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Arial

To Build Upon Ruin

Abstract

     It is essential to regard the history  of
a site.  To find the complexities that to
others have mattered.  Architecture has a
responsibility to interpret the past to future
generations.  It is then that it becomes
immortal.
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     How many buildings live in the shadow of our memories, where we
simply cannot remember?  There are too many in our environment because
they are mirrors of already built structures.  We have become accustomed
to building senseless ensembles that are shaping our physical world.  The
less aware that we are as builders, the more diffused our cites become.
We as architects must think of buildings in different dimensions in order to
surpass this problem.  We must learn a psychology of architecture by
investigating the inner and outer worlds of structures, the perspectives to
the environment and the  significant roles they play in shaping the urban
landscape.
     If we analyze the environment in terms of experiences, we would
recognize that sometimes there are moments that evidently must be recorded
in some shape, form, or matter.  Again, it is the responsibility of the creator
to grasp these realities and act upon them.
     The architecture of today must serve as a bridge to transport information
from the past into the next generations.
     This thesis acqaints with the idea of a collective past that responds to the
architecture that lives in the shadow of socitey.   It does this by building
upon a memory, by building upon ruin.
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     The design scheme for this thesis dealt with finding the inherent qualities
of a site and articulating them.  In order to execute my ideas of interpreting
the past through architecture, I searched for a site which inherited certain
qualities that inspired my development thereafter.
     The Potolmac Rail Yard is located along the coastal lines of Alexandria,
Virginia.  It extends from the south side of Crystal city to the northwest side
of Old Town Alexandria on the Jefferson Davis Highway.   Still running
north to south through the yard are the Washington-Ohio cargo lines, the
Metro’s Yellow and Blue lines, and Amtrack.  My interest in the Potolmac
Rail Yard began in 1996 when its unused tracks were dismantled due to
the diminishing need of the railroad.   At this point it is important to undermine
the vulnerability of this area since the latter had taken place.  Private
development companies  had been waiting for opportunities to capitalize
on this area regardless of any architectural principles or parameters.  In
fact within a year after the tracks were removed the land was leased to
several retail companies who developed an outlet mall along the stretch of
land.  The  result of this development has created a defined edge to the
existing surroundings.
     The city of Alexandria laid out parameters for this area, these included
street locations that  divided the site into seven major city blocks along the
two mile long strip of land.  Each of these blocks were designated to
different use including residential retail and industrial use.  I responded to
this by studying the possibility of building on one of the southern most
subdivisions with the intention of creating a multipurpose node.  After a few
weeks I was discouraged because of the lack existing context to build from.
      My approach to finding a site later evolved when I began exploring the
remaining elements of what once inhibited this site in watercolor form.
     The coal plant, the tracks, the overpass were significant elements that
remained from the Potolmac Rail Yard but none of these was as intriguing
to me as a wall and its path that once upon a time were so important to the
city.
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Preliminary sketch.
Example of a structure
that resembles the
properties of the coal
plant.
Site:      Potolmac Yard.
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Preliminary sketch:
Idea of an industrial
plant built over a mound of
coal.
Site: Potolmac Yard.
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Sketches inspired
by the coal plant
idea and its properties.
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     This watercolor shows the city of Alexandria’s Coal Plant built parallel to
the Potolmac Yard in the 1800’s.  This is a significant component of this thesis
because the path and wall that remain along The Jefferson Davis Highway
housed the tracks that led to the coal plant.  This plant is still active although
the city changed the route of its coal train in 1996.

                     coal plant
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The Wall

The elements around and along the site were inspirational
throughout the thesis.   The path where the train once traveled, the coal
plant where the trains traveled to and the wall that supported the tracks
were these elements.  Not only are these three elements self sustainable
as ideas to design from, but they are also significantly dependent on one
another. Their  location is evidence of their unique relationship as their
relationship is unique to the site.

Along with a sister wall once located across Jefferson Davis
Highway, The remaining wall supported a bridge that spanned
perpendicular to Route One.  Concrete stone and gravel were the
components of  the wall.  Because it was built for  functional use, the wall
was not  to serve an aesthetic purpose.   In fact its appearance was quite
peculiar.  I analyzed the wall  in plan drawings, each cut at  different levels
for achieving more concrete results.   I found that the plans cut at lower
sections of the wall were of immeasurable mass and built out of the coarsest
gravel, while the plans cut at the top sections of the wall were built out of
refined sand making up a zig zagged one foot wall.  The wall’s dimensions
are 21 feet in height, 6 feet wide at the bottom tapering to a one foot wide
along the top.

My initial approach to the project  began by treating the wall like
if it was a relic, without building upon it and only designing around it (see
sketches p.7).  This idea could not prevail since the wall would be too
vulnerable without a particular function. The idea of climbing the wall inspired
several approaches that were both prominent possibilities of what could be
done.  One was of using steel treads particularly pretested to fit the wall
at different levels while attached to the wall with fine steel dowels.  Then
was the possibility of polishing the concrete until sculpting it to house
steps that led to the top of the wall (see sketches p.7)

The wall was expected to be demolished as part of the city’s
plan to widen the Jefferson Davis Highway.  I had hoped that it would
remain until the end of this thesis but on September 16th 1997 it was
bulldozed and removed from the site (see drawing p.2).  The information
gathered from the wall during the early months of the study was sufficient to
proceed with the program, in turn it transcended itself successfully.
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Sketch on the left exploring the
possibility of the wall being
embraced by a structure that
celebrates it.  Sketch on the
right is a study of how the wall
would be viewed from the
sidewalk if it had a building ad-
jacent to it.

Possibil i t ies of building
upon the wall were
explored, aswell was the
idea of carving the wall
to make it functional.  Left is
an example of this idea .  Right
is a photograph of the wall
before its destruction.  Lower
right is a study of the wall
being extended onto a build-
ing form.



Wall
Coal

Factory

Existing
    Path

To Build Upon Ruin

8

Existing
Housing

     During  the 1800’s when the railroad tracks were assembled, a berm was filled
to elevate the trains that would cross over the bridge supported by the wall.  The
berm lies at 20 feet above ground level when closest to the wall;  it is 30 feet in width
and it extends from the wall, at Randolph and Jefferson Davis Highway, to the
intersection of the Commonwealth Avenue ten blocks northwest. (See Page3)
     Since the removal of the train tracks in 1996,  all that was left was a path that was
being used by the Del Ray community as a dog park called Mt. Jefferson Park.  The
path had fortunately been preserved,  but it remained in run down conditions.  This
opted me to revitalize it into a safe and functional park that the community could use
not only as a walking trail during different times of the day.
     Several criteria dictated the approach taken to the path.  First, was establishing
where to access the path from the residential areas.  Second was creating rest-
ing places along the landscape for a pleasant experience throughout the trail.

Photograph taken from the path
before the wall was demolished.
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