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2010 DEC 2! JU1ll: 52 

To: Sharon Schell in, Secretary to the District of Columbia Zoning Commission 

Date: December 21, 20 I 0 

Fax Number: 202-727-6072 

Re: Case No. 09-21 (iext and Map Amendment to Create and Implement the 
Union Station North Di!:o"trict) 

Dear Ms. Schellin: 

Please accept my written testimony for the january 6,. 20 I I hearing on ~e Union Station 
North District. I appreciate your including me in the list of speakers for the hearing. and 
understand that my comments must be less than three minutes. 

If it's easier for you •. I am happy to email you my te~imony. My email address is 
wrightwm@verizon.net and my phone number is 202-744-4781. 

Sincerely, 

Bill Wright 
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ZONING COMMl$SION FOR THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA 
PUBLIC HEARING FOR THE PUJlPOSE OF CONSIDERING: 

Case No. 09,21 (!'ex~ and Map Amendment to Create and lmple,ment the 
Union Station North District) 

January 6, 2010 

Statement of William Wr.ight 
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My name is Bill Wright, and I live at.2253 12th Place NW. My int~rc:st in Union Station 
comes from tesearch I did for my dis~ertation, which focused on the buildln8's place in the 
history of modem Washington. Since moving to the District in 1995, I have also provided 
tours of the station, written articles and preaented papers, and helped others with research 
on related topics, such as the histQ.ry o! the neighborhoods around the terminal. Thank you 
for taking the tin'le to consider my testimony. 

There ~s no scene more .faqwus in the history of Union Station than the one from "Mr. 
S~th Goes to Washington ... Soon-to-be heroic jefferson Smith, played by Jimmy Stewart, 
has j\lst ~ved in the District, ready to fulfill his life-long dream of touring the capital. But 
evc;n before he leaves the building, what he sees stops him dead: through the glass of the 
station's front doors, rising above the fottnal patk. bordering both sides-of Delaware Avenue, 
is the breathta.lQng do_me of the u.s. c:apitol. 

The two emotions beautifully conveyed by Stewart-respec;t and .insp.itation-have been 
central to Union Sr.p.tiqn since planning fOJ: it began. -FOJ: more than a century, those 
developing both the buildmg and its stm:oundings have been committed to showing resp~t 
f01: the Capitol, fOJ: the adjacent neighborhoods, and for visi~rs and residents • .Atchitects, 
local gov~eQ.t officials, and co.rpotate leaders have been equally dedicated to ensuring 
that the area inspires anyone goi.a:lg tO, from, or simply past the terminal, to helping them 
appreciate the beauty of our city, particul~y its architecture, and the importance of 
Washington in the nation's history. 

ThiS tradition has produced enonnous benefits, which makes the proposal to raise dmstically 
the height .limiqs north of the station deeply troubling. The generations who have protected 
the station and the adjacent areas, even during its most difficult times, have understood the 

·importance of a gateway that proudly represents Washington. "i et this current plan, by 
g.)J.owing new buildings to lmk behlnd the w:minallike teenagers fooling around in the back 
of a family pot~t, will undennine the wo.ck of mor.e than a century. Tt will permanently 
prevent future Jefferson Smiths from feeling the respect and inspiration provided by one of 
the capital's defining places. · 

Creation of the Station and Adjacent Areas 

Union Station was qeated to help fulfill a longstanding goal of residents, Congress, and 
many otb.e.ts: to make the qlpital, in the words oflJafper'.rmagazine, "worthy of the nation."1 

Few projects had greater potent:i.al to change the city in the 19111 century. Because the 

1 Hatper'.r N~w Month!J Maga~ne, Dec. 1859. 
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.tail.toad was the do.tn.i.nant method of ti:avel, ·"to eaclt-place the .t_ailroad terminal was its 
hallmark, stf!.nciiilg for all the cultutal, productive, and cotnmercial factS of which the people 
wen: capable."2 · 

b'l the late 1800s, Washington's two stations suggest~q that the dLy was not capable of too 
much. One depot, owneci l>y the ~altimorc & Ohio. (B&O) Railroad, stood at New J~sey 
Avenue and C Street NW; the oth~, which served Pennsylvania Railroad and trains cos:nitig 
from the south, wa.~ located at Sixth and Constitution, on the la.tld now home to the West 
Wing of the National Gallery of Art. Because the latter building was setv¢d by t:raQts along 
Sixth Street, it further damaged th~ city by ~e.nding mote than 100 trains tattling and pufijng 
across the Mall eac;h day. 

Both tenninals were far too small, having beeg. built when.the city had only half its 1900 
popula-tion o_£275,000. Lucmtive conventionbusiness skipped Wa.Slimgton because railroad 
agents knew, as one pu~ it, "w~ c.annot get the passengers in."' During inaugurations. a lack 
of platfo.rm space meant awkwardly Uillo~Qing thousands of guests in car yards :tniles fxo:a;t 
c;lowptown. A vice p-re.'lident of the Pennsylvania Railr~d. admitted to CongJ:css in 1902 that 
his company's buildirtg was a «mere flea-bite compared to what it ought to be.''l 

The s~ncs greeting those who did come were no bett!et. A traveler leaving the B&O station 
initially saw the Hotel Cosmopolitan, whioh:provided the kind of acco~odations to be 
expected at an establishment near the smoltc and noise of1ocomotives; once on New Jersey 
Avepu~. the view was a.wooden fence hlding.a l~beJ: ya.;d and a billboard for "Quaker 
Oats--NatJ;tte'~ Perfect F<)Qd." The neighbors of the Pennsylvania depot were no mote 
attractive: other second-class hotels,. a meat packing plant, and many sites promoting liquor, 
~eluding saloons, a wholesale store, and signs promoting two competing brands of whiskey. 

The raihoa;ds created other problems. There were only two pl.aces'.41 the city whete tl:te 
~cks passed ~ver the streets; everywhere else, w~ets ~ci ·ca,t~ge riders crossing .ne right­
of-way might at any mo~en~ {ace a locomotive rumbling down on thc;tn, Not all of them 
made it safely to the .other aide: in the J 8908; ~ avciragc of three people each yeat were 
killed at the gtade crossings. Other dismptions were less lethal but more constant. In 
Southwest Washington, the Pennsylvania~s freight fadlities clouded the ilc;ighbqrhQod, 
di!!Npting homes, schools, and even c:hw:clies~.lt w~ more than noise: One minist~ tolc:l 
city leaden th.at SI.Sll, cinders, and dust from the. co~-ijred engines we.r.e constantly "settling 
upon the pews and fU:ttdturc, and so.iling the clothes of the occ~pants, accompanied by an: 
offensive odor.''4 -

The l903 ~gisl.ation that crated Union Statio.n a.dd,ressed all these problems. Sen. james 
McMiilan crafted the bill, which balanced the interests of the railroads, Congress, and the 
community. 

·a Lawrence Grow, Waitingfortbe 5:05: Terminal, Station, and.Depo_t inAme.rka. (NeW York: Ma:in 
St~eet/Unive.rse Books, 1977), pp. 8-9. 
3 '"Report of Hearings ofjW1e 1~ and 18, 1902 on S. 4825,'' 57'h Cong., 1st Sess. Qun. t902}, 
p.6. . . 
4 Baldmon & Potomtlf Railroad Compaf!Y v. Fifth Bapti.rt Church, 108 U.S. Repo.tts (1883), p. 317. 
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At the heart of the project was the station, designed by Daniel Burnham ru::ld his associa.te 
Peirce Anderson. It brought all the raikoads »erving the city under the same ~sive roof. 
The largeat buil.di.ng gf i~ .IQnd in the world when it opened in 1907. it enabled the city to 
serve almost any crowd. (Peak traffic;: in World War II, when as many as 250,000 people 
passed through on the same day. was ahnost ove_rwhelming.) This expanded capacity not 
only made ttavel tnore cgnvenient, it encouraged the growth gf the local economy, which 
was increasingly fueled by LQurism. 

#144 P.004/006 

In exchange for this opportunity to do more: business, th~ B&O and the Pen:nsylvania agreed 
to eliminate the grade ttossings along theif track$. Street travel became safer and faster, 
since~ no longer endangered or delayed walker5, carriagt:s, and, inci:easingly. cars. 

The new station"s style WAS ~ impressive AS its size. Its use of ~ble, granite, and gold leaf 
and its neoclassical design hdped create a gateway appropriate for the capital of wh~t many 
now saw as the most powerlW. country in the wo.dd. W~~ fi:om the platform to the .m2in 
waiting .room, one 1930s guidebook wrote, gave a visitor "a proper attitude tow~ds the 
importance of Washington!'5 

Yet the architects, railroad engineers, and city officials caJ:cfully controlled the station's 
prominence. Its site at Massachusetts and Delawa.re J\.venues was originally +23~ dat."Uln, a11d 
was therefore going to 11eecl substantial filling tO create room· for the tunnel that would ca.rry 
southern trains unde.t: Capitol Hill. The higher the building sat, the eASier it would be fOJ: 
locomotive_s -~ climb the hills north to Maryland, and the simpler and cheaper it would be to 
run the cross-town streetS undet the viaduct for the track$. liowc;Vet, evuy extta foot in 
elevation created higher costs for .tmitJ,g and, most impottant, patc;t cml;'petition with the 
Capitol. The ~ plan p-ut the &ont of the station at +58' datum. allowing the tenni,nlll to 
defer to the area's most ~pottant blli!ding. 

The bu.llding's con~utions to a more inSpiring capifal actually extended far beyond its 
walls. Though plarul:ing fot reconstructi()·n of the city's .railroad$ had begun befote the 
formation of the McMillan Commission, the two initiatives soon intertwined. Theil: most 
obvious coupling came on the Mall, where the 1908 removal of all the Pennsylvania's 
facilities was posslble beca~e of the opening of Union Station. 

Other improvemc;rits took place much closet to the new bu.il.di..ng. & early as 1901, 
Burnham argued that the area could not "get along" without what became Columbus Plaza. 
He believed a public space in ~9nt of the te.tm.inal would provide a fo.ttnal gathering place 
for large crowds; such as those welcoming or seeing off the p.resident, ~nd would allow clea.r 
views of what he righdy anticipated would become a Wa.-;hington landmark ln 1903, 
Congress pUJ:chased the nece&Sal.')' land in front of the termirial.; in 1907, a cnnu:nission it 
established to locate a. memo~ to Christopher 'ColUmbus chose the plaza..as the ideal site. 
Their :reason,ing: the explorer had connected Old Wotld and New, and visitors to the capital 
of the latter should be .reinlnded of his achievement. 

5 J. Frederick and Helen Essary, Washington Shteh Book (Washington, Ransdell Incorpotated, 
1932). 
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Planners wot:tied equally about wha.t shoul4 stand just to the east and west. Bumham and 
Andenon saw the te~ as the center of a three-building combinl!,tio~ foJ:ming the 
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Capitol complex's no.tthem bordet. ThoUgh the ee.stem wing would not appea,t ~ti,ll990s 
With the Thw:good Msu:shall Federal Judiciuy Bu_ilding, the western one opened in 1914 with 
the new city post office. Also designed by Andetson. it was further testimony of the 
terminal's i11£1uence, since it made sense financially and logisticslly to locate:: the post office 
where the mail arrived. At the same time, it showed a continuing commitment to balancing 
practical consideratiOns wit;h aesthetic ones: it-continued station design elements such as 
materials and style, but its smaller scale mcant it defetted both to the station and the Capitol. 

It took a quatter-centuty to create the lush, enjoyable Jand'icape that Q.OW lies between 
Columbus Plaza and the Capitol. Development of Union Station had removed zp.ost of the 
buildings in the area, leaving mainly empty lo~ (oife co11tempo.rary called them "mud holes 
and filthy sinks"6) or de~orating row houses. Some businessmen wanted to profit from 
the thousands of potential customers whq came through every day, proposing billboards 
c;>pposite the "Post Office a:nd large apartment buildings along D Street. Most people rejected 
these ideas as highly inapp.topriate for this location. This was where "the people of all parts 
of ow: country ... get their first view and "impression. o£-.the capital, .. one Senate report · 
explained, a,nd so "no site in the District ~quais· t):lis .one in im.portance or is more worthy of 
appropriate development. .. 7 Instead, Congress decided to exleud t:Pe Capi~l Gt·ounds down 
to Massachusetts Avenue, and by the late 1930s, the land was much like it is today. 

While many of the d.i~cussions involving Union Station have focused on ,.;.sltors, planners 
have always been careful to consider the nee4s of residents. Initially, for example, the 
railroads did not want to pay for an H Street underpass, but localpi:essute forced its addition 
to the project so neighborhood ttfl,vel patterns would suffer less disruption. ~ote generally, 
government o.£fic.ials had leamed from South.Washington that commercial int.erc;s~ h11d the 
money to ov~o'We.t a neighborhood, and set up rules t9 prevent a reoccurrence near the 
terminal The Union Stati!ln Act banned railroad spurs to the east of lh.e sl2tion, making it 
uneconomical for heavy industries to locate thete. Dj&ruptivc businesses like freigh_t yards 
were directed no.tth o(Flotida Avenue, to largely undeveloped land some distance from 
existing homes. 'R..eliidents also defeated ptoposal.s to .run more spurs to the west of the 
station:, protecting local institutions ijke Gonzaga and Sibley Hospital, then loc_ated ~ong 
North Capitol Street. 

The introduction of zoning in 1920 reinforced these:: patterns. East of th~ station, tnost of 
the land remained "residential" though certain corridors, most notably J:...lass•chus_etts 
Avenue a.nd H Street. we~e ".first commete:W,'' a le:ss·t-esl;!:icti.ve category that typically D;J.e~nt 
states and offices. Land im_mediately adjacent to the station and north ofH was .. second 
co~ercial/' which also permitted light in4ustries and warehouses. The a.tea ar.ound Florida 
Avenue W!!.S largely "industt:i.al." The ell$t. sid~ ofNotth Capitol, down to Massachusetts 
Avenue, was largely .. first commercial;"' the west side was ptinuujly "residential•• 
I_nc.reasingly, land along or n~ NQ.tth Capitol frum Massachusetts to the Capitol Grounds 
hosted services for tourists, such as hotels and rcstaw:ants. 

6 W aihin,glon Post. Apr. 8, 1908, p. 4 
7 &portio Amfllptmy S. 2J J6--BnlafJ.II'IIIIlf of tb1 Capitol Gf'OIIntl.r, 61st Cong. 2rid sess. (M~. 
1910), Volume 5583, Report 401, p. 3. 
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Planning for Union Station and its su.ttoluldings also :focused on ensuring that its elements 
worked frQtn multiple directions. The clearest illustration of this point is the Columbus 
Memorial, the design of whicb works best when viewed from the CapikJI. Col~us and the 
othc:J: figures face that direction, making th~ symbolism clearly visible, and the m.onumci;lt's 
scale fits well with the massive building behind. More gen~y, the many postcuds a.nd 
photographs of the station, puti¢ulady aedal.shots, show how·w:ell the station .and the post 
office create a northem boundary for the Capitol cos;Q.plex. 

Recent changes have restored the .it}it:ial hopes for Union Station. The 1988 rehabilitation 
and reuse made the building once again a gluriuus gateway to Washington and a center of 
community life. That project recognized the importance of comme:rcWc considc:J:ations, but 
also controlled them.. For example, a.n euly proposal for convel:ting the concourse into the 
main s_hopping area called for anothu level of stores; reviewc:J:s at the National Park Service 
opposed this plan, since it would make it impossible to see diat the space had formerly been 
part of a ttain station. 

Neuby development has brought ~ck a livelines~ lost ~uring the immediat-e posl-war 
period. The design of the Mushall Buil:ding, puti~ly the way the walls neu the atrium 
form. a comer, emphasizes the idea that it, the station, and the Post Office ue the end u£ the 
Capitol complex. New office space, particularly alohg North Capitol, recognizes the 
financial. interests of developc:J:s and the city, but the J:>Wldipgs themselves do not compete 
with the terminal. 

"Mr. Smith Goes to Washington•• ends before Jimmy Stewart head'! down from the Capitol 
for his trip back to the Midwest. Had that moment been included, it would hl!-ve shown how 
beautifully Union Station ends a trip to W~shington.· It would be a profound loss if t:lte 
current proposal allows commercial construction to deface a scene that has inspired millions 
of people. 
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