
Ankle deep where the waters of the Anacostia and 
the Potomac meet, gaze south toward the Chesa-
peake and imagine the primeval landscape, the 
impenetrable forests, the limitless shoals of shad 
and beds of oysters. Block out the heavy backwash 
of the presidential helicopters banking overhead 
towards Bolling Air Force Base on the stripped 
eastern bank. Block out the intense noise from Na-
tional Airport skimming over Hains Point from the 
far western bank. Having worked yourself around 
the security fence that inexplicably ended in weeds 
and bushwhacked through the overgrown and 
abandoned back yard of the hulking Coast Guard 
Building, you’re lucky not to have triggered a “force 
protection” response from nearby Ft. McNair. 

Buzzard Point, so named for the buzzards attracted 
by the collection of fish kill and drift in the eddies 
of the mixing waters, has the most dramatic view 
of any in the metropolitan sprawl of the capital. A 
typically rolling, still wooded landscape shrouds any long per-
spective in the intimacy of leaves. Lacking the natural vistas 
of dramatic heights, this is the only site where the hubris of 
human ambition might be scaled by the simple magnitude of 
the landscape. But the last time anyone paid any attention to 
Buzzard Point was during the first twitch of Empire when the 
forgotten L’Enfant Plan of 1791 was revived under the McKin-
ley Administration when the McMillan Plan of 1902, on paper, 
drew a grand avenue radiating south from the Capital build-
ing.

Curiously, this revival included disinterring the corpse of 
the designer of the plan from a pauper’s grave in Bladens-
burg, Maryland. Re-interred in 1909, under the name of Pierre 
L’Enfant, and exalted in Arlington Cemetery in the shadow of 
the Custis-Lee mansion, the modest tomb takes the curious 
form of an Empire map table with a splendid view (from Vir-
ginia) of the District across the river. The ancient practice of 
corpse appropriation thus allowed the name of Pierre L’Enfant 
entry into the American pantheon as a useful adornment to 
the creation of a foundation myth that the layout of the city 
was all so skillfully planned and divinely inspired.

Attention flagged, however, wars intervened, and money was 
diverted before the work of the McMillan Plan was completed. 
The U.S. Commission of Fine Arts established in 1910 and 
charged with implementing the McMillan Plan never seemed 
very concerned with implementing the plan past the Anacos-
tia River. The Mall filled-up with temporary military structures 
during the Second World War. South Capitol Street never went 
anywhere anyway and turned away over a bridge toward the 
far Anacostia neighborhoods and the Maryland suburbs be-
yond. By the late fifties the infrastructure of interstate high-
ways rendered the symbolic gestures of the McMillan Plan 
obsolete.

Dérive

Guy Debord, author of the “Society of the Spectacle” and 
prominent member of the Situationist International, an avant-
garde group active in Paris between 1957 and 1972, is usually 
credited with the invention of psychogeography as a means to 
critique conventional ways of observing the modern city. The 
Situationists developed the idea of the randomly motivated 
walk, the “dérive” or drift, and “reverie” or “contemplation”, as 
an update of the nineteenth-century figure of the flâneur. The 
pedestrian of Housmann’s transformed Paris who wandered, 
idled, and watched, became a critical observer of new forms 
of urban fauna. Walter Benjamin, however, noted the gradual 
assimilation of the flâneur into specific functions within the 
new configuration from which new social forms emerged 
by the end of the 19th century: the journalist, the detective, 
and the female shopper. The Situationists revival of walking 
as an intellectual activity opened a new literary form which 

such writers as V.S. Naipal, W.G. Sebald, and 
Iain Sinclair have exploited for their observa-
tions of modern European cities and societies. 
Shouldn’t Washington merit similar scrutiny?

Unfold a map of Washington, DC.  Note that the 
dominant graphic figure is drawn by the conver-
gence of the two rivers. Antique reproduction 
maps of the city occupy our peripheral vision. 
On the walls of dental clinics, conservative 

restaurants, behind lawyers’ 
desks, these maps indicate an 
anxiety for establishment yet, 
at the same time, subvert by 
the suggestive figure of a fe-
male anatomy: left and right 
fallopian tubes, swampy fe-
cundity. At the convergence, 

a slight in-
d e n t a t i o n 
where St. 
James Creek 
once flowed, 
overlay a 
sectional drawing of the opening 
of the uterus. The Capital Building, 
lies exactly north, like a fetus in the 
womb.

This randomly motivated walk be-
gins when a guard, somnambulant 
in his booth, suddenly notices a burr-covered 
figure emerging from the weeds that enclose 
Buzzard point. His homeland security training 
kicks-in, right-hand on holstered pistol, gov-
ernment-issue uniform, the guard demands 
a driver’s license, a now common gesture of 
official etiquette, before politely telling me to 
leave without apology or explanation.

Some procurement officer must have done the 
paperwork that landed the Coast Guard Building here: 
toilet seats, architects: the same paperwork. Abuse of 
power comes in many forms, from thoughtless neglect 
and failure of imagination that result in such physical 
ruin as a natural landscape tortured by ugly buildings 
and concrete, to the physical abuse that approaches 
torture in the ruin of thought and the imagination nec-
essary for empathy.

Designed for somewhere else, this hulk of a container 
takes no notice of its locale, no acknowledgement of 
anything beyond the skin of the façade. A siting error 
has chamfered one corner of the building that was too 
close to the lot boundary. You can imagine the money 
made in change orders. Nor could the procurement 
official read the site plan well enough to understand 
the enormous quantities of water that converge, on 
the one side, from the lowlands of tidewater Mary-
land and, on the other, from the hinterlands of the Al-
legheny mountains. Dumpsters converge there now, 
blown trash leafing the trees. But if you stand there you 
can sense the presence of the Leviathan, the entire appara-
tus of government at your back, and before you the whole 
expanse of  continental waters flow down to the bay and 
then to the sea.

W a t e r  B o r d e r i n g
By Jul ian Hunt

1. Aerial Photo, Potomac and Anacostia Rivers
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An incipient uterine peninsula, Buzzard Point ends where P 
Street draws the north edge of an area where the “rule of law” 
might be imposed as a matter of nation building, simple urban 
decorum. A recent mayor was apprehended here outside an 
unregistered strip club with powder on his upper lip (or was 
it a small white rock in an envelope) and escaped everything 
except ridicule, and later a seat on the city council. George 
Pelecanos used this zone as a background setting to the culmi-
nating scene of his crime novel “Down by the River Where the 
Dead Men Go.” Failed states and corrupt societies occupy much 
attention at high levels of government, mere blocks away, 
but there are also these localized failed states of mind, these 
zones of abandonment and lawlessness. Here where L’Enfant’s 
rational street grid encounters the complex geometry of low-
surveillance, tidal wash, spring flood, the way loam melts into 
water is a detail beyond the understanding of abstract policy 
designers. These are the administrative lacunae where “a few 
bad apples” are left to their own devices, where anything can 
happen, where human behavior under conditions of stress 
expresses itself in unpredictable ways, outside the borders of 
any recognized jurisdiction. In the shadow of the hill nearby, 
Representatives sell a curious form of democracy, not unlike 
the way Coke was sold a century ago, as a patent medicine, 
a feel-good, cure-all elixir with the slightly narcotic flavor of 
chamber of commerce money 
for all. These lots of breeding 
vegetation, which occupy the 
vacant center of the city, are 
subject now to the speculative 
forces unleashed by the align-
ments of public investment and 
private landed interests. The 
transvestite clubs are 
closing down to make 
way for the new baseball 
stadium.

CarDo MaxiMus

Stadium plan or not, the 

peninsula of Buz-
zard Point has 
been vertically 
divided into an 
industrial zone 

on the east, and an 
enclosed military one on the west 
where Ft. Lesley J. McNair fronts 
the stagnant calm of the Washing-
ton Channel. The old arsenal, site 
of the hanging of the Lincoln assas-

sination conspirators, is walled off 
and vigilantly guarded. Having failed to protect 
the Capital from the British in 1812, who came up 
the Potomac in wooden boats, today it seems to 
protect the privileges of a few generals with (16 
at last observation from Hains Point) prime wa-
terfront mansions. It remains a mystery why this 
critical waterfront cannot be part of the military’s 
base realignments.

At a public conference, where the mayor unveiled 
development plans for the Anacostia waterfront, 

a casual seating arrangement sat me next to the spokes-
woman for Ft. McNair, who suggested not asking too much 
about something so important that it could not be named. 
Something large, buried and very secret came to mind, a 
cold-war relic, a hell-mouth reopened, or just a bunker to 

protect the congressional rump during a national emergency, 
force protection, a remaining mystery.

South Capitol Street, the southern leg of the great North-South 
axis, the cardo maximus of L’Enfant’s imagination, somehow 
bends onto the rusting Fredrick Douglas Memorial Bridge, 
contravening any suggestion of conventional axial termina-
tion within an Enlightenment sensibility. The actual axis line 
slides under the bridge into the mud of the Anacostia River at 
the site of a gravel yard with barge access, more in keeping 
with out-of-sight economic necessity and free-market indus-
trial sensibilities.

Water Street SE, a short, dusty, two-block fragment of a long 
promenade L‘Enfant had drawn and planned for the water-
fronts of both the Potomac and the Anacostia, fronted the 
gravel yard. The original commissioners, charged with the 
execution of the 1791 Plan, had to deal with the resistance of 
private owners of river lowgrounds. These owners vigorously 
refused to cede land to form the Water Street promenade, 
which would cut off their access to potential wharfing facili-
ties, effectively leaving the city without a public promenade 
on the water. In the end, little business came up the river that 
wasn’t head off by Alexandria downriver or diverted upriver 
to Georgetown. An extant 1790 sketch by Jefferson (p. 32), a 
mysterious doodle for the capital overlaying the pre-existing 
settlement Carrolsburg more or less where the gravel pit lies 
today, probably occupied a very brief moment of his atten-
tion, and is now preserved as an archival snippet of urban 
DNA at the Library of Congress.

Roughly a mile north, off the old lowgrounds and up 
what used to be Jenkins Hill, the apsial crossing under 
the dome of the Capital building of the two regulating 

axes has its origins in the deep well of the past. 
The foundation of Roman cities was accompa-
nied by religious ceremony and a rich variety 
of auguries: the reading of entrails, the inter-
pretation of the flight of birds, the movement 
of stray animals, the pattern of clouds, thunder 
and lightning. Looking up at the sky now, we 
must divine the illnesses of migrating birds, 

the banking of helicopters, the drone of observation aircraft. 
In sampling the polluted waters of the Anacostia, we must 
read the meaning of strangely deformed fish, anticipate the 
arrival of water-griffins and snakeheads from China.

Google down a satellite map over the Capital dome and note 
the radiating lines smudged by topography and inattentive 
administration. North Capitol Street radiates from the dome in 
a straight line about three miles before the axis kinks around 
the Soldier’s and Airmen’s Home, Rock Creek Cemetary, the 
totemic mounds of what remain of the civil war forts, Totten 
and Slocum, and then absently angles off axis only to peter 
out in a low-rent neighborhood where the cache of the street 
name has no meaning. This northeast edge of the District, a 

2. Tomb of Pierre L’Enfant
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part of the Tacoma Park  neighborhood drifted over the District 
line, is faintly defined by Eastern Avenue, its arbitrary charac-
ter expressed as a straight line which stubbornly ignores the 
lay of the ground as it rises and falls. Abrupt road cuts leave 
houses on one side perched high above their opposite neigh-
bors clinging to the lip of the broken sidewalk. Eastern Avenue 
is an unnatural street without commercial activity except that 
which takes perpendicular advantage of adjacent political dis-
tricts with separate police jurisdictions.

DeCuManus MaxiMus

The decumanus maximus of L’Enfant’s imagination was more 
completely realized than the cardo maximus by the fortuitous 
intervention of that twitch of Empire, the McMillan Plan of 
1902. The great east-west axis is appropriately bounded by a 
Greek temple (Lincoln Memorial) and a Roman stadium(RFK). 
Between them: the Mall, the Capital building (depixilated in 
Google so as to avoid detection), the slightly misplaced monu-
ment to Washington, a mute stele rising abruptly out of the 
grass with an inscrutably tiny door, and the grossly rhetorical 
and hugely out of place WWII Memorial (Why J. Carter Brown 
was convinced of the appropriateness of this as the “last” 
great monument in the constellation of monuments that rep-
resent the founding principals of the nation deserves more 
serious scrutiny).

East of RFK Stadium, the McMillan Plan never quite got around 
to extending the axis across the Anacostia, nor did the align-
ment exactly correspond to the easternmost corner of the 
ten-mile square, although the 1901 Plan did dredge the upper 
Anacostia marshes into a well-defined canal as part of an anti-
malarial campaign. East Capital Street bifurcates around the 
stadium, jumps the Anacostia and tails away, similarly ignor-
ing the lay of the ground, riding up and over a topography of 
old ravines tamed by the requirements of a weakening axis, 
a final long hill that was for years breasted by the notorious 

housing block East Capitol Dwellings (where Marvin Gaye 
grew up) just behind the crest that must have had spectacular 
views from it’s broken windows. The new low-density HOPE 
VI financed replacement housing, Capitol Gateway Estates, 
look like little more than a Potemkin Village of some image of 
middle-class suburban ideal.

The easternmost corner of the District is marked by a survey-
or’s stone dated 1792 in another trashy weed lot of breed-
ing poison ivy a few blocks off the misaligned intersection 
of East Capital Street with Southern Avenue. Neighborhood 
kids must regard the little monument as a useless relic in a 
dumping area or a stone that fell from the sky or a vaguely 
religious site long forgotten. The boundary stone in ancient 
Roman culture did have religious significance and all the as-
sociated ceremony. Andrew Ellicott and Benjamin Banneker, 
of myth, the act unrecorded, must have found themselves in a 
trackless land grant. Working the angles divined by Congress, 
they must have set the heavy, ungainly boundary stones from 
a wagon. The interpretations were made elsewhere, the spot 
unrecognizable and now as lost as it was then.

The perpendicular cuts through the woods point exactly north-
west and southeast. This lower section of Eastern Avenue look-
ing back to the Anacostia has same disregard for topography, 
bounded by modest homes on either side, nearly unchanged 
since they were built half a century ago, those types of homes 
with successive permitless additions, an empty thoroughfare 
having forgotten its reason long ago.

The hill bottoms out in an industrial section, but before having 
to deal with the Anacostia and the bother and expense of a 
bridge. Kenilworth Avenue conveniently provides an excuse to 
sever this section of Eastern Avenue from its extension on the 
other side of the Anacostia where it bifurcates Takoma Park. 
The marshland below extends to the banks of the river.  Once 
owned by a maimed Civil War veteran, W. B. Shaw, employed 
for a time at the Pension Building, he fell into the business 
of cultivating water lilies on his near worthless marshland. 
His descendents resisted the efforts of the McMillan Plan to 
dredge the marsh and seem to have extracted, as an agree-
ment, the conversion of the property into two parklands. One, 
is Kenilworth Park (700 acres), the other the rarely-visited 
Aquatic Gardens (14 acres). Both of these departmental prop-
erties of the National Park Service are down-listed into the 
status of an unfunded mandate and cut adrift for “volunteer” 
maintenance.

At the Aquatic Gardens any hierarchy among the buildings 
that might indicate the original Shaw family house is lost, and 
the diminutive information center, classic brown “National 
Park”, is open but empty. Desiccated exhibits of native plants 
populate a narrative of marsh restoration, the undoing of a 
turn-of-the-century McMillan Plan anti-malarial campaign. 
Obediently walking the designated path, bush-hogged to keep 
the weeds down, the designated markers and information 
plaques have been vandalized by local fauna. The first view 
is of a swath of splintered trunks, broken half-way up, entire 
canopies thrown down and reduced to tangles of grown-over 
branches at ground level which open great holes to the sky. 
At the end of the path you can see one of the efforts of marsh 
restoration was to punch holes in the stone walls that were 
constructed to constrict the waters to a canal-like perfection. 
The resulting mud flats now attract birds and theoretically 
should filter the oily run-off from suburban Maryland parking 
lots, and cleanse the notoriously fetid backwater.

My LorD’s isLanD

Now, run down the axis by lining up the center line of RFK Sta-
dium, the Capital, and the Lincoln Memorial (the stele of the 
Washington Monument is slightly off set), and see where you 
end up on the other western extreme: a couple of immature 
trees on the banks of the Virginia side of the Potomac below 
the tip of Roosevelt Island, near Arlington Cemetery, at the 17 
milepost of the Mt. Vernon Bike trail, and within hearing of the 
Roosevelt 66/50 Bridge: The edge of suburban Virginia.

The high buildings of Roslyn, Virginia just to the north affront 
the dignified background view of the Lincoln Memorial such 
that 25 years ago an informal agreement mediated by the U.S. 
Commission of Fine Arts limited the height of the buildings. 
Today the agreement seems undone with immanent devel-

3. Beach Debris at Buzzard Point

4. RFK Stadium
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opment of even higher structures. A new Memorandum of 
Understanding has been written to give an appearance of a 
negotiated agreement between equals but it is little more than 
a grudging acknowledgement of economic realities. Height 
limitations in the District force developmental pressure up-
ward exactly at the jurisdictional borders. Roslyn occupies 
the closest and most valuable nestle of unregulated ground 
where the views are a sought after commodity.

The view from this spot is delightful. It embraces the pic-
turesque banks of the Potomac, a portion of the city, and an 
expanse of water, of which the bridge terminates the view. 
Numerous vessels ply backwards and forwards to animate 
the scene. Directing the eye over a corner of the garden, we 
perceive the sails only, as if by enchantment, gliding through 
the trees.
-- David Baillie Warden, A Chronological and Statistical De-
scription of the District of Columbia, Paris, 1816, pp. 137-
138

I could not find the spot on the island ridge where the ruins of 
the summerhouse should have been. Photographs shot in the 
1930’s reveal an almost Mayan-like ruin, grown-over in roots 
and jungle. Summer home of General John Mason, the 90 acre 
island was owned by the Mason family for generations. Earli-
est records refer to the island as “My Lord’s Island”, and then 
after 1680 as “Barbadoes”. After 1717, when the Mason fam-
ily acquired the property, the island was commonly referred 
to as “Mason’s Island”. John Mason renamed it “Analostan 
Island” and built the house and gardens during the 1790’s. A 
prominent social life developed on the island, which was now 
cultivated in orchards and “had an able English gardener in 
charge of the estate for many years”. In 1798, Louis Phillipe, 
Duc d’Orleans, who would be the last king of France, politely 
wrote of his visit that “he had never seen a more elegant en-
tertainment”. In 1805 a causeway was built from the south 
shore in response to the silting up of the Georgetown harbor 
on the opposite bank. The thought was that by forcing the 
flow of the Potomac into a more restricted channel, the river 
would naturally scour a channel for ships. Instead a stagnant 
backwater developed behind the causeway that diminished 
the summer pleasure of the island (with clouds of mosquitoes 
no doubt). By 1833 financial problems forced Mason to sell 
the island and for the next century it suffered a succession 
of owners, commercial cultivation, dance halls, and gradual 
abandonment.

In 1931 the Roosevelt Memorial Association bought the prop-
erty and commissioned what is today widely regarded as a 
dreadful monument to our 26th president, Theodore Roos-
evelt. Completed in 1967, and genuinely not worth the wait, 
it is another one of those scarcely visited National Parks. The 
circular space of the monument actually occupies a relatively 
small portion of the island, where a stiff sculpture of Theodore 
Roosevelt, one hand raised in heroic style, the other beckon-
ing, recalls simultaneously a recently deposed Middle Eastern 
dictator and a gesture of bribery, except that he appears to 
be orating harmlessly at the trees. The raised gesture should 
have been recognized by 1967. Four monumental stone tablets 
similarly orate strenuously on NATURE, MANHOOD, YOUTH, 
and THE STATE to the trees. That Frederick law Olmstead, Jr. 
was the landscape architect suggests either a very insignifi-
cant project or one that has been allowed to disappear into 
the weeds. The unforgivable intellectual laziness that allowed 
the rest of the park to return to a state-of-nature is insufficient 
cover for simple neglect. The sad proof is here, inadequate 
funding, and the political reality that, without a vote, the Dis-
trict is always last on the list. While there is some charm in 
walking the pathways, the constant wall of white noise from 
the Roosevelt 66/50 bridge on one side and the George Wash-
ington Parkway on the other, tends to render the effort to 
distinguish birdsong a quaint endeavor, not to mention the 
thunder of incoming planes banking down that twisted trajec-
tory into National Airport and the Doppler menace of military 
helicopters ranging through their tight flight paths just above 
the branches.

“Conservation means development as much as it does 
protection”.

Thus reads the tablet on NATURE. Congressman Dick Pombo, 
11th District of California, should probably have made some 

6. Ruins of General John Mason House, Analostan or Roosevelt Island

5. Analostan Island from Map of the City of  Washington, Robert King

         7. Bronze statue of Theodore Roosevelt by Paul Manship
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reference to Roosevelt’s words before working up the 2005 
Draft Reconciliation Bill, Subtitle C, Section 6307, which would 
have sold Roosevelt Island among another fifteen parcels in 
the National Park System for the “purposes of commercial and 
residential development.” 

There is potential in the idea, but suspicion in where the 
House Resources Committee got it. The reaction to an image 
of “strip malls and [new urbanist] townhouses” (probably 
not that unlike the Capitol Gateway Estates) was as predict-
able as it was effective in stripping the language from the bill. 
That the pressure to include it from the bill likely came from 
landed interests in adjacent Roslyn speaks of a genuine worry 
of intention. Perhaps strip development was the limit of their 
imagination.

A more enlightened proposal should take the Île de la Cité in 
Paris as a model, or Venice, or even the artificial islands in 
Miami. Why, in the center of such a growing conurbation as 
the tri-state metropolitan area, should density be so restricted 
that it only reinforces growth into exurbia? A better objective 
would include this parcel in the package of federal land hold-
ings that should be ceded back to the District government, 
which in turn should hold an international architectural com-
petition for urbanization of the island. Tax revenues on the 90 
acres could contribute significantly to the city treasury as it 
could contribute to the population of the District. A portion of 
the island could remain as an urban park with sufficient funds 
to adequately maintain it. The Roosevelt sculpture could be 
shipped to the Adirondacks and left gesturing at the moun-
tains.

unMarkeD

At the far northwest corner of the District, the ragged edge 
of the tilted frame, where the Potomac once penetrated the 
geometric perfection of the 10-mile square, the border is un-
marked. The waters flow regardless of jurisdiction, the land-
scape disregards such enlightenment rationality. At The C&O 
Canal Lock #5, just outside the limit, the National Park Service 
has installed a standard-issue information kiosk with a worn 
red sticker “you are here” adhered to a sun-shot fiberglass 
map. No indication of where you are relative to anything 
other that the immediate mandate of the park, not even an 
indication of where the District line is. At the bottom edge, a 
new sticker of a slightly different standard blandly requests 
information on any suspicious activities and displays a Dis-
trict number like an antigen.

Earlier in the day a heavy motorcade of armored black lim-
ousines fronted by police bikes and followed by black SUV’s 
with machine guns casually pointed at sidewalk gapers. A 
flashing white ambulance followed like a pathetic hanger on. 
The number is posted everywhere but it is understood who 
gets the real protection, the layered defenses, the bounded 
enclave, the force protection.

Almost exactly across the river is the Fort Marcy Park, where 
Vince Foster was found dead on July 20, 1993, and provoked 

right-wing paranoid speculations about a vast left-wing con-
spiracy centered in the travel office of the Clinton White House. 
A bit further north Mir Aimal Kansi killed two and wounded 
three CIA employees outside CIA Headquarters on 25 Janu-
ary 1993. The brown and green landscape of steep, wooded 
ravines is indifferent, undifferentiated and unmarked by these 
intimately human events that generated silent reverberations 
that are still echoing in the thickets of law, language, and re-
sponse. The Three Mile Northwest Boundary stone has been 
lost somewhere in these woods.

Earlier manifestations of the autoimmune response include 
one of the interlocking wheels of paranoia that surround the 
Kennedy assassination. On 12 October 1964, Mary Pinchot 
Meyer was shot dead as she walked along the Chesapeake 
and Ohio towpath in Georgetown. A favored mistress of JFK, 
former wife of a high official at the CIA, her diaries were of 
particular interest and have also generated a cottage industry 
of endless paranoid speculation.

Even on the patrician side of a well-ordered Washington, the 
suspicion lies just beneath the surface of a hidden order or a 
ragged edge to the law where boundaries are unmarked and 
jurisdictions unclear, where given the right circumstances 
and timing things can be done outside the law as necessity 
might require, necessitas legem non habet.

shaDoWs anD eChoes in the GenetiC CoDe

Just down the embankment where Mary Pinchot Meyer was 
photographed awkwardly crumpled under the professional 
gaze of a set of assembled detectives and policemen, find 
the floodplain site of the proposed new Georgetown Boat-
house. The University committee charged with task of select-
ing an architect probably thought it had made a clever choice 
in Stephen Muse who had been chairman of the Georgetown 
Historic District Board and was understood to have the neces-
sary depth of experience to skillfully manage the shoals of a 
complex approval process.

The siting of the building is intended to transform the mental 
image of the University to a romantic presence in the Ameri-
can landscape akin to Thomas Eakin’s paintings of boaters on 
the Schulykill, while keeping the gothic spire of the Jesuit in-
stitution in the background, on the crest of the wooded bluffs. 
The design is predictably 19th century Philadelphia boat-
house and loathsomely, even panderingly, conventional. But 
despite the vociferous opposition to the new boathouse up-
stream, the Washington Canoe Club which occupies the only 
genuine boathouse, a picturesque barn settled on unstable 
foundations, cannot legitimately argue against the presence 
of Georgetown University on the water, given their own privi-
leged status established a century ago. The legal barricades, 
the environmental impact studies, the appeals to varying su-
pervisory institutions are well-established legal stratagems 
of delay and obfuscation grounded in little more than an in-
stinctive resistance to change and simple philistinism. The 
pandering design, popularly derided as the “bloathouse” just 
added to the insult.

         8. The murder scene on the towpath          9. Thee Sisters Bridge. Proposal by Harry Wesse and Associates  
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That Georgetown University, an institution with deep roots 
in the permanent national bureaucracy, should propose such 
a pastiche speaks of an intellectual blindness, institutional 
cowardice, and a contempt for public opinion that would not 
allow a more daring and intellectually vigorous design. Were 
they unaware of the University of Washington’s award win-
ning boathouse by the Miller and Hull Partnership done in 
1993? That this inward-turning parochial atmosphere also rep-
resents the cultural milieu of the capital city in general may 
partially explain why no architect has ever emerged from 
the metropolitan region to international, let alone national, 
reputation. The preconditions for that emergence, elusive and 
difficult to define, have never converged and leave a twisting 
doubt of the capacity of the national elite to understand the 
world outside their familiar boundaries.

This is a place where the rules are deeply opaque, a China-
town in need of a Robert Towne script to decode the errors 
of interpretation in an urban topography which rises to such 
political heights that every local debate can be expanded in 
the way that failed relationships are unable to resist resorting 
to the heavy guns, and every appeal is made to ever more ex-
clusive and shadowy privilege or background historic echo.

The foundation model for such civic resistance is undoubtedly 
the postwar highway engineering proposals for the District 
that would have made the Big Dig in Boston look like a rou-
tine exercise in civic renovation. The large-scale mobilization 
and industrialization that World War II had routinized and en-
trained into the national bureaucracy was unable to respond 
to the tiny voice of resistance that Jane Jacob’s represented 
in her writings. However, the legacy of that movement in the 
genetic code of civic conduct and the now dominant narrative 
of the historic preservation movement has not provided a vi-
able alternative of its own that deals with the realities of large 
scale economics. The cult of the matron saint of preservation 
is little more than empty philistinism now and a more so-
phisticated critique is desperately required. The remnants of 
the highway system that the movement managed to stymie, 
the shrapnel of a social explosion in the city, may be a more 

damaging consequence than if the highway system had been 
completed as planned.

The Three Sisters Bridge would have vaulted the river where 
Spout Run now ends on the south bank of the Potomac, and 
I-266 would have (as planned by Harry Wesse Associates, de-
signers of the Metro) breasted the north bank where the new 
boathouse is sited. If not demolished for being in the way, the 
picturesque Washington Canoe Club barn would have met 
the same fate as the Fish Market lost under the enormous 
concrete pylons of I-395. M Street in Georgetown (in a paral-
lel universe) might have, by now, become a pedestrian space 
rather than the weekend SUV/Hummer choked parking lot of 
visiting suburbanites it is now.

But most astonishingly the plan for I-266 was for a tunnel 
that would have begun at that now desolate expanse at the 
west end of K Street and would have passed under the State 
Department, the Federal Reserve, the White House, and all 
of downtown maneuvering deep and hidden under building 
foundations, secret below-grade passageways, and the then 
simultaneous excavations for the metro to emerge into the 
equally desolate expanse where New York Avenue and Flor-
ida Avenue cross, and the railroad lines behind Union Sta-
tion gather under the hill that contains Mt. Olivet cemetery. 
It would only have taken a slight modification of that original 
plan by Harry Wesse and Associates to have moved the en-
trance to the tunnel further back to the Three Sisters Bridge to 
have preserved the Washington Canoe Club. The money was 
there, then.

I-266 might have obliterated the neglected ruins of the Aque-
duct bridge at the end of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Park. 
The remaining stone arch span serves as a threshold between 
the park and a state of nature and Georgetown and the refine-
ments of wealth and power. What biker hasn’t stopped to rest 
on the broken stones that overhang the river and take in the 
view of the key ridge and the Roslyn skyline despite the fence 
put up by National Park Service maintenance crews? A little 
well designed café might be just the thing for a thirsty, tired 
and burr-covered walker.

    10. University of Washington, Coaches Boat House, Seattle Campus. By Miller Hull Partnership 
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