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The following thesis is an exploration into the influence that water has on the urban
landscape and architecture. This project consists of three buildings that are connected
to water. This water flows differently at each site; one is constantly churning, another
is highly controlled, and the last is no longer there but it once was slow and steady. In
each instance the landscape and the architecture are reactive to the waterand as a
whole the project re-presents the origins of the city.
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Georgetown is one of the oldest areas of our Nation’s capital and its location on the
Potomac River was highly intentional. Today, when visitors come to Georgetown they
see retail shops on M street and affluent neighborhoods. There is little known about
the influence that water has on the siting of Georgetown and waters invaluable contri-
bution to its industrial and eventually its commercial industry.

My intent is to understand the history of a place and re-present it in my architec-

tural decisions. | have lived in the Washington DC area most of my life and as a child
Georgetown was always my favorite part of town. If you put aside vanity, Georgetown
is beautiful because of its dramatic topography and its proximity to the water. Why is it
different from the rest of the city?

In my research | discovered that water was vital to Georgetown, but today it is hardly
apparent. M Street is the main thoroughfare in Georgetown and because of the White-
hurst Freeway, most pedestrian views from M Street down to the water is impeded.

Another area in Georgetown that is hardly seen is the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal. It
was once a busy waterway, but today it is appreciated. The National Park Service main-
tain the canals out of a small office in the basement of a row house. They are in need
of more space to show all their collection of artifacts. It is evident that Georgetown
needs to reconnect with its past.

Garret Ekbo wrote that landscape architecture “is at one time and the same time a gen-
eralization of the past, a vitalizer of the present and a projection of the future (Swaf-
field).” | believe that this same thought can be applied to architecture. Some might
say that Georgetown is finished, there is no more room for development. But change
is the one constant in nature and in order for Georgetown to develop any further it has
to acknowledge its past.

~ | introduction
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To collect my thoughts linearly, | kept
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continuous roll of paper. This allowed
me to clarify my line of thinking, while
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project.
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beginnings of my site analysis. | was
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the research | began on the topic of
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1. This map of the Potomac River from 1855,
shows the tributaries and major landmarks of
that time.
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2. Georgetown waterfront ca.1865

There are several stories as to why it is called the Potomac River. One account is that it
means “place where people trade” or “the place to which tribute is brought”. The lands
that are now Georgetown were owned by George Gordon and George Beall, many
believe that it was named after them while others believe that it was because it was
founded during the reign of King George Il.

Located just below the fall line, Georgetown was positioned on the Potomac be-
cause it was the farthest that a seagoing vessel could navigate. Consequently,

it is also where salt water and fresh water meet. This brackish water is ideal for
preserving the piers that would one day support the docks that lined the shores.
Georgetown was founded in 1751, when Maryland purchased the land from Gor-
don and Beall. It became part of the District of Columbia on June 1, 1871.

The Georgetown waterfront has a long history as an industrial area. Products includ-
ed: flour, cement, soap, and lumber, which all later contributed to the contamination of
the Potomac River and the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal.

The McMillan Plan of 1901 recognized the importance of the waterfront areas of Wash-
ington, but Georgetown was not part of the rehabilitation of the city. Plans for clean-
ing up the waterfront were still overlooked when the supposedly temporary White-
hurst Freeway was built in 1949, which ultimately separated the city from the water.

The Georgetown Historic District, which was created in 1967 propelled the revi-
talization of the area. In 1980, the National Harbour complex in Georgetown near
the Potomac River, was built on land previously owned by the CSX Railroad.

The Georgetown Waterfront Commission was formed in 1996, with the intent to
build a park and transfer it to the hands of the National Park Service. Eventually,
the waterfront park would link to other parks leading to the National Mall.

potomac river-
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3. This image depicts Georgetown ca.
1795, as a suburb of Washington DC.

4. This photograph taken between
1861 and 1865, shows Georgetown as
a thriving port.

5, 6, 7. These images compare the

developement of the Georgetown
waterfront from 1923 to 2011.

17

NIEW of the Szarzasofthe CITYo ! WASHINGTON :

. 54 POTOMAG RIVER,

5. Georgetown in 1923

6. Georgetown waterfront sometime after 1949

7. Georgetown in 2011

potomac river
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gL EroReETOWN CrO EnNAL

9. Chesapeake & Ohio Canal and industrial plants, 1890-1940

Before the railroads came, water was the primary method of transporting large
amounts of goods. George Washington dreamed that the marsh lands of the Capital
would be navigable. In 1799, men began to dig 5 canals to circumvent the Great Falls
further up the Potomac River and traverse the marshy areas near the Capitol.

By the 1820’s the Potomac became filled with silt and industrial waste. City founders,
inspired by the Erie Canal, decided to build a canal to transport goods further up the
Potomac River Valley. The Chesapeake and Ohio Canal was began in 1828 and was in
construction until 1850 when the company went bankrupt due to competition from
the railroads and flooding. In 1843, the Aqueduct Bridge and canal were built to con-
nect the canal system to Alexandria. Designers intended this to be part of a larger sys-
tem through the Alleghenies and the Ohio River Basin.

The Baltimore and Ohio Railroad eventually bought the canal and sold it to the Na-
tional Park Service in 1938. The final length of the canal is 184.5 miles and consists of
74 locks.

| RESEARCH
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10. Barges are pulled by donkeys
along a tow path that runs nex t to
the canal. In this image the path runs
under Wisconsin Avenue. r

11. This sketch shows the size of the = &
timbers that make up the locks on the ",
canal. bk

12. At times the locks would generate
enough traffic that there would be
long lines waiting to travel down the
canal.

13. In this image the one can see the
connection between the Chesapeake
& Ohio Canal and the Washington

Aqueduct System.
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Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, Georgetown

Sketch and Measurements of gate, Lock #2

T BRIDGE,
Looking toward Washsngton,

TOWN, D. C.,

chesapeake and ohio canal
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washington aqueduct 2

= _ B aqueduct pipes through Georgetown and its in-
y fluences to the rest of the city.
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ELEVATION ON ROAD STREET

Starle Si tricde Yo tlre fool

In the mid 1800’s, Georgetown and Washington relied on natural springs, wells, and
rainwater collected in cisterns for drinking water and fire protection. At the time,
many cities like New York and Boston, had completed and were highly successful in
creating an aqueduct system. In 1850, Congress voted to authorize the Army Corps

of Engineers to improve the water systems in the District. Two men, Col. G. W. Hughes
and Lt. Montgomery C. Meigs, each proposed designs. Hughes advised to bring water
from upper Rock Creek to the two cities. Meigs advocated an aqueduct system from
the Potomac River beyond the Great Falls. Congress decided to adopt the aqueduct
system.

Construction started in 1852 with a total cost of $3.5 million to lay 14 miles of pipes
from Great Falls, Maryland through Georgetown and finally to Washington City. Three
reservoirs were also built as part of the original system. A dam was built above the
Great Falls and a 9 foot diameter gravity conduit brought water to a 56 acre area then
commonly called the receiving reservoir or now known as Dalecarlia. It was used to
store and process sediment from the water.

From Dalecarlia, the water traveled via conduit to the distribution reservoir on
Conduit Road, which is now MacArthur Boulevard. Today it is known as the
Georgetown Reservoir. Its placement on a high elevation allowed water to travel
down to Washington City through large pipes under M street and Pennsylvania
Avenue.

Because Georgetown was significantly higher in elevation to the M street water
pipes it had to be pumped up to a high service reservoir located on R Street and
Wisconsin Avenue. The higher elevation ensured good water pressure for all of
Georgetown.

After the Civil War, Washington began to grow more rapidly, which caused city of-
ficials to build a second larger high elevation reservoir in 1896 on Reno Road. The
Georgetown Reservoir closed the following year.

Today the aqueduct is a private water supplier to the District, Arlington County, and
Falls Church. The Army Corps of Engineers continues to operate the Washington
Aqueduct.

washington aqueduct

8 | RESEARCH
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17. The Sandborn map in 1999 shows
the Georgetown Library in the exact | " = T8
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18. This image depicts the George- S Y (o - r
town Reservoir and the surrounding \
neighborhoods in 1884.
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19. This image from ca. 1866 depicts
the connection between the Aqueduct
Bridge and the Chesapeake and Ohio
Canal. |

20. Aqueduct elevation and plan view

21. This photograph was taken during
the construction of the Aqueduct
Bridge ca. 1865.

22. The foundations of the Aqueduct et - : Blegpe e . -
Bridge are still at the botttom of the L i el RS e R e A o L S
Potomac River. The middle founda- : DEFE POMOMAT, GE DI
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