
1 | Historical Context Study 

 

 

Contents 

 

Map of the Study Area         2 

 

Preface          3 

 

Finding          5 

 

I. Historical Narrative         7 

 

II.  Significance, Registration Requirements, and  

Associated Property Types       43 

Introduction and Criteria       43 

Property Types        48 

A. Property Type: Dwellings       48 

B. Property Type: Commercial, Retail,  

Warehouse, and Workshop Establishments    76 

C. Property Type: Government Buildings     88 

D. Property Type: Places of Worship     98 

E. Property Type: Other Facilities      106 

F. Property Type: Parks and Playgrounds     110 

 

III.  Historical Typology of Structures      113 

A. Property Type: Dwellings       113 

B. Property Type: Commercial, Retail,  

Warehouse, and Workshop Establishments    123 

C. Property Type: Government Buildings     127 

D. Property Type: Places of Worship     130 

E. Property Type: Other Facilities      134 

F. Property Type: Parks and Playgrounds     135 

 

Bibliography          136 

 

  



2 | Historical Context Study 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The Study Area 
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Preface 

This study is a preliminary assessment of the built environment of Southwest. Researched 

and written by QED Associates LLC for the Southwest Neighborhood Assembly, it 

explores the historical significance of Southwest to establish an historic context defined 

by National Register Bulletin 16B as ña body of information about related properties 

organized by theme, place, and time.ò  

Focused primarily on the area from the waterfront north to the Southwest Freeway and 

west of South Capitol Street, this study defines the areaôs historically significant period as 

beginning in 1791, with Pierre LôEnfantôs commission to draw up a plan for the District 

of Columbia, and ending in 1973, when construction was completed on the last structure 

in LôEnfant Plaza. Within the confines of its timeframe and geography, the study 

provides a ñframework for determining the historic significance of sites, buildings, 

structures, and objects by relating them to the common themes it identifies.ò
 1
 

The study has three major parts. The first is an historical essay that provides a theoretical 

framework for the development of housing in Southwest from the early federal period 

through the post-World War II decades. It explores the relationships between housing in 

Southwest and themes of development, urban poverty, employment, and the physical 

landscape. It includes an extensive discussion on social reform, housing legislation from 

the Depression onward, and public and private redevelopment.  

The second part discusses the major types of structures in the study area in relation with 

established preservation criteria for significance. In the third part, the Typology Table 

presents an annotated classification of representative extant structures according to 

category. Together, these two sections reveal the richness of the architecture of 

Southwest, from turn-of-the-20th vernacular to highly sophisticated mid-century 

modernism. They include Southwestôs diverse roster of DC Inventory and National 

Register-list of buildings and sites, which range from the vernacular James Dent House, 

designated for its association with community improvement efforts, to the esthetic and 

artistic qualities of Town Center East, the work of renowned architect I.M. Pei. 

Designated properties include 18
th
-century federal-style houses, 19

th
-century 

Romanesque revival and Gothic churches, a colonial revival dog pound, and modernist 

apartment-town house complexes. The study offers a finding that affirms the historical 

significance of Southwest, and it concludes with an extensive bibliography.   

This study builds on the extensive primary and secondary sources available about the 

area including three previous studies that have examined the Southwest in anticipation of 

                                                           
1
 National Register Bulletin 16B, 6. 
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an historic designation. The earliest, the Southwest/Lower Southeast Historic Survey 

Historic Context Statement by Design Forum Associates in 1994, consists largely of a 

listing of existent pre-1945 buildings. It recommends that ñpermit research be conducted 

for many of these buildings in order to provide a more accurate view of the historical 

development of the areaò and that further study be accorded the later structures in the 

redevelopment area.
2
  

In 1992 American University sponsored a study, Archaeological Survey of the Southwest 

Quadrant of the District of Columbia, edited by Elizabeth A. Moore and Charles W. 

McNett. Their extensive exploration of the area, which included an examination of its 

physical geography and detailed maps, has provided a basis for understanding the 

geopolitical environment that informs this studyôs opening essay.   

Parsons-Brinkerhoff undertook a third study, in 2005, on the South Capitol Street 

corridor south of P Street, for the DC Department of Transportation. It provided more 

specific recommendations, among them that a Southwest row house historic district in 

Squares 652 and 653, comprising the Coleman & Richards Row, Banes Row, and 

Sanitary Houses within the 1300 blocks of Carrollsburg and Half Street (east side), the 

Randall School, and the PEPCO Buzzard Point Plant, be deemed NRHP eligible.  

The current study offers a more extensive historical and architectural discussion, 

including housing, commercial and manufacturing structures, schools and other 

government buildings, places of worship, the waterfront, and parks and playgrounds. 

More specifically,  

¶ It identifies the extant elements that define the physical landscape and explores 

the historical roles played by Southwest.  

¶ It examines the early federal city and river port with wharves, warehouses, and 

workshops that sustained a blue-collar neighborhood for more than two centuries.  

¶ It details evolving social visions that dominated housing reform and traces the 

effects of racial segregation on housing, employment, and public education. 

¶ It provides a portfolio of civic buildings and correlates their functions with the 

growing role of federal and municipal government over the 20th century.   

¶ It examines Southwestôs modernist residential complexes, which were apparently 

too recent for their significance to be assessed by the early 1990s studies.    

                                                           
2
 The stated goals of the Southwest/Lower Southeast Historic Survey Historic Context Statement were 1) to 

survey the remaining pre-1945 buildings in this section of Washington; 2) to augment the existing 

computerized inventory maintained by the HPO; 3) to identify significant built historic resources, 

particularly properties eligible for historic designation; 4) to provide a perspective for evaluation of 

resources through analysis and description of the historic context. See p.16 for recommendations. 
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Finding 

 

 

The study affirms the historical value of Southwestôs built environment and 

recommends that the community and the Southwest Neighborhood 

Assembly explore options for preservation. Southwestôs layers of landscape 

constitute a unique historical environment that marks more than two 

centuries of urban change. Situated in a relatively small geographic area are 

individual historically important buildings and sites that comprise a living 

expression of successive waves of social reform struggling to meet human 

needs in an evolving modern city.  

Further research in pursuit of preserving Southwestôs historic fabric would 

facilitate a coordinated and coherent synthesis of the many themes of 

historical significance incorporated into the Southwest cityscape. It would 

allow a holistic interpretation of the built environment that bridged the 

divide between housing constructed before and during World War II and the 

massive urban renewal with its historically important modernist buildings 

and gardens that reshaped the Southwest beginning in 1957. It would also 

more fully integrate the evolution of the waterfront into the historical 

narrative and emphasize the symbiosis of a physically and economically 

healthy environment. Above all, it would provide a unique opportunity to 

highlight a quadrant of the original LôEnfant Plan that has been largely 

invisible to Washingtonôs visitors and residents alike.  
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Figure 2. Map of Washington, 1818, by Robert King.  Southwest was bounded on the north by the Mall 

and Tiber Creek and on the east by South Capitol Street and by the Washington City Canal, which joined 

Tiber Creek and James Creek to make the quadrant visually into an island. ¢ƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǎƳŀƭƭΣ 

about 13,000, and most of the streets existed only on paper, especially in upper Northwest and 

Northeast. Library of Congress 
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Part I. Historical Narrative 

 

Introduction 

For several decades in the late 20
th
 century Southwest was a backwater of economic 

development. Despite a unique modernist collection of middle-class housing, the 

quadrant was home to the Districtôs largest concentration of public housing, was plagued 

with crime, and suffered from poor urban services. Recently, especially since the 1990s 

and the opening of Metroôs Green Line, the building of the baseball stadium, and the 

reconnection of 4
th
 Street from the Mall to the waterfront, the quadrant has experienced 

escalating urban development and a new consciousness about its past. This historical 

context report examines decisive trends that have shaped Southwestôs history, and offers 

a narrative that embraces racial, ethnic, and economic groupings and their respective 

experiences and contributions to the areaôs history.  

The historical analysis in this section of the report provides context for the more 

schematic architectural typology and commentary sections that follow. It opens with 

efforts during the federal period to attract an affluent population and establish a maritime 

port for the new capital city. After the Civil War and the failure of these expectations, the 

waterfront and its environs experienced a gradual rise in population and also in poverty. 

Concerns about public health and deteriorating living conditions drew the attention of 

social and health reformers at the end of the 19
th
 century and urban planners through the 

20
th
. Repeated efforts at housing reform culminated with the razing of some 600 acres in 

the late 1950s and early 1960s, involving the destruction of a large swath of the 

quadrantôs historical social and economic fabric. The narrative concludes with the 

emergence of a unique modernist environment dominated by middle-class housing; an 

urban waterfront focused on recreation; the formation of the Districtôs first racially 

integrated neighborhoods; and new public housing for the poor in the 1960s that set the 

stage for contemporary development.  

Beyond a narrative, this section argues for the historical importance of environmental 

change along the waterfront and successive visions of urban reform represented in the 

areaôs built environment. The co-existence of useful and fully occupied housing that 

reflects the aesthetics, building innovations, styles, and social values of reformers, 

developers, and innovators from the late 19
th
 through the 20

th
 centuries interested in 

housing for the ñpoorò alone constitutes a unique urban landscape. However, the 

juxtaposition of these historically important efforts with the modernist buildings of the 
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mid-20
th
 century and the public housing of the 1960s is a visual commentary on shifting 

values and attitudes toward poverty, race, and class within a relatively small and 

contained area that is possibly unique in the country.  

In the Beginningé 

The Southwest quadrant, since 1800, has been a place of great expectations repeatedly 

tempered by disappointing realities. It began life with promise, owing to its fine 

geographical setting as the southern riverfront portion of the central federal district 

planned by Pierre LôEnfant. Early Southwestôs largest private landowner, Notley Young, 

held the land south of C Street stretching from the undeveloped shoreline to an interior of 

gardens, pastures, and woods with a plantation manor house, and slave quarters; and in 

1797, on a peninsula along the west side of Greenleaf Point, the District built an arsenal. 

Congress acquired most of the remaining land and through its appointed commissioners 

offered much of it for sale, as a way of raising funds to construct public buildings and 

also to encourage development of what was otherwise a landscape of fields and woods.  

 

Figure 3. Wheat 
Row as it 
appeared in the 
late 19th century. 
Clark, Greenleaf 
and Law in the 
Federal City 

 

Wheat Row 

and the Law 

House, two 

notable buildings constructed by the James Greenleaf syndicate or persons associated 

with it, survive from the pre-1800 period. The four Georgian style row houses built in 

1794 on 4
th
 Street south of M. and named after John Wheat, an early occupant, today 

stand embedded in the late 1960s modernist complex of Harbour Square. Two blocks 

away, along 6
th
 Street, within the modernist Tiber Island complex, stands the residence 

designed in 1794 for businessman Thomas Law and his wife, Eliza Parke Custis, 

granddaughter to Martha Washington. While Wheat Row reflects the attached, clustered 

housing typical of the cityôs urban streetscape into the 21
st
 century, the Law house, with 

spacious grounds overlooking the river, has a setting repeatedly replicated over the 

centuries in the less densely populated sections of the city to mark the ownersô class, and 

wealth.  
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Hopes that the District might someday become a great national port through water access 

to the interior states also date from the days of Pierre LôEnfant, when George Washington 

helped organize the Potomack Company, chartered to improve navigation up the Potomac 

deep into Pennsylvania. The project, not completed until 1850, as the C & O Canal, came 

too late to attract the bulk of the interior trade, which went to Baltimore and New York 

City.
3
 However, the shores of Southwest from the federal Arsenal north almost to the 

mouth of Tiber Creek, around 14
th
 street, became an active local port lined with docks 

and wharves that kept the city supplied with produce, seafood, ice, wood, coal, and other 

essentials.
4
 It was by all accounts a ragged and colorful shore, backed by warehouses and 

storage yards, bars, commercial establishments, and houses, connected to the city by a 

few streets that pierced the bluffs along the shore.  

Although the port experienced a brief surge during the Civil war, when Washington was 

a major troop-staging area, river traffic stagnated in the postwar period. The failure of a 

great port to materialize along the Southwest and Southeast Potomac and Anacostia 

shorelines markedly reduced the potential scale and pace of commercial and residential 

development in Southwest. The quadrant received a trickle of newcomers, who, as the 

Boschke map of 1857 (see next page) indicates, tended to settle either along the Mall or 

along the waterfront, with only scattered population in between. Cheap land encouraged 

small manufacturing and commercial enterprises ranging from brickyards to tanneries, 

interspersed with shanties, working-class row houses, and crowded alleys that since the 

1850s housed the quadrantôs growing number of poor residents. Housing in Southwest 

tended to be modest, and working-class dwellings were small, one or two stories in 

height.  

The Stigma of Southwest 

Increasing public and official discussion of unhealthy conditions and the spread of 

disease from noxious mudflats along the riverfront encouraged the Districtôs expanding 

post-Civil War population wave to move inland, north and west from the Mall area, 

rather than into the Southwest. Sediment typically entered the Potomac, a broad and 

shallow stream, but during the 19
th
 century the loads began rising, especially in 

Southwest. Merchants and ship owners complained that the shoaling of the riverôs two 

ship channels impeded navigation. The riverôs banks, from Buzzard Point to Tiber Creek, 

had once been lined not with shoals and flats but with sandy beaches and lofty bluffs.
5
  

Human factors contributed to the plague of mud. The widespread clearing of land for 

                                                           
3
 Constance McLaughlin Green, Washington: Village and Capital, Vol. 1, 1800-1878 (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1962), 8. 
4
 John R. Wennersten, The Historic Waterfront of Washington, D.C. (Charleston: History Press, 2014), 78. 

5
 Wennersten, 32ff (population), 58 (disappointing port), 28, 30, 75, 84 (bluffs, mud flats, marshes). 
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agriculture, roads, buildings, and other activities stripped away protective plant covering 

and leveled the riverfront bluffs from the mouth of Tiber Creek to Buzzard Point. 

Although maps of the late 1880s still show some hills as high as 40 feet around 12
th
 

Street near the waterfront, the persistent combination of leveling and filling gradually 

produced todayôs relatively flat waterfront topography, and in the process it also added 

sediment to the river.
6
  

 

Figure 4. Boschke Map, 1857, showing settlement pattern in Southwest. Library of Congress 

To compound the injury of increased mud was the concomitant increase in human and 

animal sewage. Sewers appeared early in the Districtôs history but were few in number 

until after the Civil War, when the rising populations of humans, animals, and workplaces 

made them imperative. In general the movement of sewage operated by gravity and 

traveled from the relatively elevated northern parts of the city to the lower-lying southern 

portions. During the period of the territorial government (1871-74) the District reworked 

the shallow and often clogged Washington City Canal, circumscribing the perimeter of 

Southwest, into the Tiber Creek sewer. It also built many feeder lines to drain the 

burgeoning near Northwest and Northeast, most of which connected with the Tiber Creek 

                                                           
6
 The exception being Banneker Park across from the fish market.  For a personal recollection of the 

Potomac River channels and shore during the early 19
th
 century see ñThe Potomac as It Was, Washington 

Post, Aug. 3, 1890, 16. 
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sewer, while other lines ran south from the Tiber Creek sewer through Southwest, 

emptying into the Potomac River along the waterfront.  

 

Figure 5. Sewer map, 1872-74. Published by the Department of Public Works, the map shows the new 

sewers (red lines) built in Southwest and the mud flats that lined most of the shore.  

The Southwest waterfront received a large share of the cityôs effluent, none of it 

disinfected or treated to remove solid matter. Before germ theory was widely accepted, 

Washingtonôs residents commonly assumed that the mudflats and shoals mixed with 

untreated sewage to create miasmas that bred disease, especially during the hot summers. 

City health officers affirmed the general view that Southwest suffered an elevated 

incidence of malaria and other water-related maladies.  

Disease was compounded by noxious odors, particularly during the warmer months. The 

increased amount untreated sewage flowing into the river reinforced a growing stigma 

and general avoidance of the quadrant by the wealthier classes of the city.
7
 Ironically, 

Southwestôs greatest asset, the riverfront, became a handicap. As the city grew, 

Southwest languished, labeled as unhealthy and dismissed as distinct, separate, and best 

suited for housing immigrants, marginal businesses, and the poor.  

 

                                                           
7
 Wennersten, 87. 
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Advent of Social Reform: City Beautiful and the Sanitarians 

In many American cities, by the second half of the 19
th
 century, neighborhoods and 

sections appeared that were similar to Southwest, characterized by poor housing, high 

rates of communicable disease, and marginally employed populations often living in 

environmentally endangered circumstances like waterfronts. In the older cities of the 

Northeast and Midwest, and in San Francisco on the West Coast, large new immigrant 

communities began to develop after the 1880s. Coming from Eastern and Southern 

Europe, Russia, China, and in a lesser number Japan, poor immigrants clustered in self-

defined urban ghettos both as protection against de facto discrimination and to provide 

mutual support. As immigration from abroad soared, African-Americans also migrated 

from the South to more northern urban centers and westward to California. In contrast 

with European immigrants and to a lesser degree Asian immigrants, they encountered de 

jure as well as de facto discrimination. In cities across the country there emerged sections 

designated by their ethnicities and race. Many cities had a Little Italy or a Chinatown, 

and those with an African-American population had a segregated Black Belt ï mostly, 

but not all, poor.   

Newcomers to the cities were often poor. Cities had always been home to poor people, 

though until the beginning of the industrial era cities were surprisingly small, and poor 

and wealthy residents tended to share neighborhoods. The segregation of the poor that 

accompanied industrialization, along with immigration, migration, and rising urban 

populations, produced something new, a degraded and segregated section of the city 

called a ñslum,ò defined as an area that was ña menace to the health, safety, morality or 

welfare of its occupants.ò
8
  

To combat haphazard urban growth and deteriorating conditions, citizen activists from 

around the country founded the City Beautiful movement. Focusing on architecture and 

urban planning, and inspired by the White City of the Chicago Worldôs Fair in 1893, the 

City Beautiful movement sought to rationalize and beautify cities. Convinced that living 

and working in physical environments that incorporated, respected, and expressed 

humanistic values was a prerequisite for the future of democracy, proponents urged the 

development of parks, playgrounds, and monumental structures that reflected historically 

important events and people, as well as broad boulevards that provided vistas and ease of 

movement and buildings that incorporated light, air, and open spaces.  

The influence on cities was enormous, nowhere more than in Washington. The design of 

the National Mall with museums lining it on two sides, and the familiar white marble and 

                                                           
8
 The discussion on the City Beautiful Movement draws heavily on Alexander von Hoffman, ñThe Origins 

of American Housing Reform,ò Joint Center for Housing, Studies, Harvard University, 1998, passim. 

www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/jchs.harvard.edu/files/von_hoffman_w98-2.pdf, accessed July 29, 2014.  

http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/jchs.harvard.edu/files/von_hoffman_w98-2.pdf
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stone edifices and monuments that characterize the city and identify it as the capital of 

the country owe their origins to this movement. City Beautiful also influenced thinking 

about the Southwest waterfront, whose physical shape was being transformed by the 

dredging of Washington Channel and the use of the spoils to create East Potomac Park as 

a place of public recreation, very different from the commercial use of the shoreline from 

14
th
 Street to the Arsenal.  

At the same time as the City Beautiful movement was reshaping the physical 

environment, advocates emerged from the medical and scientific communities demanding 

greater attention to issues of public health. The increased understanding of germ theory 

and its relationship with communicable diseases, poor diet, and the decayed urban 

environment of the poor led to a demand for more sanitary conditions in the slums. The 

Sanitarians, as they were called, focused on deleterious housing conditions for the poor, 

including overcrowding, filth, smoke from cooking and heating, the absence of adequate 

air and light, and the insufficiency of basic sanitation.  

City Beautiful advocates joined with the Sanitarians to take a philosophical leap. The 

Platonic equation between beauty and good, which had been implied if not clearly 

articulated by the City Beautiful movement, linked with the Sanitariansô focus on public 

health to gain a new dimension. While the promotion of urban beauty was always in the 

service of instilling moral and civic qualities among city dwellers, when tied to the 

Sanitarians, who aggressively preached reforms in urban public health, the emphasis 

shifted from urban aesthetics to moral philosophy. The collaboration of the Sanitarians 

and the City Beautiful movement offered reformers a holistic synthesis that specifically 

linked disease contagion and the deleterious conditions of urban life ï from inadequate 

sewer systems to inadequate housing and public health ï with housing reform as the 

physical embodiment of a moral good.      

Alley Housing 

Washington was outside the main pathway of European and Asian migrations that had 

inspired the first northern urban reformers at the turn of the 20
th
 century. Instead, the city 

attracted a steady influx of African-American migrants from Georgia and the Carolinas. 

The most northerly Southern city, and legally segregated like the rest of the South, it had 

familiar hot summers, lots of open space, no skyscrapers, and no tenement housing. It 

was more like Atlanta than New York.  

Washingtonôs poor often lived hidden away in alley houses, in contrast with the very 

visible tenements of the northern cities. Some of the alley houses dated to before the Civil 

War, when slaves and poor immigrants found cheap quarters behind large street-fronted 

establishments. An idealized antebellum painting of slave life depicts one such early alley 



14 | Historical Context Study 

 

with dwellings, tucked away behind the big house of a white family on F Street in 

Northwest, where middle-class Washington life was centered in the 1850s.  

 
Figure 6. Alley housing before the Civil War. Old Kentucky Home by Eastman Johnson, completed in 1859, 
was based on an alley house in NW Washington. New-York Historical Society 

Crowded and odiferous back-alleys proliferated in Southwest and other quadrants as the 

city grew rapidly after the Civil War. Out of sight from the street, Washingtonôs poor and 

marginalized residents shared space with stables and small workshops, usually without 

benefit of running water, proper sanitation, or drains.
9
 Alley dwellings were especially 

common in Southwest, which received a steady influx of African-Americans from the 

South, who landed at the 7
th
 Street wharf and took the trolley to nearby rooming houses 

or to family or friends.
10

   

Malnutrition, poor health, and communicable diseases, mixed with prostitution, 

alcoholism, and gambling, gave Washingtonôs alleys a poor reputation. In language that 

was evocative and judgmental, reformers regularly referred to the urban poor, especially 

alley dwellers, as ñwretched and miserable.ò The poor lived ñhuddled together in blocks 

of closely packed housesò that lacked light, water closets, or privacy and that smelled 

                                                           
9
 David Rosner, ñSpanish Flu, or Whatever It Is, The Paradox of Public Health in a Time of Crisis,ò Public 

Health Reports, Supplement 3 (New York: Columbia University, 2010), 41. 
10

 Elizabeth Clark-Lewis, Living In, Living Out: African-American Domestics in Washington, D.C., 1910-

1940 (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1994), 69-75.  


