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The most powerful part of the Eisenhower 

Avenue metro station site is the Metro· Line 

itself. The Metro Line, or any other 

commuter rail in a large urban area, holds the 

key an urban lock in metropolitan areas. As 

the first stop in Alexandria, the Metro defines 

a constant datum line. It is an axis of 

transportation, but it is also an axis of life and 

urban movement which winds its way 

through the area. It brings relief and diversity 

to an urban area clogged with cars and 

busses both parked and moving. The Metro 

Line is a two dimensional datum of horizontal 

movement and transition. Its users are 

juxtapositioned in deviation from this datum 

in a subordinate datum at a perpendicular to 

it. This is the the main ordering device of the 

project, a perpendicular and subordinate line 

of transition with respect to the Metro. A 

perpendicular placement allows distinction, 

not competition, between the two lines. As 

the Metro is a datum of movement and 

transition, a second line perpendicular to it 

serves the user of the Metro. The line does 

not cross that of the Metro and does not act 

as a nodal point. but allows the user of the 

Metro to become defined. 

Concept page 1 



The Eisenhower Avenue· valley is one of the 

most unique sites in Alexandria. .It Is one of 

the few sites in the Washington Metro Area 

that is zoned for high-rise development, but 

has been slow to follow the active 

commercial and residential development of 

neighboring areas. Located along 

Alexandria's souther border, the 

Eisenhower Valley has been considered 

Alexandria's "Back End• for Many years. 

Hunting Creek to the south flooded the 

valley periodically. In fact much of the valley 

was swamp land until the zoning density 

potential forced the City of Alexandria to 

bring Hunting Creek Into a flood control plan 

beginning in the late 1950's. Many light and 

heavy industries were also once located in 

the area, including a brickyard and a scrap 

metal company. Huge industrial complexes 

once operated in and around the valley. The 

main railroad route leading to Washington 

and one of the East Coast's largest rail 

switching yards passed through the 

northern end of the valley. The southern 

most part of the valley, which essentially links 

it with Old Town, was, and for the most part, 

continues to be, occupied by the Alexandria 

sewage treatment facility, large tracts of low 

income housing and a public cemetery. 

Site page 2 
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All of the necessary factors for 

successful urban development have been in 

place for many years. These include the 

following: 

1. Immediate access to the Capital 

Beltway which surrounds the city and serves 

the entire area. 

2. Planned and achieved metro 

access on a major line that links the area with 

the entire surrounding work force. 

3. High density zoning that includes 

commercial, residential and light industrial. 

4. The Valley is at a lower elevation 

than the surrounding land. 

5. Recent development efforts by the 

City of Alexandria such as extended 

parkland, footpaths and a sports complex 

nearby. 

These factors make the area attractive 

for the development of a high density 

environment of housing, office and retail 

space. The area now has metro access and 

access to the beltway, but until recently 

vehicular connection to the rest of the 

Alexandria has been denied. Residential 

and civic groups have resisted the linkage of 

Quaker Lane to the Eisenhower Avenue 

Valley because of feared direct access 

between the beltway and Interstate 395 or 

Shirley Highway. Unfortunately, expanding 

and connecting Quaker Lane to 

Eisenhower Avenue would. have the same 

effect on the surrounding residential area 

that U.S. 1 had on Old Town. 

The potential of the Eisenhower 

Avenue Valley began in the late 1950's with 

the completion of the Woodrow Wilson 

Bridge. This link to Maryland and the District 

helped bring required flood control to 

Hunting Creek. In order to allow the planned 

increase In density in the area, flood control 

was continued until the early 1970's . . 

Alexandria and Metropolitan Area Transit : 

Authority began plans for the creation, 

expansion and completion of Metro Line 

through the Eisenhower Valley to 

Springfield as far back as 1972. The main 

beneficiary of these plans was Hubert 

Hoff man, the major land owner in the area. · 

He donated the land for the metro station. 

Development in the Eisenhower 

Avenue Valley js influenced by the 

surrounding area. The valley sits In the 

majestic shadows of Shooters Hill and the 

Masonic Temple, near the fragile beauty of 

Old Town, and near the sheltered silence of 

Rosemont. Unfortunately, development 

within the last twenty years has not 

increased the potential of the site. The 

Hoff man Towers office buildings are the 

largest structures in the area and possibly in 

the entire city. The defense industry 

buildings employ hundreds of people. Built 

in the mid 1960's, the buildings stand in 

defiance of their surroundings. Most 

noticeable about them is their size, 

tremendous shadow, and the surrounding 

sea of asphalt. 

Site page 3 



1. Old Town 

2. Potomac River 

3. Rosemont 

4. Interstate 495 

5. Hunting Creek 

6. Masonic Temple 

7. King Street 

8. Duke Street 

9. Eisenhower Avenue 

10. Jones Point 

11. Alexandria City Jail 

12. Alexandria Sewage Treatment 
Facility 

13. Metro Line (yellow) 

14. Telegraph Road 

Site page 4 
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Defining the user of the Metro Line arid 

creating a subsequent architectural 

response is well suited to mixed use 

development. The City of Alexandria has 

height limitation at the Eisenhower Avenue 

Site of 200 feet. The purpose of this 

limitation is to ensure that no nearby 

structure competes in height with the 

Masonic temple which sits atop Shooters 

Hill. The temple is the tallest structure in the 
area and creates a terminus to the King 

Street Vista. The height limitation could be 

increased for the residential use proposed. 

"Piggy-backing" commercial space or 

creating a vertical separation between 

commercial and residential space gives the 

opportunity to create more floors of office 

space by taking advantage of the height 

bonus given for housing. A vertical 

separation creates retail and commercial 

without the traditional layered mixed uses of 

a tower . 
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As stated in the concept, the Metro Line is 

considered a two dimensional datum of 

movement and transition. The 

juxtapositioning of a subordinate axis 

perpendicular to the Metro Line was the 

major motivation for location of the building 

footprint. 

The building footprint was then ordered 

around this subordinate axis. It does not 

compete with the Metro Line nor does it 

exist as a nodal point, a stop along the line. It 

serves to define the user of the Metro by 

ordering the mixed uses around the 

secondary axis and implying the formation of 
this axis through the site. 

Office space is located on the north side of 

the eecondary axis, exposing it to the formal 

and Industrious aspects of the site, such as 

the Hoffman Buildings, Duke Street, and the 

Maeonlc Temple. Housing takes a curved 

thape to track its southern exposure and 

view of the Potomac River, Old Town and 

the rolling hills of Fairfax County. 

EB 
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Plan development began as a · very 

frustrating exen::lae. The site, as deacrlbed, 
has great potential for high density 

development. However, acres of surface 

parking create a nebulous, barren terrain. 

The site la almost devoid of trees and 

changes In the landscape which might help 
Inspire ideas or provide meaning. As stated 

In the Site Development. the plan waa 

ordered around a secondary axil placed at a 

perpendicular to the Metro Line. The 

perpendicular axis doea not compete with 

the Metro Line but acts as a U>ordnate to It. 

This axis then forms the vertical separation 

between sides of the plan. A vertical 

separation exists between commercial and 

residential uses in the building rather than a 

horizontal layering, to allow the building to 

runction more efficiently. Housing then 

functions as housing and commercial as 

commercial. With horizontal layering, many 

aspects of the plan become homogenized 

to meet the requirements of both building 

types. Layering the building between the 

uses would limit many aspects of the plan. 

These include floor to ceiling requirements, 

entry, circulation, core or verticaf circulation 

and elevation. 

Plan page 7 
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These sketches show the many generations 
of ideas attempting to organize commercial 
and residential uses around a central axis. 

The plan had been devided into two 
different lidn. The only determination that 

had been at thia stage WU that one tide Wat 

commercial and one was rnldenlial. 

If there wa1 no architectural dlttinction 
between the two tldn, what factor• force 
one tide to be curved and one rectilinear? 
What it the curved wall? How it the different 
circulation to be achieved between the 
aidet? Wu the central axis a positive space 
or wu It a negative void? 

EB 
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The plan begins to offset as the commercial 

and residential sides develop. The central 

axis began to develop as a common or 

shared space. 

Vertical circulation became a major concern 

in the spaces where residents and office 

workers move about. What could be 

shared? When must they be separated? 

How did the floor to ceiling heights effect · 

each other? 

The structure between the two sides could 

include totally different systems. At the 

central axis, which evolved into an open 

interior space, the structure must be related. 

The walls begin to follow a grid of the 

columns and then radiate to maximize the 

south faces southern exposure. 

Plan page 9 
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Individual elements of the plan and 

corresponding precedents in Architecture 

influenced the ordering and hierarchy of 

elements. 

The work of Alvar Aalto was mentioned in 

several critiques. Aalto's sketches of the 

residence hall at Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology and the Neue Vahr Apartments 

in Bremen were not simply curved lines. 

They were of the architectural elements that 

make the curved line. 

The party or dividing wall begins to 

compartmentalize the housing side of the 

plan while a column grid was used to give the 

commercial side the required openness. 

Plan page 10 
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laying out the individual units of the 

housing proved to be the most difficult 

exercise. In the radial plan, as the exposed 

end got larger to maximize the southern 

exposure, the opposite end must get 

smaller. The resultant, odd shaped, leftover, 

spaces became very awkward . 

The solution was to create a hierarchy 

between the radial walls. One wall carried all 

chases, pipes and flues. All of the "Uses 

and Needs" in the unit occur at a 90 degree 

to this wall , including the structure. Its 

complement carrie~ only vertical load. 

Two things were learned from Alvar Aalto's 

work. The first was that these odd shaped 

left over spaces can be successfully used as 

secondary and utilitarian spaces such as 

closets or circulation. The second thing 

learned was that spaces such as kitchens 

and bathrooms are successful when 

planned with regular and common 

dimensions. 
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A variety of plans were tried with many 

attempts at solving circulation within and 

around the housing unit. An over all 

symmetrical plan proved to be constricting 

and predictable. Frustration and an urge to 

find a design that accommodated a structural 

system led to a symmetrical plan. 

There was no reason for one side of the 

housing structure to look the same as the 

other. There was no reason for a 

symmetrical plan other than as mentioned 

above. Symmetry in design can be 

beautiful. A Plan, such as Palladio's Villa 

Rotunda, is a masterpiece of symmetrical 

design. But, the elevations are asymmetrical 

in the morning and evening sunshine. 

Symmetry is a powerful tool to be 

studied and used with methodical thought 

and process. Evaluating all of its 

ramifications, reasons and implications is pa.rt 
of this process. Using it to accommodate a 

structural system is a decision made without 

evaluating the above criteria. 
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The unit evolved into an L shaped layout. 

The units at the west side are single story 

efficiencies. The units next to these get 

progressively larger towards the East side. 

The two story units were designed with an 

open two story space at the entrance 

adjacent to the kitchen. The kitchen is along 

the thicker wall carrying the pipes, flues and 

chases. It opens into the two story entrance 

hall which is contained by the non-rectilinear 

waU. 

The second story of the unit contains the 

bedrooms and a hallway which frames the 

upper part of the two story space . 
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Although the plan, section and elevation are 

presented separately, they were developed 

in conjunction with each other. This is 

especially true of the plan and section. Each 

new investigation of the plan was directly 

followed by the same investigation into the 

section and vice versa. The most noticeable 

aspect of the section is that the secondary 

axis around which the plan has been 

ordered around became an open space 

which is very thin as compared to its height. 

A shaft is created between two towers. A 

means to create greater proportionally of the 

height to the width of the central space was 

found ;n the relationship between the floor 

to ceiling height requirements of residential 

and commercial spaces. The floor to ceiling 

height of the residential units is 8'-6" while 

the floor to ceiling height of the commercial 

units is 13'-6" The floors, in section, would 

line up every 54'. This was an opportunity to 

break this large imposing shaft down into 

several atria stacked on top of each other. 

One atrium having a garden space, at the 

floors which line up, and 54' of height. This 

garden space is positive space within the 

separation between commercial and 

Section page 14 
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The affect of sunlight on the section was 

important as the South Side of the plan 

radiated to track the South Sun. This 

allowed each unit to experience the direct 

sunlight shown in these sections, at some 

point in the day. Housing requires the 

dynamic nature of the sun to reach far back 

into the unit. The Sun's warmth and 

The first five floors of the tower are retail 

space serving the metro station. There is no 
major retail space in the immediate area other 

than in Old Town. 

This section sketch shows the effect of 

back-lighting the structure that would cross 

the central space. 
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The garden spaces, which span the central 

open space every 54', aid in the structural 

stability of the building. They allow the two 
towers to function as one and better resist 

lateral load. 

The section of the residential side shows the 

transition of entry into the unit. The resident 

would stand in the corridor, which is a two 

story space adjacent to the atrium space. 

Entering the unit would lead directly into the 

private two story entry space. The entry 

space divides into two floors and then opens 

to the outside. On the second floor of the 

The entry of light from either side of the 

atrium is very dynamic casting large shadows 

across the space. 

Section page 16 



The majority of the questions in the 

elevation study of the south side of the 

building were answered in plan and section. 

The elements seemed to form their own 

composition in elevation as decisions were 

made in section and plan. The hierarchy of 

the walls on the south side became the most 

dominant element. The larger wall served as 

a marker as the sun moves across the sky. 

This wall slants outward very gradually as it 

rises. It slants at the rate of s• per floor. The 

secondary wall, which carries vertical load 

only, is plumb. The balconies of the units 

follow the slanted wall, while the units 

themselves remain plumb. The units appear 

to recede into the building .. 

The north elevation, that of the commercial 

side, seemed to be without the richness of 

elements found in the south side. The 

required openness of plan and the desire to 

maximize the floor plate by building to the 

glass line leave the elevation without the 

diversity and complexity found in the 

elements of housing. 
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I ~· 

Ii I I i I . i 
··· ;r· · ····-1 

a 
Cl i j 

' 

if 
~ ;t .• ! r .. Ir .. r .i--::=.:.:::...::=-=""-
?.~ L · · 
I t 'm:::;---
1 t . . .. ' I , , t p!-'-"~:.:.: __ _ 

' 

T r 
lllJJ -i- 9 

! l t . 
1· _·[ i I 

IT] rr -..... ..,...,_ 

4 

I J l T Tl 
l l ! I 

!I ~ 

' i .. i 
' 

( 

., 
i .. 
i l t 

n-n , 

.. I 9 

I rr 

r -~~ 

r . ' 
..__i 

r"" 
""II 

...--

~ 
~ • 
" 

The horizontal bands that cross the front of 

the North elevation coincide with the 

commercial floors that line up with the 

residential floors. 

The corner and horizontal elements of the 

north elevation became solid. The glazing of 

the offices themselves were divided with a 

ten foot mullion and curved to recede 

behind the solid corner and horizontal 

elements. 

The first five floors of retail space were not 

divided by mullions. They exist as a wall of 

continuous storefront display. 
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The combination of the elements ·was most 

evident in the east and west elevations. 

The central space made of the atria stacked 

upon one another became the main 

ordering element of this elevation. 

The elevation and the wall itself became the 

combination of several integral parts. 
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The symmetry in elevation became 

constricting and predictable, as it did in plan. 

As it was stated in a critique, the morning sun 

is not the same as the evening sun. 

Therefore, why should the west side of the 

south elevation be the same as the East 

side. 

The south elevation changed as one type of 

wall was vertical and the other slanted out. 

Elevation page 20 
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The following drawings were presented for 

successful oral defense of this thesis on 

September 18, 1992. 
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The Eisenhower Avenue Valley site is 

unique in the Washington Area for its high-

rise development potential. It offers access 

to the Metro line, the beltway and Old Town 

Alexandria. It's zoning diversity will 

accommodate light Industrial, commercial 

and residential construction. The question 

of whether or not to build a tower in proximity 

to the temple is an architectural and a political 

question. The assumption of this project is 

that the .Eisenhower Avenue Valley will have 

high rise development. This design has 

recognized the sign If icance of the 

Eisenhower Avenue Valley site and Its 

zoning. It identifies the specific aspects of 

the site, such as the proximity of the Metro 

Line, the beltway, Old Town and the 

Potomac River. Within this context, the 

project defines the user .of the metro by 

finding an architectural meaning within the 

planning issues discussed above. 

As the grid-lock of the beltway grows and 

becomes more congested, the Metro Line 

will flourish. The Metro line, when used to 

its greatest potential, will soon replace the 

street grid and city block as an urban 

organizational element. A city's character is 

drawn from this urban element. This project 

responds to this element by defining the 

individual within such a context. Retail 

Summary page 27 
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commercial and residential space exist with 

respect to the Metro Line, not in 

competition with, or in ignorance of it. A 

perpendicular axis emerges from the Metro 

Line. Ordered around this axis are 
residential, commercial and retail spaces that 

exploit their specific site advantages. 

The accomplishment of this project has 

been in understanding and developing an 

architectural solution to these planning 

Issues and questions for the individual who 

will live, work and shop in this environment. 

I would like to acknowledge the help of 

several individuals. Ed Rahame's carpentry 

expertise and· advice helped me through the 

oral defense of my thesis. Tim Mount's 

photographic ability and patience were 

greatly appreciated. Don Casey provided 

Intimate knowledge of the Eisenhower 

Avenue Valley and the public policy applied 

to It. This came from his years in public 

service as a City Councilman. 
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