

The northern portion of Montgomery, or the “Upcounty” as locals emphatically refer to it, moves to a gentler, less urban beat. Here, it’s not unusual to see large dairy farms abutting business parks, or commuters coming to a halt at cattle crossings and creeping slowly behind tractors in the spring. A few years ago, a black bear cub emerged from the woods of Seneca Creek State Park and onto a heavily trafficked road. The cub returned to the wilds unscathed, but not before setting off one of the region’s more memorable traffic jams. Although the Upcounty is proud of its efforts to preserve open space—Montgomery reportedly set aside more farmland than any other suburban county in the nation—the tenor of the place is rapidly changing. Subdivisions now extend north of Gaithersburg, transforming once-sleepy areas like Germantown and Damascus into bustling bedroom communities favored by young professionals seeking affordable housing. Onetime apple orchards and wheat fields increasingly are sprouting single-family homes and shopping centers.

The Melting Pot of Prince George’s County

In 1988 one of the largest commercial developers in Metro Washington broke ground on an ambitious project that came with the promise of virtually reinventing the image of Prince George’s County. The huge development was to be called Port America, a stately, multipurpose business and residential community that would grace the banks of the Potomac River, within earshot of the busy Woodrow Wilson Bridge. But the national recession set in, legal hassles ensued, and Port America fell apart. Now a major development called National Harbor is planned for the same site and will feature hotels, entertainment, upscale shops, and a marina modeled after the Inner Harbor in Baltimore. The project is anchored by the Gaylord National Resort & Convention Center, which opened in 2008.

i Prince George’s County is full of firsts: It’s where Samuel Morse sent his first telegraph message across the country’s first telegraph line; it’s home to the world’s oldest continuously operating airport; it’s the site of the first U.S. Postal Air Mail Service, the first flying school, and the first helicopter flight.

It’s safe to say that Prince George’s has still not yet totally arrived, at least not to the same degree as its more prosperous neighbors to the north and west. A chronic crime problem in the urban areas closest to Washington, coupled with some highly publicized criminal cases involving local government officials, have taken their toll on the county’s image. Don’t count “P.G.”—as it’s commonly called—and its 820,852 (as of July 2008) residents out of the picture, however.

The positives far outweigh the negatives. The county is undergoing an economic upswing, with several major federal facilities constructed here in recent years. These include the recently built 1.2 million-square-foot IRS headquarters in New Carrollton, the USDA building in College Park, and the National Archives II facility.

P.G is home to the University of Maryland, the state’s flagship university with more than 35,000 students and a tradition-rich athletic program. Andrews Air Force Base, which is used by the president and many other government officials, the National Agricultural Research Center, NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center, and the U.S. Census Bureau also call P.G. home.

P.G., among other things, has always been the region’s—if not one of the nation’s—most established multiracial communities. Black, Caucasian, Hispanic, and Asian Americans live side by side and largely in harmony in Prince George’s. While housing prices are still high, they’re more affordable. The county’s public school system has made tremendous inroads in recent years, and there’s a new chief executive officer.

If you’re into spectator events, chances are you’ll be spending some time at Rosecroft and Laurel Park Raceways (horse racing), the FedEx-Field football stadium less than a mile away, and the Prince George’s Equestrian Center in Upper Marlboro. These venues entertain many thousands of Washingtonians throughout the year (see the Spectator Sports chapter).

A Sense of Place in Anne Arundel County

There’s a certain feeling that pervades Anne Arundel County. Maybe it’s due to Annapolis, the splendid Maryland capital city, with its colonial waterfront homes, the oldest State House in continuous use in the United States (since the 1770s), and the imposing campuses of St. John’s College and the United States Naval Academy. Maybe it’s the quiet coves and inlets of the Magothy, Severn, and South Rivers. Or maybe it’s the broad, sweeping views of the Chesapeake Bay afforded from atop hilly pastures dotted with wooden tobacco barns and thoroughbred horses. From whatever it springs, it’s hard not to feel an acute sense of place in Anne Arundel, a county as beautiful as its name suggests.

Not too many decades ago, Washingtonians built summer homes here, and the county’s economy was associated largely with the state government and the fishing and sailing trades of the Chesapeake Bay.

Today, Anne Arundel is grappling with a new identity. The past decade ushered in a surge in population, fueled in large part by the well-documented economic fortunes of nearby Baltimore and Washington. Many of the county’s 512,790 residents now make the 25-plus-mile commute into the District and other parts of Metro Washington—a feat virtually unheard of a few decades ago. Rapid suburbanization has had its share of nasty side effects like increased crime and housing costs, but all told, Anne Arundel retains a remarkably high quality of life. Indeed, this is its main selling point. And although longtime residents vehemently resist the notion of being part of Metro D.C. or Baltimore, there is an accommodating attitude toward newcomers that are drawn to this enchanting, history-filled corner of Maryland.

Maryland’s Exurbs: Frederick, Howard, and Charles Counties

As suburban Maryland continues to creep farther out into the countryside, it’s markedly changing the face of at least three outlying communities: Frederick, Howard, and Charles counties.

Bounded by Pennsylvania to the north and Montgomery County to the south, Frederick County offers the perks of a relaxed country setting—this is the land of covered bridges, inns, vineyards, and roadside produce stands—but with an undeniable air of big-city sophistication. In downtown Frederick, the county’s principal city, one can munch on blue-corn tortillas and other trendy fare before taking in a gallery opening or browsing through dozens of antiques shops. From here, you’re about equal distance from Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, and downtown Washington, although the commute north is much easier. In winter the ski slopes of White Tail and Liberty in Pennsylvania are only a bit more than 30 minutes away. Still, Frederick is less than an hour’s drive from much of Metro D.C., and housing prices won’t send your heart rate through the roof.

Howard County, lodged between Montgomery and Baltimore Counties, is easily the most established Maryland exurb. Columbia, its largest community, is a planned city developed by the same folks responsible for revitalizing the inner harbors of Baltimore and Norfolk, Virginia. In Columbia one can find the comforts of suburbia and the home investment security that goes with intense zoning regulations. Like its Northern Virginia counterpart, Reston, Columbia may be a tad sterile for some, but its numerous tree-lined parkways and quiet residential areas give the impression of country living just 25 miles from either Washington or Baltimore. Merriweather Post Pavilion, one of the nation’s first outdoor concert venues, brings top-name entertainment to the county throughout the warm-weather months.

South of Prince George’s County, and just 20 miles from the District line, lies Charles County, a place where not too long ago tobacco and truck farming reigned supreme. An influx of new housing developments, especially along the U.S. Highway 301 corridor between Waldorf and La Plata, and the opening of the county’s first shopping mall are helping to create a bona fide suburban atmosphere. The challenge of the future for Charles County inevitably will be forging a balance between development and preservation of its long-cherished rural lifestyle.

(For information about independent cities within the above-mentioned counties, consult our Relocation chapter.)

SUGGESTED READINGS AND RESOURCES

A good number of books deal with finding a job in Metro Washington. Some of the most helpful are:


	An Insiders’ Guide to Political Jobs in Washington by William T. Endicott, John Wiley & Sons—Former president Gerald Ford gave this rave review for this 2003 comprehensive guide: “A remarkable description of what Washington political jobs entail, how you get them, and where they lead. A public service.”

	The Book of U.S. Government Jobs: Where They Are, What’s Available, and How to Get One by Dennis V. Damp, Brookhaven Press—The 2008 edition of this book about federal employment offers a practical guide for finding government work.

	Of course, the Internet is an invaluable tool for Washington, D.C. job seekers. Go to www.washingtonpost.com for a comprehensive look at what’s available. Federal government jobs are always posted at www.usajobs.com.

	The Occupational Outlook Handbook: 2008/2009 Edition, published by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, offers detailed information about job opportunities and thousands of specific career outlooks by region, as well as for the entire country. The printed version of the book is updated every two years, and is available from libraries and career resource centers in schools, for example. All of the content is also available for free at www.bls.gov/oco. This is an indispensible resource for job seekers.





Convention and Tourist Bureaus/Tourist Information

Contact the following agencies to receive free, comprehensive travel and tourism information packets.

Washington, D.C.


	Visitor Information Center, 1300 Pennsylvania Avenue NW, Ronald Reagan Building, Ground Level, Washington, D.C. 20005, (866) 324-7386, www.downtowndc.org

	Destination D.C. (formally known as the Washington, D.C. Convention and Tourism Corporation), 901 7th Street, NW, 4th Floor, Washington, D.C. 20001, (202) 789-7000, (800) 422-8644, www.washington.org



Northern Virginia


	Virginia Tourism Corporation, 901 East Byrd Street, Richmond, Virginia 23219, (800) 847-4882, www.virginia.org

	Alexandria Convention & Visitors Association, 421 King Street, Suite 300, Alexandria, Virginia 22314, (703) 746-3301, (800) 388-9119, www.funside.com

	Arlington Convention and Visitors Service, 1100 North Glebe Road, Suite 1500, Arlington, Virginia 22201, (800) 296-7996, www.stayarlington.com

	Fairfax County Tourism and Convention Bureau, 7927 Jones Branch Drive, South Wing 100, McLean, Virginia 22102, (800) 732-4732, www.fxva.com

	Loudoun County Convention and Visitors Association, 222 Catoctin Circle SE, Suite 100, Leesburg, Virginia 20175, (800) 752-6118, www.visitloudoun.org

	Prince William County/Manassas Convention and Visitors Bureau, 8609 Sudley Road, Suite 105, Manassas, Virginia 20110, (703) 396-7130, (800) 432-1792, www.visitpwc.com



Suburban Maryland


	Maryland Office of Tourist Development, 401 East Pratt Stree, 14th Floor, Baltimore, Maryland 21202, (866) 639-3526, www.mdisfun.org

	Annapolis and Anne Arundel County Conference and Visitors Bureau, 26 West Street, Annapolis, Maryland 21401, (410) 280-0445, (888) 302-2852, www.visitannapolis.org

	Montgomery County Conference and Visitors Bureau, 111 Rockville Pike, Suite 800, Rockville, Maryland 20850, (240) 777-2060, (877) 789-6904, www.cvbmontco.com

	Prince George’s County Conference and Visitors Bureau, 9200 Basil Court, Suite 101, Largo, Maryland 20774, (301) 925-8300, www.visitprincegeorges.com.







Contacts

If you’d like to receive more specific information about the Metro Washington economy, labor market, or business relocation opportunities, we encourage you to contact the following agencies:


	Washington, D.C. Economic Partnership, 1495 F Street, NW, Washington, D.C. 20004, (202) 661-8670, www.wdcep.com

	The Greater Washington Board of Trade, Office of Research, Policy, and Transportation, 1725 I Street, NW, Suite 200, Washington, D.C. 20006, (202) 857-5900, www.bot.org. Or at the same address, the Greater Washington Initiative, a regional economic development marketing organization, (202) 857-5999, www.greaterwashington.org

	Maryland Department of Business and Economic Development, 217 East Redwood Street, Baltimore, Maryland 21202, (410) 767-6300, www.mdbusiness.state.md.us

	Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments, 777 North Capitol Street, NE, Suite 300, Washington, D.C. 20002-4239, (202) 962-3300, www.mwcog.org

	Virginia Economic Development Partnership, 901 East Byrd Street, Richmond, Virginia 23218, (804) 545-5600, www.yesvirginia.org



Selected Regional Economic Development Authorities


	D.C. Office of the Deputy Mayor for Planning and Economic Development, 1350 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW, Suite 317, Washington, D.C. 20004, (202) 727-6365, www.dcbiz.dc.gov

	Montgomery County Department of Economic Development, 100 Maryland Avenue, Rockville, Maryland 20850, (240) 777-1000, www.montgomerycountymd.gov

	Prince George’s County Economic Development Corporation, 1100 Mercantile Lane, Suite 115A, Largo, Maryland 20774, (301) 583-4650, www.pgcedc.com

	Anne Arundel County Office of Economic Development, 2660 Riva Road, Annapolis, Maryland 21401, (410) 222-7410, www.aaedc.org

	Fairfax County Economic Development Authority, 8300 Boone Boulevard, Suite 450, Vienna, Virginia 22182, (703) 790-0600, www.fairfaxcountyeda.org

	Alexandria Economic Development Partnership Inc., 1729 King Street, Suite 410, Alexandria, Virginia 22314, (703) 739-3820, www.alexecon.org

	Arlington County Economic Development, 1100 North Glebe Road, Suite 1500, Arlington, Virginia 22201, (703) 228-0808, www.smartplace.org

	Prince William County Office of Economic Development, 10530 Linden Lake Plaza, Suite 105, Manassas, Virginia 20109, (703) 792-5500, www.pwcgov.org




HISTORY [image: image]

You could read dozens of volumes about Washington, D.C., and merely scratch the surface of the rich history associated with our Nation’s Capital. From high-profile local incidents to the federal government’s role in national and global affairs, events emblazoned on today’s front pages frequently turn up in tomorrow’s historical tomes. In this chapter we won’t attempt a scholarly discourse on the people and episodes that shaped our fair city. Rather, we offer a thumbnail sketch of Washington history, featuring landmark events from the District’s shaky beginnings to its even shakier recent past. (For more about current conditions here, see the Metro Washington Overview chapter.)

Don’t fret: You won’t be quizzed! You may, however, learn a few intriguing facts about places you’ll undoubtedly encounter during your forays into this unique city.

CREATING A CAPITAL

He’s not only the Father of Our Country. George Washington also is the Father of Washington, the District of Columbia, in the sense that our first president chose the site for the Nation’s Capital later named in his honor.

i The Birthnight Ball, a social celebration of George Washington’s birthday, began during his lifetime and still takes place every year in Alexandria.

During the years immediately following the Revolutionary War, Northerners and Southerners held fierce debates over where to put the permanent capital city. Philadelphia proved a top contender, along with New York and Charlestown. The two sides finally struck a deal in 1790, an agreement forged between two of the greatest political leaders in America: Alexander Hamilton, a New York Federalist and fiscal conservative, and Thomas Jefferson, a Virginia agrarian liberal. Under the straightforward terms, Jefferson’s Southerners agreed to support Hamilton’s proposal that the federal government assume the war debts of the 13 original states if, and only if, Hamilton’s Northerners would agree to move the capital city south, from Philadelphia to a veritable wilderness along the banks of the Potomac River.

President George Washington, a surveyor by profession, homed in on what he deemed an ideal site in 1791: a central location that proved convenient to the states and close to the Potomac River, which he considered a likely boon for commerce. Never mind that the area consisted of scattered farms and murky riverside corridors that resembled swamps to most who saw them. Washington could picture in its place a magnificent city, and he knew just the person to put his dream to paper: Pierre Charles L’Enfant, a French-born architect who had volunteered in the American Continental army. When presented with the task, L’Enfant—who had spent his childhood in the palace at Versailles, where his father served as an artist—conjured up visions of grandeur that rivaled royal European cities and raised the eyebrows of government officials. The plan he mapped out contained wide, tree-lined streets, including a mile-long avenue with a congressional building at one end and a presidential “palace” at the other. He imagined large parks adorned with statues and fountains.

L’Enfant had his own ideas of how to do things, and he increasingly ruffled feathers as he refused to follow government-ordered instructions and deadlines. Eventually, Washington had no choice but to fire him. L’Enfant’s original plan remained largely intact, however. Surveyor Andrew Ellicott and his African American assistant, Benjamin Banneker, who had mapped out the district’s 10-mile-square boundaries, continued laying out the city’s gridlike street designs.

i Washington, D.C. elected its first mayor, Walter E. Washington, in 1975. Before this election, D.C. was governed by a mayor-commissioner appointed by the president of the United States.

THE CITY SLOWLY TAKES SHAPE

The grand city L’Enfant and Washington envisioned didn’t spring up overnight. On the contrary, people were in no great rush to settle into a place characterized by damp, mosquito-infested areas, free-roaming farm animals, and more muddy roads than elegant boulevards. Even in 1800, with the Capitol’s north wing completed and the government relocated from its temporary Philadelphia headquarters, one local citizen described the capital as “a town of streets without houses.” George Washington also had selected the location for the White House, and although he laid the cornerstone in 1792 and lived to see the building’s completion, he never occupied the presidential residence. The honor of being first to live at the historic address fell upon second president John Adams and his wife, Abigail, who found the mansion to be an inconvenient work in progress for quite some time after they arrived in 1800.

Washington, D.C. received its city charter in 1802 along with a local government that included a mayor appointed by the president and a council chosen by the residents. Although officially a city, it remained a scourge to many Congress members, who found it crowded, dirty, and unbearably hot and humid in the summer. Even Thomas Jefferson, president from 1801 to 1809, retreated to his Charlottesville home to escape the heat. From 1800 to 1803, the population rose from 3,000 to only 8,000 people.

A DEVASTATING FIRE

The city still possessed an ambience of incompleteness in 1814, when, two years after the start of the War of 1812, British troops invaded the city and set fire to most of the public buildings. They set the Capitol on fire, as well as the President’s House (the White House’s name until Theodore Roosevelt’s administration). First Lady Dolley Madison, waiting for husband James to return from a trip, hesitated to leave their home even after James sent orders for her to evacuate. She refused to go before securing some of her husband’s papers and Gilbert Stuart’s portrait of George Washington, which has continued to hang in the White House throughout the years. Although rainy weather helped contain the fires, the Capitol and President’s House received extensive damage. The Madisons finished out James’s term in temporary residences, as the President’s House repairs weren’t complete until James Monroe took office in 1817. The Capitol took even longer to rebuild: It wasn’t finished until 1830.

THE CAPITAL GROWS

As rebuilding progressed over the next few years, more and more people began to move to Washington. By 1822 the population had increased to more than 15,000 people, including many free Blacks. Over the next several years, citizens saw the beginnings of what would become some of the area’s best-known attractions.

An act of Congress in 1821 created The George Washington University, which would grow into a nationally recognized school of higher education (see our Education chapter for more on the university today). The National Theatre, founded in 1835, was one of the city’s first cultural attractions. It suffered through five fires and a partial collapse over the years, but still continues to entertain Washingtonians with Broadway-caliber plays and concerts (see The Arts chapter). In 1846 the government founded the Smithsonian Institution with money willed to the country by James Smithson, a British scientist who wanted the United States to build an establishment to promote knowledge. (You’ll find more on Smithsonian museums and events throughout this book.)



Historical Resources

Historical societies and offices can help you dig up facts about local people and places. Following are some local resources:


	Historical Society of Washington, D. C. (801 K Street, NW, Washington, D.C., 202-383-1850, www.historydc.org)

	Montgomery County Historical Society (111 West Montgomery Avenue, Rockville, Maryland, 301-340-2825, www.montgomeryhistory.org)

	Prince George’s County Historical Society (11 Crescent Road, Greenbelt, Maryland, 301-220-0330, www.pghistory.org)

	Office of Historic Alexandria (220 North Washington Street, Alexandria, Virginia, 703-838-4554, http://oha.alexandriava.gov/)

	Arlington Historical Society Museum (1805 South Arlington Ridge Road, Arlington, Virginia, 703-892-4204, www.arlingtonhistoricalsociety.org)

	Fairfax County History Commission (10360 North Street, Fairfax, Virginia, 703-293-6383, www.co.fairfax.va.us/visitors/history/histcomm)

	Historic Prince William, Inc. (P.O. Box 1731, Prince William, Virginia 22195-1731, 703-754-8191, www.historicprincewilliam.org)







Construction began in 1848 on the Washington Monument, deviating greatly from the proposed equestrian statue included in L’Enfant’s original plan. Due to a lack of finances, the 555-foot-tall obelisk wasn’t completed until 1884, and it didn’t open to the public for four years after that. The city’s first art gallery, the Corcoran Gallery of Art, got its start in 1859. Today, it ranks not only as the oldest, but also as one of the finest and largest. (See the Arts and Attractions chapters for more about visiting these places.)

On a sad historical note, 1841 saw the first death of a president in office. William Henry Harrison delivered his inaugural address while standing outside in cold drizzle—for about 90 minutes. One month later, he succumbed to pneumonia and Vice President John Tyler took the oath of office, during an indoor ceremony.

THE CIVIL WAR TAKES ITS TOLL

Washington, D.C. found itself in a precarious position as the Civil War raged from 1861 to 1865. Located 60 miles south of the Mason-Dixon Line and just 100 miles north of Richmond, the Confederate capital, the city was pulled in both directions. Washington became overcrowded with camps, temporary shelters, and hundreds of soldiers and escaped slaves who flocked to the city. Housing grew scarce and disease ran rampant. Even though the war ended in 1865, the year proved tumultuous for the city. The budding Smithsonian Institution lost its original collection of artifacts in a fire at its castle headquarters. And the country suffered a loss even more devastating: President Abraham Lincoln, attending a performance at Ford’s Theatre, was fatally shot by the deranged Confederate activist John Wilkes Booth.

i Slaves living in Washington, D.C. enjoyed their first taste of freedom on April 16, 1862, nine months before Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation. “Emancipation Day” is celebrated each year in the District to mark the occasion.
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Civil War: Washington, D.C. at a Crossroads

For four harsh years the Washington area stood at the epicenter of the Civil War, arguably the most tragic event in our country’s history. Even before the first shots were fired on Fort Sumter, South Carolina, in April 1861, the tense capital city found itself in a most precarious location—60 miles south of the Mason-Dixon line and just 100 miles north of Richmond, the Confederate capital.

Politics aside, conditions were tough in Washington. Temporary shelters, office buildings, camps, hospitals, supply depots, and hundreds of new residents suddenly appeared throughout the city, putting a strain on the housing supply and public services. Crime soared and slums grew up around the Capitol.

The war’s first major battle took place about 30 miles west of Washington, near Bull Run Creek in Prince William County, Virginia, in July 1861. At the Battle of First Manassas, Union forces expected an easy victory. Instead, Union general Irvin McDowell’s 35,000 soldiers were met with strong resistance from General Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson’s 32,000 Confederate soldiers, whose powerful performance sent a shockwave through Washington. It was not going to be an easy fight.

The Civil War ultimately devastated neighboring Virginia. In Fredericksburg and surrounding Spotsylvania County, 50 miles south of Washington, four major battles (Fredericksburg, Chancellorsville, The Wilderness, and Spotsylvania Court House) raged between 1862 and 1864. Tens of thousands of casualties were claimed in the hundreds of battles and skirmishes, including the Battle of Second Manassas, that took place within a 60-mile radius of Washington. In fact, more Americans perished on Virginia’s Civil War battlefields than in all other American wars combined.

The single most violent day of the war took place near the rural Maryland hamlet of Sharps-burg, less than 70 miles northwest of the District. Here, on September 17, 1862, at the Battle of Antietam, more than 12,000 Federal troops and 10,000 Confederates died in some of the most gruesome hand-to-hand combat ever witnessed. Never in our history have more Americans been killed in one day.

As war raged in Maryland and Virginia, the U.S. government constructed 68 forts and 98 gun batteries to protect the capital city. Civil War enthusiasts can visit Fort Dupont (Minnesota Avenue at Randle Circle, SE, 202-426-7745, www.nps.gov/nace/ftdupont.htm), which guarded the 11th Street Bridge linking the southeast neighborhood with the Federal district of Washington. The fort never saw battle but did serve as an important sanctuary for runaway slaves.

You can also roam the grounds of the strategic forts constructed in and around Rock Creek Park (202-895-6000, www.nps.gov/rocr). Fort Stevens, just east of the park at 13th and Quakenbos Streets, NW, is where General Jubal A. Early’s spirited Southern forces squared off against an aggressive Union line in July 1864. Among the battle’s many spectators was Abraham Lincoln, marking the first time in history that a president in office came under direct enemy fire. Battleground National Cemetery (6625 Georgia Avenue, NW) contains the graves of 41 Union soldiers who perished while defending the fort.

Fort Reno, at Belt Road and Chesapeake Street, no longer remains, but you can check out its key vantage point as the highest point in the District, more than 400 feet above sea level. Fort DeRussy, meanwhile, sits right off a bike path at Oregon Avenue and Military Road, NW, in the heart of Rock Creek Park. To the west of the park, at Western Avenue and River Road, is Fort Bayard, now a popular picnicking site. Remains of other forts still exist at Fort Slocum Park, bordered by Kansas Avenue, Blair Road, and Milmarson Place, NE; Fort Totten Park on Fort Totten Drive, south of Riggs Road; and Battery Kemble Park, bordered by Chain Bridge Road, MacArthur Boulevard, 49th Street, and Nebraska Avenue, NW. Fort Bunker Hill, no longer visible, once stood in a Northeast section now bordered by 14th, Otis, 13th, and Perry Streets.

Washington, D.C. does its part to honor the soldiers who sacrificed and the leaders who emerged during the struggle. Many of the city’s squares, traffic circles, and statues are named after Union officials. Farragut Square (17th and K Streets) honors Daniel Farragut, the U.S. Navy’s first admiral, who captured New Orleans from the Confederates to gain control of the lower Mississippi River. Sheridan Circle (Massachusetts Avenue and 23rd Street, NW) is named for General Phillip Sheridan, the Union commander whose ride from Winchester, Virginia, is immortalized in Thomas Buchanan Read’s poem “Sheridan’s Ride.” There’s a tribute to William Tecumseh Sherman behind the Treasury Department (15th Street and Pennsylvania Avenue, NW). McPherson Square (15th and
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