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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The origins of the Rock Creek Park trail system can be traced to the informal
foot paths and trails created by American Indians hunting, fishing and quarrying
stone in the Rock Creek Valley. The exact trails created are unknown, but over
the years, a trail system emerged and was expanded as the area was slowly
developed by European colonists. The establishment of mills along the creek

and tributaries necessitated the construction of roads and trails to gain access to
these commercial operations from the farms in the area. These roads became the
foundation on which the circulation system of Rock Creek Park was built; many
are still in operation today as park streets or have been converted to bridle or foot

trails and serve today’s valley visitors looking to escape the city.

The creation of Rock Creek Park in 1890 effectively preserved the natural
landscape of the valley and provided an opportunity for the Board of Control

to develop roads within the newly formed park. By 1907, with the increasing
popularity of the automobile, conflicts between user groups prompted the board
to create separate circulation systems for pleasure drives, bridle trails, and foot
paths. This distinct system of roads, horse trails, and hiking trails was expanded
over the years to meet the demand, reaching its peak prior to the release of the
1918 “Olmsted Report” on Rock Creek Park. At this same time the Board of
Control was dissolved and the management of the park became the responsibility
of the Army Corps of Engineer’s Office of Public Buildings and Grounds (OPBG).
Under the leadership of the OPBG, the agency improved the trail system and
removed redundant trails, but also expanded the trail network into Maryland,
following the extension of Rock Creek Park into Montgomery County. The public
continued to raise concerns to park managers about trail conditions and access. In

response, new pedestrian entrances were opened on the eastern side of the creek.

In 1933, management of the Washington, DC, portion of Rock Creek Park,

along with other DC city park sites and reservations under the jurisdiction of the
Office of Public Buildings and Public Parks (the successor to the Office of Public
Buildings and Grounds), was transferred to the National Park Service (NPS).
NPS chief landscape architect Thomas Vint directed landscape architect Malcolm
Kirkpatrick and plant pathologist E.P. Meinecke to conduct an assessment of

the park’s condition and needs shortly after Rock Creek Park came under NPS
management. Their 1934 report cited similar issues to those that were highlighted
in the 1918 Olmsted report, but which had not been addressed in the intervening
years. Indeed, little of the Olmsted plan had been implemented and the park
seemingly had been allowed to develop without any planning. The 1934 study was

recommended to be a supplement to the 1918 Olmsted report.
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Under NPS management, a systematic refinement of the trail system created a
naming convention for bridle and foot trails, trail route circuits or loops, and
development of multi-use trails, due to the popularity of bicycles starting in the
1960s. Over the last 40 years, the development and maintenance of the trail system
in Rock Creek Park has relied on a collaboration between NPS and advocates for
various trail user groups, as well as partnerships with organizations who provide

trail maintenance.

This Cultural Landscape Report for the Historic Trails of Rock Creek Park
documents the history and significance of the park’s trail system and its features
and provides guidance for future management of the trails. Historical narratives
and period maps were developed for nine historical periods and relied upon
extensive research of primary and secondary documentation, field investigations,
and the analysis of historical maps. An in-depth field survey conducted between
fall 2010 and fall 2011, documented all visible above-ground features and existing
conditions, and this data was converted into a trails database. After careful analysis
of Rock Creek Park’s trail system, a period of significance was defined to be from
1890-1972, which encompasses the park’s establishment through the early years
of the bicycle boom. The focus of this period of significance is on the trail system

as a whole.

The treatment plan for the Historic Trails of Rock Creek Park outlines a long-
term management plan and preservation strategy for the trail system. Overarching
goals, principles and policies serve as guide for the future maintenance and
rehabilitation efforts for the historic trail system. Paramount is the goal to
“maintain the historic character of the trail system and its character defining
features.” In the 1934 report, Malcolm Kirkpatrick wrote about the trails stating,
“Anything mentioned heretofore that would improve the landscape character of
the park, will make possible keener enjoyment of these diversions. Riding and
walking do not demand complicated treatment, but a sympathetic approach to

construction and maintenance operations is vital.”

Kirkpatrick’s premise serves as a catalyst for this treatment plan. The plan defines
a hierarchy for the historic trails (bridle, foot and multi-use) to offer guidance for
existing maintenance and any future trail development. The guidelines are then
organized in greater detail by the various characteristics of the trail system, such as
route, views and vegetation, trail cross-section, tread, retaining walls, bridges, and
signage to name a few. Combined, these guidelines will offer support for park staff
and volunteers to maintain the trail system with a unified focus that allows for the
preservation of significant historic trails and the future growth needs of the trail

system.
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INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

A Cultural Landscape Report (CLR) serves the National Park Service as both the
primary treatment document for cultural landscapes and as a tool to inform day-
to-day management decisions and long-term preservation strategies. The Historic
Trails of Rock Creek Park CLR has been prepared with reference to appropriate
historical contexts to document and evaluate the historic development of the trail
system based on criteria for eligibility to the National Register of Historic Places.
This report includes the physical history of the trail system, identifies, analyzes
and evaluates significant cultural landscape features and provides treatment
recommendations that focus on the rehabilitation of the trail system and its
features. The analysis includes a study of the trail system’s geographical setting,
physical development, materials, construction methods, and use for nine historical
periods. Utilizing the analysis and the Secretary of Interior’s Standards for the
Treatment of Historic Properties, this CLR recommends a treatment plan to
protect the identified significant cultural resources that is appropriate for the trail

system’s condition and use.

The purpose of this cultural landscape report is to document the history and
significance of the trail system and its features and to provide guidance for

the future treatment of the trails. The site history provides an overview of the
development of the trail system and includes period photographs and associated
plans depicting the trail system as it looked during the nine historical periods.
Extensive primary and secondary research, field investigations, and the study

of historical maps were used to prepare the history. In depth field investigations
provided the basis for the existing conditions section, which outlines the current
state of the trail system and its surrounding landscape. The analysis section
investigates potential areas of significance for the trail system with respect to
National Register of Historic Places criteria and determines integrity of those
areas through the comparison of the existing and historic conditions. In addition,
this section identifies character defining features that provide a framework for the

trail system.

The Historic Trails of Rock Creek Park Treatment Plan provides a rehabilitation
treatment plan for long-term trail management. The treatment plan defines a
hierarchy for the historic trails to offer guidance for any future trail development.
Included in this section are design guidelines for the individual trail features, such
as drainage, bridges, and tread. Combined, these guidelines will offer support

for park staff and volunteers to maintain the trail system with a unified focus that
allows for the preservation of significant historic trails and the future growth

needs of the trail system.
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Figure 0.1 Project Boundary for
the Cultural Landscape Report: The
Historic Trails of Rock Creek Park.

STUDY BOUNDARIES

Rock Creek Park is in the northwest quadrant of Washington, D.C. and is
bounded by the Maryland and District of Columbia line to the north and the
National Zoo to the south. The study area is composed of the Rock Creek Park
Historic District and the adjacent outparcels along Rock Creek’s tributaries,
including Soapstone Valley Park, Melvin Hazen Park, Pinehurst Valley, and Piney
Branch Valley. All combined, the historic trails system studied is within 1,935
acres of parkland. The focus of this study is the official trail system of Rock Creek
Park from 1890 to present day, and includes extant and abandoned trails. Many
of the early trails originated as farm or mill roads predating the park. To further
understand the trail system’s origins, the circulation system of roads and trails
prior to 1890 are also explored. The period maps identify roads and trails directly
adjacent to the park. These help to provide context and show connectivity to the
surrounding area, but are not included as part of the report’s detailed study. In
addition to the official trail system, the park has numerous unofficial social trails.

These are briefly discussed, but not a focus of this report.
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METHODOLOGY AND SCOPE

The history and development of Rock Creek Park has been the subject of
numerous studies. In particular, the Historic Resource Study of Rock Creek

Park by William Bushong, Rock Creek Park: An Administrative History by Barry
Mackintosh and the Rock Creek Park Road System by Timothy Davis provided
the starting point for the research efforts of this report. These reports provided a
background of the park’s overall history and directed the team to further primary
research at the National Archives, the Library of Congress, the National Capital
Regional Office, the District of Columbia Public Library, the Historical Society of
Washington, and the National Park Service Museum Resource Center. However,
the complex nature of the park and its history has led to very little research on the
specifics of the trail system prior to this report. An initial study was undertaken by
the Cultural Landscapes Program in 1992, but this effort focused on several facets
of the park and directed its final efforts to other cultural landscapes, including
Linnaean Hill and Peirce Mill. The early research by Cultural Landscapes
Program staff members Jennifer Hanna, Kay Fanning, and Judith Early provided
additional material to initiate this study. This report builds on these efforts and
previous studies to provide a comprehensive history of the physical development

of the historic trail system of Rock Creek Park.

A major component of this report included developing a historic trails database
utilizing ArcGIS to map the evolution of the historic trails system. This process
involved geo-referencing more than 30 historical maps of the park area, and
digitizing the roads and trails in and around the park from as early as 1608 to 2012.
The park’s current official trail system had been GPS located and transferred to
ArcGIS by the park staff. The park’s ArcGIS trail’s data layer became a baseline
from which to build the historic trails database. The current official trails (extant
trails) were imported to the database, but kept in a separate file from the digitized
historic (abandoned) trails. However, trail segments from the abandoned trails
layer that matched one of the extant trail segments was identified and detailed
within the extant trails layer alone. It is important to keep in mind that historic
maps have varying degrees of accuracy. While every effort was taken to accurately
depict the historic trail segments and match them to extant segments, some
margin of error can be assumed. Future study which allows more detailed analysis

may further the understanding of the trail system’s evolution.

All trail segments in the database have been identified with the original
construction date, original use type, dates abandoned, dates reopened, and
changes in use. The primary sources for this information were the historical maps
included in the database, and in some instances, textual records provided actual
construction dates. Trail segments dated through the analysis of historical maps
typically have a date range. For example, if a trail segment did not appear on a

1910 map, but then appeared on a 1916 map, its built date would be listed as 1911-
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1915. Once the database was completed, it provided a unique and valuable tool for
developing the period maps and for performing detailed analysis of the historic

trails.

With the assistance of park staff, the cultural landscapes team completed a
comprehensive survey of Rock Creek Park’s trails in the fall of 2010 utilizing
Trimble GPS units. All field data collected was then imported into a trails database
in ArcGIS. Types of data collected for each trail included locating and mapping
trail tread and width, damaged areas, waterbars, check dams, culverts, headwalls,
signage, bridges, steps, stream crossings, boardwalks, benches, bollards, and other
small-scale features along the trails. A few social trails and abandoned trail traces
were mapped in the form of a point at the location where it crosses an official
trail, or a line indicating the alignment of shorter social trail segments. The GPS
survey was supported by photographic documentation and field notes for each
trail surveyed. Additional field survey work was completed in the spring, summer
and fall of 2011 to identify extant trail/road traces of abandoned historic trails and

roads.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The origins of the Rock Creek Park trail system can be traced to the informal foot
paths and trails created by American Indians hunting, fishing and quarrying stone
in the Rock Creek Valley. The exact trails created are unknown, but historic maps
and early settlers’ comments indicate a strong possibility the Milkhouse Ford trail,
and a few trails around the Piney Branch quarry site, originated with American
Indians. Milkhouse Ford trail evolved into a road and provided the only east-
west crossing of Rock Creek in the north section of the valley. As early as 1688,
European colonists began to purchase land in the Rock Creek Valley and slowly
began building farms, mills and homesteads. Landowners began to construct
paths and roads to access their new property. In the 1830s, County Surveyor
Lewis Carberry laid out several roads to access both the Peirce and Blagden mills.
The first of these roads was Peirce Mill Road built in 1831. By 1860, the area
within the future boundary of Rock Creek Park included at least 6.75 miles of

roads and trails.

During the Civil War, forts and batteries were constructed in the future park

as part of the Civil War Defenses of Washington. Roads and trails were built in
and around the defenses to connect them to each other and provide internal
circulation. . Civil War-era maps indicate minor roads connecting Batteries Smead
and Kingsbury and Fort DeRussy, as well as branching off Milkhouse Ford Road
into the site of the future park. Military Road was constructed in 1862 to connect
the northern defenses and crossed through the future park just south of Fort

DeRussy. Many of the war-era roads offered new routes through the valley and




INTRODUCTION

Military Road provided an alternate east-west creek crossing, eventually replacing
Milkhouse Ford Road as the major thoroughfare.

In January 1867, Major Nathaniel Michler of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
developed the first formal proposal for establishing a park in the Rock Creek
Valley. Michler noted that the picturesque valley included “charming drives and
walks” along with ravines, forest and cultivated fields. The park would not be
established until 1890, but roads and trails in the valley continued to develop at

a significant pace after the war. These roads supported the valley’s farmsteads,
small tenant farmers and the Peirce and Blagden mills. By 1890 the future park site
included approximately 20 miles of carriage roads and trails, most of which were
converted to bridle trails after the park’s establishment. About 6 miles of carriage
roads pre-dating the park served as shared routes for cars and horses during the

park’s early years.

The trails and roads within the boundaries of Rock Creek Park have always been
arelated system of circulation. Once the area was established as a park, these
routes shifted from utilitarian circulation to routes primarily focused toward
recreation. This shift of purpose is the key to the development of the official trail
system. Beginning with the adoption of old farm and mill roads to trails, the trail
system has evolved throughout its history to meet the needs of current users.
Construction of new trails began as early as 1897 and the system had the most
significant amount of trail development between 1897 and 1910. During this
period, 26.06 miles of new trails and carriage roads were constructed and 6 miles

of the pre-park roads were abandoned.

Beginning in 1918, trail development primarily focused on simplifying and
organizing the trail system. Routes were eliminated, reopened, adjusted, and
organized into named trail routes. Significant trail closures occurred between
1918 and 1932 during the Office of Public Buildings and Ground’s (OPBG)
management with the closure of 18.5 miles of trail. These trails were simply
abandoned and left for nature to slowly recover them. Based on the timing of
the trail closures and master planning efforts of the Olmsted Brother’s firm in
1917-1918, it is possible that Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. could have influenced
this trail streamlining period. The Olmsted Brothers submitted Rock Creek Park:
a Report, the park’s first master plan, in December 1918. The plan focused on
setting overriding goals and a philosophy of preservation of the natural scenery,

but provided little detailed guidance on the trail system.

Management of the park transferred to the National Park Service in 1933 as part
of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s June 1933 executive order reorganizing the
executive branch. Minimal development occurred on the trail system during

the 1930s and 1940s, but existing trails were converted to a nature trail and a
significant naturalist program was established. These programs included many

ranger-led walks along the trail system and encouraged visitors to explore the
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nature world within the park. These programs were greatly successful. As many as
a thousand people per month were walking the nature trail during peak seasons

and visitation remained high throughout the 1940s.

The next significant period of trail restructuring occurred during the 1950s when
the National Park Service reorganized the bridle trail system. In November 1958
the park service unveiled its plan, which consisted of two primary north-south
routes, the White and Black Horse Trails, and several Cross Trails that served as
east-west connector routes. All of the newly designated bridle trails had been
improved to a consistent width of 9 feet and close to 16 miles of trails had been
abandoned. This marked the first period of formal organization for any portion of

the trail system.

An increase in bicycle traffic in Rock Creek Park in the late 1960s reflected the
growing nationwide interest in recreational and professional bicycling. Cycling
clubs formed around the country as part of this “bicycle boom,” and enthusiasts in
the national capital region established the Washington Area Bicycle Association in
1972. The surge of bicyclists in the park prompted the NPS to conduct a study of
bike use in Rock Creek Park and outlined potential actions to serve the increasing
cycling population. The actions included adding new bike trails, automobile bans
and a dedicated bike lane on Beach Drive from Broad Branch to Sherrill Drive.
The park constructed the first dedicated bike trail in 1967 and by 1978 a total

of 5.79 miles of bike trail had been designated or constructed. In 1972, the park
implemented the first policy to permanently close portions of Beach Drive on
Sundays to automobile traffic. This was a significant management decision that was
later expanded to include weekends and holidays and additional roads. Today, this
policy remains in effect and includes Bingham Drive, Sherrill Drive and additional
segments of Beach Drive. The expanded use of these roads by cyclists, runners, in-
line skaters and others has allowed the park to keep a minimum of dedicated bike

(multi-use) trails throughout the park.

The trail system and the surrounding natural landscape have evolved since

1890. Although the number of trails has been reduced and alignment shifts have
occurred, the system remains a means to access the scenic landscape of the Rock
Creek Valley. User groups have also evolved since the park’s founding. Today, the
trails are enjoyed by a combination of equestrians, hikers, joggers, bird watchers,

naturalists and cyclists.

SUNNMARY OF FINDINGS

The Rock Creek Park trails system’s period of significance is 1890-1972. This
encompasses the park’s establishment through the early years of the bicycle

boom. The focus of this significance is on the trail system as a whole. Several of




INTRODUCTION

the trails have historical significance of individual merit and these trails contribute
to the significance of the overall system. As it relates to the National Register of
Historic Places, the trails are significant based on Criteria A, B and D. Criterion A
is supported by the trails’ association with significant events related to community
planning, military history, outdoor recreation, landscape architecture, and social
history as it relates to early milling and farming industries in Washington, D.C.
Early efforts to establish a park were inspired by the development of public parks
in other major American cities representing the Public Parks Movement. The trails
system was part of the park’s circulation system which was supported by the 1902
McMillan Plan. Many trails surrounding Fort DeRussy were developed as part of
the circulation system for the Civil War Defenses of Washington and were utilized
by Union troops stationed at the fort or associated batteries surrounding the
future park. The trail system supported outdoor recreation and nature enthusiasts
through its association with horseback riding, walking clubs and the cycling
movement. Criterion B is supported by the trails association with Theodore
Roosevelt and his impromptu meetings in the park and the planning efforts of
Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. The trails are significant under Criterion D because
they have the potential to reveal archeological resources within the park related to

the early milling and farming in the Rock Creek Valley.

The period of significance for the historic trail system begins in 1890, but many
extant and abandoned trails predate the park and have historical significance
beyond the trail system. The circulation system of the area originated as old
farm or mill roads (carriage roads). When Rock Creek Park was established,
most of these roads converted to trails with some still extant today; others were
abandoned and left to re-vegetate on their own. A few of these abandoned road
and trail traces are still easily read in the landscape and contribute to the overall
significance of the trail system. However, some of these abandoned traces along
with some of the extant trail segments potentially have historical significance as
individual trails. A few of the more prominent individually significant trails are
identified for further study, but a more focused study is suggested for identifying

all individually significant trails and abandoned road traces within the park.
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SITE HISTORY

CHAPTER 1: SITE HISTORY

EARLY HISTORY TO 1608

The Washington, DC area has been inhabited by humans for approximately 13,000
years, but settlements in the boundaries of present-day Rock Creek Park did not
begin until approximately 2,000 BC, during the Late Archaic Period. During this
period, Paleoindians established temporary camps along Rock Creek for hunting,
fishing, and quarrying stone from the beds of ancient river cobbles located in

the bluffs along the creek and its tributaries, Broad Branch, Piney Branch, and
Soapstone Creek. Prior to this time, archeological evidence suggests that Rock
Creek had primarily been a stopping point for hunting parties, but not a site for
long-term settlements. No evidence of permanent villages has been discovered in
the park.! However, during studies of the quarry sites conducted between 1889
and 1894, William Henry Holmes, head of the American Bureau of Ethnography,
noted, “there are some evidences of primitive dwelling on terraces overlooking

Rock Creek west of Mount Pleasant.”?

The Late Archaic period residents quarried steatite (soapstone) to make cooking
vessels, and quartzite, with which they constructed tools and spearpoints.
Quartzite quarries were located along Piney Branch, Broad Branch, and Rock
Creek, as well as sites near present-day American University and the Naval
Observatory. The northernmost quarry found by Holmes was located near
Connecticut Avenue and Peirce Mill Road. The Piney Branch quarry was located
north of the Mount Pleasant neighborhood and west of 16 Street. Steatite
quarries were found in Soapstone Valley and Rose Hill, located along Connecticut

Avenue south of Albemarle Street and north of the National Zoo.?

MILKHOUSE FORD ROAD

Evidence of Indian trails in Rock Creek Park cannot be found today, but historic
maps revealed the presence of trails near the Piney Branch quarry sites. Given
their location, it is possible these trails were developed by American Indians to
access the quarry. Portions of these trails became local roads and part of the future
park’s trail system. It can be assumed additional American Indian trails traversed
the valley to shallow points in the creek, such as at known fords, where crossing
would be easier. An example of a long established valley and creek crossing is
Milkhouse Ford Road. The Milkhouse Ford is one of at least six major fords
located between the District-Maryland line and the National Zoo. Though its age

11
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has not been determined, Milkhouse Ford Road is believed to be one of the oldest
roads in Washington and possibly originated as an Indian trail. The road crossed
much of the northern section of present day Washington. East of Rock Creek
Park, portions of the thoroughfare, now known as Rock Creek Ford Road, are

still in use today.* An early 1890s analysis of land records conducted as part of the
acquisition of property for the park remarked on the age of Milkhouse Ford Road.
Though the analysis does not provide a date for the establishment of the road, the
document provides anecdotal evidence about its history. “The road is an ancient
one and its history is not to be found in the District of Columbia.” > Another deed
stated “...the road has been used as a public road beyond memory of the oldest

residents of the vicinity.” ¢

Twwo major northwest Washington thoroughfares, River Road and Wisconsin
Avenue, evolved from routes American Indians made between present-day
Washington, Maryland, and West Virginia. These routes were maintained as
foot and horse trails and later used for the transportation of tobacco. They were
widened to accommodate carriages and carts.” Given its central location and
history, Milkhouse Ford Road may share similar origins with these other historic

roads.

SUMMARY

Though their age has not been determined, Milkhouse Ford Road and the Piney
Branch quarry trails were among the earliest transportation routes through Rock
Creek Valley. They are among the most historic features in Rock Creek Park and

portions continue to be a part of the circulation system.

Analysis of historic maps reveals that 1.69 miles of foot trails were extant in the
Rock Creek Valley at the end of this period.

12
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SITE HISTORY

MILLS AND EARLY VALLEY ROADS, 1609-1860

The first known European sighting of Rock Creek occurred during Captain

John Smith’s 1608 voyage around the Chesapeake Bay. Though other European
explorers sailed the Potomac and Anacostia Rivers in the 1500s, Smith
documented his explorations on his 1612 Map of Virginia. He identified Indian
settlements and inlets around the bay and along the Potomac River. One of the
inlets noted is likely Rock Creek, but no settlements were depicted along this
waterway. Smith identified numerous nations or groups in the Washington area.
They included the Nacotchtanck, who lived in a large village on the eastern bank
of the Anacostia River, and the Piscataway, Tauxenent, and Pamukey villages along
the Potomac River. 8 The Nacotchtanck village is believed to have been abandoned
by 1673, when it was omitted from a map of the area created that year. The
absence of permanent Indian settlements left the area relatively free for European
colonists, but periodic raids in the area by the potentially hostile Senecas and
Susquehannocks, and by the Nanticokes and Conoys of the Chesapeake region,

affected English settlement for decades.’

European land acquisition along Rock Creek began in 1688 when Henry Darnall
obtained patents for 6,000 acres in present day Washington and Montgomery
County, Maryland. Darnall’s 1,776 acre patent known as the Gyrle’s (Girl’s)
Portion encompassed much of what was to become Rock Creek Park and the
communities of Silver Spring, Forest Glen, and Takoma Park along the Maryland-
District border.!° Clouin Course (1714) and Argyle, Cowell and Lorne (1722) are
among the other patents that included land that would became part of Rock Creek
Park.!

In 1739, Charles Carroll of Annapolis became owner of Gyrle’s (Girl’s) Portion
and Clouin Course, both located within the future park. Carroll leased some of
the land in 1739 and 1740. Tivo house sites belonging to Carroll’s tenants during
the 1700s were uncovered in recent years. The remains found on Clouin Course
land leased to William Hall were located in the northwest section of the park

and bound by Wise Road on the south and Rock Creek to the north. Artifacts
uncovered at the site indicate a small farm. The objects date between 1762 and
1820, but there is evidence the site may have been occupied as early as 1740. Rock
Creek Valley residents, interviewed in 1762 to determine the boundaries of Clouin
Course and Gyrle’s (Girl’s) Portion, reported that several people had resided in
the Rock Creek Valley for decades.!

At the end of the 1700s, as preparations were made for relocating the nation’s

capital to Washington, Andrew Ellicott conducted an extensive survey of the site
of the future city. His 1793 topographic map documented the major roads in the
area, including the “Rock Creek Road” on the east side of the creek. This road is

the closest east-west traveling route to Rock Creek. There has been speculation
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Figure 1.1
Pierce Mill, ca. 1897. Rock Creek
Park Photo Collection, PM-60.

that Rock Creek Road is Milkhouse Ford Road or Milkhouse Ford Road evolved
from Rock Creek Road. Close study and overlay of historic maps reveals Rock
Creek Road is better aligned with today’s Rock Creek Church Road, which is
located just north of the historic boundary of the city and is associated with St.

Paul’s Episcopal Church, founded in the early 1700s.'*

ROCK CREEK MILLS

In the early 1800s, several mills were located along Rock Creek from Georgetown
to the Maryland-Washington line. Three of the mills—Peirce, Peter, and Blagden—
were located within the future park. Others were located along what would
become Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway or just outside the park’s boundary.
Built primarily from the mid-1700s and early 1800s, the mills produced flour,
fertilizer, timber, and paper following the decline of tobacco cultivation in the
piedmont region. 4 Georgetown mills built after construction of the Chesapeake
and Ohio Canal in 1840 provided competition for the Rock Creek mills. Their
proximity to commerce in Georgetown, river boats on the Potomac, and barges
on the canal gave these mills an advantage over the Rock Creek mills operating
nearby. The Peirce and Blagden Mills, located a few miles from the canal, were not
as directly affected by the competition and continued to serve local customers.
Some of the Rock Creek mills remained active and at times were prosperous
through the mid-1800s. However, they declined following the introduction of new

milling processes in the 1870s."

Peirce Mill was among the mills that experienced periods of prosperity in the latter
part of the 1800s. In 1794, Isaac Peirce purchased a 150-acre tract of land known

as the “Gift,” as well as an adjacent ten acre parcel.** The land included a farm, or-
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chard, house, outbuildings, and a mill. By 1800, Peirce had acquired between 1,200
and 2,000 acres in what is now the section of Rock Creek Park between Military

Road and the National Zoo. Several businesses operated on his property, including
grist and saw mills, a farm, and nursery. Peirce built the present day mill by 1829 of

native bluestone granite most likely quarried at Broad Branch."”

In 1823, Peirce gave his son Joshua 82 acres of land adjacent to and south of his
farm. There, the younger Peirce built his estate, operated a farm, and developed

a successful nursery business. He operated nurseries between 14%, 16", R, and S
Streets in the city, as well as on his Rock Creek Valley estate.'® Maps of the Peirce
property dating to the late 1850s document a “network of tree lined drives and
paths,” and extensive circulation system, “built for carriage rides through the
property to examine the fruit and ornamental trees and shrubs on the grounds.”
His estate was originally known as Lee Rig, but Peirce re-named it Linnaean Hill

in honor of the Swedish botanist, Carl Linnaeus.?

Another of Isaac Peirce’s sons, Abner, operated an extensive plantation on land
inherited from his father. The elder Peirce died in 1841 and left Abner all of his
property. On his 960 acres of land, Abner Peirce grew vegetables, wheat, and rye
and kept livestock until his death in 1851. The plantation and the mill operated
successfully for many years. The 1870s were particularly prosperous for the
mill, but in the years following, business steadily declined and the mill ceased
operations in 1897. Much of the Peirce land remained in the family until the

founding of the park in 1890.%

Less is known about the other mills located within the park’s boundaries. Isaac
Peirce descendent Louis Shoemaker speculated that the first mill established along
the creek was the Peter Mill. Located “north of the Blagden Mill and south of

Figure 1.2

Blagden Mills Ruins, ca. 1890-1900.
Rock Creek Park Photo Collection,
Mills 9-2.
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Military Road,” the land was patented under the name White’s Mill Seat in 1634
and 1756, and then as Peter’s Mill Seat in 1800. 22 There is no evidence the mill
was in operation after that year. Shoemaker wrote that the old race was visible and
foundation walls remained standing for some time, but were “obliterated” at the

time he was writing in 1908.2

More is known about the Blagden, or Argyle, Mill. The mill was in operation

prior to 1850, but its date of construction is not known. Thomas Blagden was

a successful businessman and landowner who purchased the property in 1853.
Located near the site of Boulder Bridge in Rock Creek Park, the complex included
two mills and a miller’s house. The mill ground wheat, rye, and flour and operated
successfully until the 1880s when its revenue declined. The mill closed before

the end of the decade. Along with the mill, Blagden operated a 375-acre farm
where he grew Irish and sweet potatoes and kept livestock.? The farm was located
adjacent to Abner Peirce’s land and later Peirce Shoemaker’s property. However,
much of the farm fell outside the present day boundaries of the park and was

located in what is now the Crestwood neighborhood.

MILL ROADS

During the early 1800s, roads were built at the request of property owners to
access both the Peirce and Blagden mills. Several roads were laid out by County
Surveyor Lewis Carberry to access Peirce properties, including Peirce Mill Road
in 1831 and Broad Branch Road in 1839. Peirce Mill Road traveled from Mount
Pleasant and across Piney Branch via a small footbridge, “fording Rock Creek at
Peirce Mill, and climbing the west side of the valley to intersect with the Rockville
Pike. Originally a private road, it was designated a public highway in 1861 and
realigned slightly by District of Columbia Highway authorities several times over
the ensuing decades.” 2 The section of the road on the eastern side of the creek
was frequently referred to as Linnaean Hill Road for its association with Joshua
Peirce’s estate. Broad Branch Road paralleled Broad Branch just north of Peirce’s
mill and became a public highway in 1854. Klingle Road, also known as Peirce’s
Road, was laid out in 1831 by Carberry. The road was located south of the Peirce/
Klingle house and followed a ravine up the west side of the valley and connected
with Linnaean Hill/Peirce Mill Road.?” A road identified as Mill Road on an 1864
plat connected Peirce Mill with Blagden Mill.? Portions of Mill Road followed the
approximate alignment of today’s Beach Drive. The road ran along the west side
of Rock Creek, west of Peirce Mill, and continued to Broad Branch Road. It then
crossed the Broad Branch and traveled northeast and connected with Blagden
Mill Road.” Blagden Mill Road, also known historically as Broadrup’s Road and
Argyle Mill Road, extended from Blagden Mill to Piney Branch Road.** In 1846
and 1857, Lewis Carberry laid out the sections of Blagden Mill Road that would

later fall within Rock Creek Park’s boundaries.?
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ENJOYING THE VALLEY

The roads associated with the Blagden and Peirce properties provided their
owners and customers with access to their mills and other businesses. They also
offered the public a means to enter and cross Rock Creek Valley for recreational
and practical purposes. Beginning in the early 1800s, the Linnaean Hill-Peirce
Mill area was a popular spot for picnickers and people escaping the city. The area
was known for its fishing, bird watching, as well as its “simple and quiet beauty.”*?
Linnaean Hill was described as having grounds that “were artistically treated. ..
so beautifully arranged that the place was converted into a horticultural and rural
park, where the people of the national capital sought pleasure, recreation and
instruction.” * An 1848 article in the National Intelligencer newspaper included an
account by a visitor who, armed with sketchbooks in which to capture the scenery
around Peirce Mill, described his walk through Rock Creek Valley on his way to
the mill. He traveled along “roads which cross the channel of Rock Creek, and
frequently run for a long distance along its winding vale.” The visitor remarked
that on the Rock Creek roads “you might walk for miles without meeting a human

being...”3*

Striking scenery, recreation, and picnicking spots on the eastern side of Rock
Creek Valley were also sought after by local residents. For decades a race track
drew people to the region to watch harness racing and other sports. Like Peirce
Mill, the area around the track was a destination for city dwellers looking to spend
the day in the country. Known by several names during its operation, including
the Crystal Spring Race Track, the Piney Branch Race Course, and the Brightwood
Driving Park, the track was established in the late 1850s. The nearby Crystal
Springs, which opened a few years after the racecourse, was a successful hotel
renowned for its fine spring water. Both the hotel and racecourse were located on
land owned by Louise Shoemaker. The hotel closed in the late 1800s, but the race
track operated through the early 1900s.>

THE BOSCHKE MAP

In 1861, Albert Boschke’s Topographic Map of the District of Columbia was
published (Appendix C). The German cartographer completed surveys of
Washington between 1856 and 1859, and his map provided a detailed account

of the development of the nation’s capital. In Rock Creek Valley, as in the rest

of the city and county of Washington, the map documented property owners,
structures, roads, and landscape features. Boschke’s map reveals the valley was
home to several farms, dwellings, and country estates and illustrates the roads
used to access these places. The Peirce and Argyle Mills and their respective mill
roads, along with the major valley routes, including Broad Branch and Milkhouse
Ford Roads, are clearly documented. Smaller roads, unnamed on the map, are

shown connecting the major routes, illustrating an extensive circulation system
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within the future park. Two north-south running roads connected Milkhouse
Ford Road to Broad Branch Road west of the creek. The map illustrates a heavily
wooded landscape mixed with pastures and fields. It also shows a larger number
of settlements and farms in the upper section of the valley. Milkhouse Ford Road
provided the major access to these and other properties. Several narrow roads
branch off Milkhouse Ford Road connecting to these locations. Numerous small
roads pass through the Peirce and Blagden properties and intersect with major

east-west traveling routes through the valley.*

SUMMARY

The development of mills, farms, homesteads, and recreational facilities in the
late 1700s through the mid-1800s necessitated the construction of roads and trails
to access the houses, businesses, and scenic locales found in Rock Creek Valley.
These roads became the foundation on which the circulation system of Rock
Creek Park was built; many are still in operation today as park streets or were
converted to bridle or foot trails and serve today’s valley visitors looking to escape
the city.

Analysis of historic maps reveals that 0.21 miles of bridle trails, 0.39 miles of foot
trails and 3.74 miles of carriage roads were extant in the Rock Creek Valley at the

end of this period.
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CIVIL WAR CONISTRUCTION, 1861-1865

THE DEFENSES OF WASHINGTON

At the beginning of the Civil War in 1861, Washington was protected by a single fort.
Fort Washington, located along the Potomac River 12 miles south of the city, was
first constructed in 1809 and then reconstructed and expanded over the course of
the early 1800s. It was the only defensive work protecting the capital at the start of
the war. General George McClellan realized the vulnerability of the nation’s capital
following the Union defeat at the First Battle of Manassas in July 1861. Shortly after
the battle, McClellan, newly appointed Union Army Commander on the Potomac,
supported the construction of a ring of forts, batteries and other defensive works
around Washington to protect it from Confederate attack. Major John G. Barnard of
the Army Corps of Engineers was appointed to oversee the design and construction
of the defenses. Building began in and around Washington by the end of the summer. At
the close of the war in 1865, 68 forts and 93 batteries, along with 20 miles of rifle pits and

more than 30 miles of military roads, surrounded Washington.*”

Numerous forts and other defensive works were constructed to protect the
northern section of the nation’s capital. In 1862, Fort DeRussy was constructed
within the future park’s boundaries and located west of Rock Creek just below
Milkhouse Ford Road.* One soldier described Fort DeRussy as “situated two
miles east of Tennallytown, upon a high knoll in the midst of farms cultivated

with more than the usual care.”® Fort DeRussy, along with Fort Stevens, located

to the east of the present day park, was among the forts and batteries protecting
Rock Creek Valley. Batteries Smead, Kingsbury, Sill, and the “Battery to the Left of
Rock Creek,” supported Fort DeRussy. They guarded Milkhouse Ford Road and

. Figure 1.3
crossings over Rock Creek.* Map of the Civil War Defenses of
Washington depicting Fort DeRussy
When constructing the defenses of Washington, land in front of the forts was and Fort Stevens, ca. 1865. RG 77,
National Archives and Records
cleared of trees for two miles to increase visibility. “At least fifty-six acres of Administration, College Park, MD.
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Figure 1.4

Fort DeRussy with tree stumps
from recently cleared trees
surrounding fort, 1862-1865.
Drawing reprinted from William
Arnold Spicer, History of the Ninth
and Tenth Regiments, Rhode
Island Volunteers, and the Tenth
Rhode Island Battery, in the Union
Army in 1862. Providence: Snow &
Farnham, Printers, 1892.

trees surrounding Fort DeRussy were cut down to clear sight lines for the guns
and provide lumber for the construction of the fort’s quarters, outbuildings and
abates.”# The area around Fort Stevens was described as “swept bare or left with
stands of tree stumps.”*> When completed, Fort DeRussy was a large complex

of buildings and weaponry, which included two barracks, two mess halls, five
officers’ quarters, ordnance sergeants’ quarters, a guard house, and two stables.
The fort was a trapezoidal earthwork with a 190-yard perimeter surrounded by

rifle pits that extended to Fort Stevens.*

In October 1862, Major Robert R. Honeyman, an officer at Fort DeRussy, made
note of the setting of the fort and a road, possibly Military Road, soldiers were
constructing through Rock Creek Valley.

This is the wildest and most romantic country you were ever in. The road
we are making is a splendid affair, going through ravines and fastnesses, and
where you would think it impossible a road could be built, so as to be con-
cealed from the observations of the enemy. 600 men at work felling trees,
building bridges and digging into the mellow earth presents an animated
scene.*

Soldiers stationed at Fort DeRussy enjoyed the close proximity of Rock Creek.
They wrote about bathing in the creek and tramping in the woods. A soldier from
Rhode Island reported, “On the first Sunday afternoon, the chaplain not having
yet arrived, a company of us obtained permission for a tramp to Rock Creek. We
kept together, as the neighborhood was considered unfriendly. .. The banks were
lined with soldiers enjoying the cleansing and reviving influences of the water.” ¥
The soldier went on to describe walking through the woods from Fort DeRussy.
“Yesterday afternoon Company D marched to Fort Pennsylvania to receive the
new Enfield rifles. We went in single file over a narrow foot-path through the

woods, with the trees often meeting overhead.” #
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Civil War-era maps illustrate minor roads connecting Batteries Smead and
Kingsbury and Fort DeRussy, as well as roads branching off to the north from
Milkhouse Ford Road into the site of the future park. Some of these roads were
recorded on the Boschke map, therefore pre-date the war. In September 1862,
Military Road was constructed south of Fort DeRussy and initially ran between
Fort Stevens and Fort Sumner, located near present-day Glen Echo, Maryland. As
the war and the construction of the defenses progressed, it was extended to forts
in northeast Washington. Military Road connected with other roads through Rock
Creek Valley and provided an additional east-west route across Rock Creek. Over
time it replaced Milkhouse Ford Road as the major route through the northern

part of the valley.*

During the Battle of Fort Stevens in July 11-12, 1864, Fort DeRussy was engaged
in the fighting against Confederate General Jubal Early’s troops as they advanced
towards Washington, DC. Most of the fighting took place around Fort Stevens,
but fire from defensives to its west, including Forts DeRussy and Reno, and
Forts Totten and Slocum to the east, contributed to the defense of the capital.*
Skirmishes also took place in Rock Creek Valley. Fort DeRussy was engaged

in heavy fire with Confederate snipers and infantry occupying a farmstead
located northeast of the fort. The Union successfully defended the capital and
the Confederates were driven back to Maryland. Following the Civil War, Fort

DeRussy was closed and officially abandoned.*

SUMMARY

The Civil War Defenses of Washington greatly altered the landscape of the
nation’s capital and the surrounding region through the clearing of vegetation

and the construction of roads, rifle pits, forts, and batteries. Once the war ended
there was little use for Fort DeRussy and the other defenses located in Rock Creek
Valley. Unlike the forts and batteries, many of the war era roads offered new or
additional routes through the northern part of the city and the valley. Military
Road provided an alternative east-west valley crossing and eventually replaced
Milkhouse Ford Road as the major thoroughfare. Some smaller roads constructed
in the valley as part of the defensive system fell into permanent disuse after the
war, while others remained open, were re-opened, or converted to trails following
the establishment of Rock Creek Park.

Analysis of historic maps indicates that 1.17 miles of bridle trails, 0.27 miles of foot
trails and 5.11 miles of carriage roads were extant in the Rock Creek Valley at the

end of this period.
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THE PUBLIC PARK NMIOVEMENT, 1866-1890

Following the Civil War, many American cities established large urban parks,
including Fairmount in Philadelphia (1865), San Francisco’s Golden Gate (1870),
and Forest Park in St. Louis (1876).° New York’s Central Park, which predated
the war, influenced the establishment and design of parks in numerous American

cities.

Central Park was designed by Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux in 1857
and opened to the public in 1859. Olmsted, like influential nineteenth century
landscape designer and park advocate Andrew Jackson Downing, believed parks
were imperative to good health and provided physical and spiritual benefits to
people. Spending time in nature was a calming escape from the pressures of

city life.>! Olmsted’s park designs were influenced by aesthetic philosophies and
landscape theories dating to the 1700s that characterized scenes of nature as
sublime, beautiful, and picturesque and were meant to elicit a range of emotional
and intellectual responses.’? Olmsted designed landscapes with winding walks and
drives that offered a variety of scenes as visitors moved through the site. Central
Park included broad lawns, woodlands, water features, and rocky outcroppings.
Separate roads and trails for carriages, pedestrians, and horseback riders wound

through the park carrying visitors through a changing landscape.

Olmsted came to Washington several times during the Civil War while he was a
member of the U.S. Sanitary Commission. While in the capital, he made several
trips to Rock Creek Valley and believed the area was an ideal setting for a public
park. The idea for establishing a public park in Rock Creek Valley was not new
at the time of Olmsted’s visits. The owner of an estate neighboring the valley
suggested creating a park in the 1850s, but it was not until after the Civil War that
the first formal proposals emerged and the citizens of Washington attempted to

establish their own Central Park.>

THE MICHLER REPORT

A little over a year after the Civil War’s end, Vermont Senator Luke Poland
introduced a resolution calling for the House Committee on Public Buildings and
Grounds to look into acquiring land for a new site for the presidential mansion
and a public park. Poland’s resolution stipulated the park was to be at least 350
acres, but a second resolution introduced a few weeks later reduced the size

to a minimum of 100 acres. It also stated “a practical landscape gardener or
topographical engineer” would be hired to explore suitable sites, report on his
findings, and suggest how to develop the land.** Major Nathaniel Michler of the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers was selected to lead the investigation. Michler,

a West Point graduate and Civil War veteran, was appointed the first Officer in
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Charge of Public Buildings and Grounds in 1867 when the care and development

of Washington’s infrastructure was assigned to the Army Corps of Engineers.”

In January 1867, Michler submitted his report on “a suitable site for a public park
and presidential mansion.”* Michler proposed 2,540 acres along Rock Creek
Valley, a much larger area than Poland’s resolution stipulated, but he included

an alternative proposal of 1,800 acres if the larger scheme was considered
extravagant. His report did not provide detailed recommendations on how and
where to develop in the valley, but he highlighted what he thought were its major
features and its strong potential as a public park. As Tim Davis noted in his study
of the Rock Creek Park road system, Michler’s report “is not only the first official
statement on the development of Rock Creek Park, but a classic encapsulation

of the aesthetics and ideology of nineteenth century parks.”*” In discussing the
variety of scenery the public park should offer, Michler used the vocabulary

of landscape aesthetics, suggesting “a happy combination of the beautiful and
picturesque.”® He praised the beauty of the valley and noted it already possessed
much that was beautiful and picturesque, including “charming drives and walks,”
ravines, primeval forest, and cultivated fields. It could only be improved through
“the taste of the artist and the skill of the engineer to enhance its beauty and
usefulness.” Ponds and lakes for “useful and ornamental purposes,” zoological
and botanical gardens, and grounds for playing and promenading were among the

improvements he envisioned. ¢

In addition to the abundant beauty of the valley, Michler noted its central

location and its “accessibility to both Washington and Georgetown,” as well as
Tennallytown Road (Wisconsin Avenue) to the west, and Fourteenth Street Road
(Mount Pleasant Street/17® Street) and Seventh Street Turnpike (Georgia Avenue)
to the east.”! These thoroughfares bordered the valley or intersected with roads,
including Military and Milkhouse Ford, which provided the public access to the
site. Michler stated, “from these main highways many branches cross the valleys or
follow along the banks of the stream; these traverse roads already form beautiful

drives.” 62

Walks and drives were a major feature in Michler’s vision for the park. He noted
“the many deep ravines setting in towards it can furnish romantic walks and
quiet retreats for the pedestrian.” © Michler stipulated that there should be a
“spaciousness” in the park that allowed for “many miles of drives and rides

and walks all independent of each other,” and accessible throughout the year
and in different weather. He called for “improving the roads and paths and the
construction of new ones,” but in discussing the walks, he did not specify which

roads needed improvement or where new walks should be constructed.®

Despite Michler’s high praise for Rock Creek Valley, his report did not convince
Congress to create a park. In February 1867, Missouri Senator Benjamin Gratz

Brown, Chairman of the Senate Committee on Public Buildings and Grounds,
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introduced a bill calling for the creation of a 2,700 acre park similar to the one
proposed by Michler. When the bill reached the House, it stalled and support for

the park disappeared for many years.*

THE CAMPAIGN FOR A PARK CONTINUES

The Rock Creek Valley continued to be a popular destination for locals and
was Washington’s de-facto public park.® As evidenced by accounts in local
newspapers and articles in national magazines, residents and visitors appreciated
the beauty of the valley and continued to advocate for the creation of a park. In
May 1869, the Atlantic Monthly published “Spring in Washington, With an Eye to
the Birds,” which explored in depth the animal and plant life appearing along the
creek in the months of April and May.

Outside of the city limits, the great point of interest to the rambler and lover

of nature in the Rock Creek region. ..Rock Creek has an abundance of all the

elements that make up not only pleasing, but wild and rugged scenery...A few

touches of art would convert this whole region. . .into a park unequalled by
anything in the world. ¢

The author highlighted the valley’s “dark recesses and hidden retreats.” ¢ He
explored Piney Branch and remarked on the other visitors he encountered. “My
walks tend in this direction more frequently than in any other. Here boys go too,
troops of them, of a Sunday, to bathe and prowl around, and indulge the semi-

barbarous instincts that still lurk within them.”¢°

More than a decade after the article in the Atlantic was published, efforts were
again underway to establish a park along the creek. Members of Congress and
Washington’s business community were behind the latest campaigns, but they
too were unsuccessful. In 1886, Frederick Law Olmsted wrote in The Century
magazine on the need for cities to preserve their natural resources. He cited
Washington and Rock Creek as an example.
At our national capital, while we are every year adding to its outfit new decora-
tions in marble and bronze, formal plantations, specimen trees, and floral and
busy millinery, we leave the charmingly wooded glen of Rock Creek in private
hands, subject any day to be laid waste. Once gone, the wealth of the nation

could not buy for Washington half the value of landscape beauty that would
thus have been lost.™

Despite Olmsted’s call for the preservation of the valley, and additional attempts
to pass park legislation, it would take a few more years before a park bill was
successful. Finally, the legislation establishing Rock Creek Park was signed into
law by President Harrison on September 27, 1890. The law outlined the land
acquisition process and included the creation of a park commission to determine
boundaries and oversee the purchase of property. The legislation stipulated a

limit of 2,000 acres and established the site’s southern boundary at the Klingle
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Figure 1.5
Ford on Rock Creek, 1896. Library
of Congress.

Ford Bridge. "' The Rock Creek Park Commissioners were left with the task of
determining the width and boundary of the park north of Broad Branch.”

The park commission was made up of the Chief of Engineers of the United
States Army, the Engineer Commissioner of the District of Columbia, and three
citizens appointed by the president. The park came under the joint control of
the Commissioners of the District of Columbia and the Chief of Engineers of
the United States Army. Their duty was “as soon as practicable, to lay out and
prepare roadways and bridle paths, to be used for driving and horseback riding,

respectively, and footways for pedestrians.””

Roads and trails in the valley increased significantly since the Civil War and
provided the commissioners with a foundation upon which to build the park’s
circulation system. Carriage roads spread throughout the new park and bridle
trails could be found in several locations, including between Milkhouse Ford Road
and Military Road; Peirce Mill and Klingle Mansion; and along Pinehurst Branch
and an abandoned portion of Military Road. Also since the war, Military Road

had been realigned to provide a more direct route across the valley. In addition,
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numerous city streets had opened just outside the park’s borders, particularly west
of the Rock Creek.

NEW PARKS

The founding of Rock Creek Park was a significant event for Washington. After
years of advocacy, the nation’s capital now had a public park to rival those in other
American cities. The establishment of the park was also significant in the history
of the future National Park Service. By early October 1890, Congress authorized
the creation of several new parks that would later become units of the National
Park Service. The first national battlefield parks, Chickamauga and Chattanooga
National Military Park and Antietam National Battlefield, were established in
August. On September 25, the same day both houses approved legislation
establishing Rock Creek Park, Congress authorized the creation of Sequoia
National Park. Within days of the signing of the Rock Creek Park legislation, two
additional parks, General Grant (predecessor of Kings Canyon National Park),

and Yosemite were created in California.™

The enabling legislation that established Rock Creek Park borrowed language Figure 1.6
Ford on Rock Creek, ca. 1900.
from the act which created Yellowstone National Park. The Rock Creek Park bill Library of Congress.
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stated the park was “dedicated and set apart as a public park or pleasure ground
for the benefit and enjoyment of the people.”” It called for regulations that “shall
provide for the preservation from injury or spoliation of all timber, animals, or
curiosities within said park, and their retention in their natural condition, as
nearly as possible.””In 1916, when the National Park Service was created, the
Organic Act establishing the service echoed the preservation and management

principles outlined in the founding legislation of these early national parks.”

SUNMMARY

The creation of Rock Creek Park marked the end of a long struggle to preserve a
natural landscape local residents and visitors to the city loved. The valley had all
but officially been a park for many years. The valley’s roads and trails, as well as
the streets adjacent to the new park, provided park managers with a foundation
upon which to build a circulation system and create the romantic walks and quiet

retreats envisioned by Major Michler.

Analysis of historic maps reveals that 2.61 miles of bridle trails, 1.11 miles of foot
trails and 12 miles of carriage roads were extant in the Rock Creek Valley at the

end of this period.
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PARK ROADS, TRAILS AND PUBLIC ACCESS, 1890-1917

ROCK CREEK PARK COMMISSION

Within a month of President Harrison’s signing the park legislation, the Rock
Creek Park commissioners set out to determine the park’s boundaries. In October
the commissioners explored the Rock Creek Valley by carriage, horse, and on
foot. Following these trips they determined the tentative boundaries of the park

to be 16t Street from Blagden’s Mill to the Maryland border on the east side of
the park. Daniel Road (Oregon Avenue), constructed in 1872, and Broad Branch
served as the western boundary. By January 1891 the boundaries were solidified.
By April, a map and the valuations of the land were forwarded to the president and
the D.C. Recorder of Deeds.”

At the time of the park’s founding, several families and individuals owned or
rented houses and farms in the Rock Creek Valley. Tiwenty-one of the land parcels
acquired for the park included buildings. The property also contained several
roads, including Klingle, Peirce Mill, Blagden Mill, Broad Branch, and Military.
Roads in subdivided land belonging to the Blagden family and other Rock Creek

Valley property owners also became part of the circulation system in the park.”

Over the next three years, the commission worked out the frequently contentious,
and at times litigious, details of compensation and condemnation of land for the
park. The commissioners also revised the boundaries of the park and omitted
nearly 300 acres in the northeast section, as the cost of the property exceeded the

land purchase appropriation.®

THE BOARD OF CONTROL AND THE ARMY CORPS OF ENGINEERS

On December 13, 1894, the Rock Creek Park Commission turned over
administration of the park to the Board of Control of Rock Creek Park. The board
was made up of the three Commissioners of the District of Columbia and the
United States Army Chief of Engineers. On January 1, 1895, the board assumed

responsibility for the nearly 1,606 acre site.®!

The Army Corps of Engineers would have a major impact on the management
and development of Rock Creek Park, as they did with the city of Washington.
The engineers were responsible for much of the development of Washington’s
infrastructure and the construction of numerous public buildings beginning

in the early 1800s and continuing through the mid-twentieth century. In 1867,
lawmakers transferred the care of public buildings in the capital from civilian
management to the Army Corps of Engineers under the newly created Office of
Public Buildings and Grounds (OPBG). The OPBG was given exclusive control

of all of federal reservations, which included Washington’s public buildings,
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parks, and all “public works and improvements of the government of the United
States in the District of Columbia.”®? Major Nathaniel Michler was appointed

the first Officer in Charge of Public Buildings and Grounds (OPBG), making him
“the chief maintenance man for the federal buildings and the landscape architect
of the federal reservations.”®> Under the care of engineers, Washington’s many
small public spaces created by Pierre L’Enfant’s city plan were transformed from
muddy lots to small green spaces. During the 1870s, the OPBG planted trees,
flowers, and shrubs, and graded streets, installed benches, fountains, and lighting
in the city’s parks. They also turned the Washington Monument grounds into

an inviting public space. In 1898, all the city’s parks, with the exception of Rock
Creek Park which was still managed by the Board of Control, were transferred

to the care of the OPBG.3* Additional public spaces were later placed under the
OPBG’s management and some were returned to the District Commissioners.
The engineers’ influence of Rock Creek Park is evident in the names of the park’s
roads, as several of them, including Beach, Morrow, Ross, Sherrill, and Bingham
are all named for corps members who had a hand in the administration and

improvement of the park.

BRIGHTWOOD CITIZENS ASSOCIATION

During the first years of the board’s operation, Congress made no appropriations
for the park.® Funding for park improvements was not made until 1899, despite
calls for roads to access the park and the development of trails and other
recreational features by the public. In 1896, a neighborhood organization, the
Brightwood Citizens’ Association, passed a resolution calling for Congress to
allocate “$100,000 to enable the legal custodians of the park to begin to carry

out the provisions of the law, for laying out and preparing roadways and bridle
paths to be used for driving and horseback riding, respectively, and foot paths

for pedestrians...”% They also argued for adding Piney Branch Valley to the park
and including the tracts along 16" Street that were not acquired during the park’s

establishment due to lack of funds.?”

The growing community of Brightwood bordered the park to the east. The
neighborhood included several prominent Washingtonians, among them Isaac
Peirce descendent Louis P. Shoemaker and William Van Zandt Cox, a member
of the influential Washington Board of Trade. In 1896, Cox served as president
of the Brightwood Citizens’ Association, which was founded in 1891 to promote
the area and lobby for improvements.® The Evening Star newspaper covered

the association’s 1896 meeting, and copies of the association’s park resolution
were sent to the D.C. Board of Commissioners and the District subcommittees in
Congress. The newspaper quoted Cox as saying,

Yet so far as I am aware, not a single dollar has been spent in making it acces-
sible to the people for whose recreation it was purchased. . .If this magnificent
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natural park is to be what it was intended to be, it is now full time that roads
and pathways be made to and through it; but, in absolute harmony with all its
wild surroundings, until this is done, our people cannot have free access to this,
the most beautiful region possessed by any city or any country for a park.®

At this time, streetcars provided the public with access to the park, but stops were
not located near park entrances. The closest lines ran along Connecticut Avenue
to the west, Brightwood Avenue (Georgia Avenue) to the east, and Calvert Street
to the south of the park. In 1900, Congress authorized the extension of streetcar
lines. New stops on Park Road and Mount Pleasant Street brought the public

closer to the park, but still required a good distance to walk.*

Despite the Brightwood Citizens’ Association’s lobbying efforts, again no money
was allocated. The first improvements in the park took place the following

year, but were not funded by an appropriation by Congress. Beginning in 1897,
Assistant to the Chief of Engineers Lansing H. Beach arranged for chain gangs to
maintain and construct roads, culverts, and bridges, as well as clear underbrush
and mow grass. The labor provided by chain gangs was used on multiple occasions
in the early years of the park to complete work when funding was limited. In 1898
they opened up a portion of Military Road south of Daniel Road that had been
abandoned after the Civil War. A chain gang cleared trees and underbrush and
laid out Ridge (Glover) Road in 1899. Grading of the road was completed in 1900

using convict and day labor. The road was macadamized in 1901.%!

Figure 1.7

Men clearing ford in Rock Creek,
ca. 1906. Library of Congress,
Prints & Photographs Division,
Theodor Horydczak Collection, LC-
H822-T-1723.

Congress provided funding for the park in 1899 following extensive lobbying by
the Washington Board of Trade. The board repeated previous arguments made
by the Brightwood Citizens’ Association on the inaccessibility of the park and
the failure of the board to implement the provisions of the founding legislation.
Again, the Evening Star, whose editor was a member of the board of trade,

supported the call for improvements. The efforts were successful and Congress
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Figure 1.8

Unimproved carriage road along
Rock Creek, ca. 1906. Library of
Congress, Prints & Photographs
Division, Detroit Publishing
Company Collection, LC-D4-19152.

amended the District appropriation bill and authorized the use of funds previously

appropriated for land acquisition to improve the park.”

The injection of funds into the park allowed for several building and improvement
projects, the most significant being the construction of a road along the creek
from Blagden Mill Road to Military Road. Work began in May and the road

was opened to the public by December 1899. The new road, originally called

Rock Creek Drive, was later named Beach Drive in honor of Captain Lansing
Beach. The remainder of the appropriation was spent on macadamizing the road
connecting Broad Branch Road and Daniel Road, improvements to other roads,
and construction of a rustic stone arched bridge over Piney Branch, the location of

which reports do not identify.”

That same year, Thomas Blagden donated a roadway from 16® Street leading into
the park. Known as Blagden Avenue, the road forded the creek and connected
with Beach Drive following the construction of a small roadway. Blagden Avenue
led to the abandonment of Bladgen Mill Road.**

At the close of the 1800s, as Rock Creek Park neared its tenth year, the much-
delayed appropriations allowed for park improvements in the form of paving or
expanding old roads and constructing Beach Drive and Ridge Road. The park’s
trails and access for pedestrians received little attention during this period. The
public protests over park access, such as those led by the Board of Trade and the

Brightwood Citizens’ Association, would continue in the 1900s.
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THE MICMILLAN PLAN

The beginning of the 20" century marked the one hundredth birthday of the
nation’s capital. Plans to commemorate the anniversary were discussed and
proposed by numerous individuals and groups, including the Washington Board
of Trade and Senator James McMillan, chair of the Senate Committee on the
District of Columbia. The proposals centered on the development of the city’s
monumental core and led to multiple hearings, counter-proposals, and debates.
Ultimately, the Senate Park Commission, commonly known as the McMillan
Commission, was assembled to study the city’s parks and open spaces and the
design and location of the city’s public buildings. The commission was composed
of architects Charles Burnham and Charles McKim, landscape architect Frederick
Law Olmsted Jr., sculptor Augustus Saint Gaudens and McMillan’s secretary,
Charles Moore, also served as the commission’s secretary. Their report, published
in 1902, included several Park Improvement Papers on a variety of topics ranging
from the need for additional parks and playgrounds, to equestrian statues in the
city, and the history of Rock Creek Park.

The McMillan Commission’s report and two of the improvement papers
addressed the condition and development of Rock Creek Park. The report did not
extensively discuss the park, but noted the skill with which Beach Drive had been
laid out and the increased accessibility and visitation to the park because of the
drive. In addition to praising the drive, the report also criticized the damage the
road inflicted on the scenery and the possibility that increased traffic would lead to
widening the road. An additional drive, or drives, in the northern part of the park
away from the creek was suggested, though not without reservations. The report
stated that both careful study of the park and the development of a comprehensive

plan were necessary in order to protect the site’s beauty and maintain its

Figure 1.9

Ford in Rock Creek, ca. 1906.
Library of Congress, Prints &
Photographs Division, Detroit
Publishing Company Collection,
LC-D4-19150.
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Figure 1.10

Rock Creek at Zoo Bridge, 1906.
Library of Congress, Prints &
Photographs Division, Detroit
Publishing Company Collection,
LC-D4-19149.

resources.” This opinion would be one shared and expressed by many involved in

park management until the first planning documents were developed in 1918.

The first park improvement papers covered the Washington Board of Trade’s work
in the development of the city’s parks. The paper discussed Rock Creek Park’s
current state and additional improvements still necessary to make it accessible.
The paper outlined the board’s actions regarding the park and made suggestions
for additional roads and improvements. They praised Beach Drive—whether
traveled by vehicle, horse, bicycle, or on foot. “It is now possible to drive along
Rock Creek, as it wildly dashes over falls and rapids, from the Zoological Park on
the south to the Military road, west of Brightwood.” * The board spoke favorably

of road work completed to that point.

We cannot commend too highly the work done by the officers in charge in con-
structing along the narrow gorges and between hills covered with most beauti-
ful trees a driveway which will be enjoyed by pleasure seekers in carriages, on
horse, and on wheel, as well as pedestrians, and by citizens of the northern end
of the District who may desire to avoid streets and roads occupied by electric
cars in going to and coming from the city.””

The paper went on to quote a June 28, 1899 editorial in the Evening Star.

It is the opinion of experts in landscape gardening that the area inclosed (sic)
within the limits of Rock Creek Park is an exceptionally beautiful bit of terri-
tory. The gorges of the valley, the sturdy growths of forest trees on the hillsides,
the waters of the creek, and the rocks all combine to form a succession of
picturesque views which cannot be exceeded in this portion of the country. It
has long been held by the majority of citizens that the most satisfactory treat-
ment of the park would be to permit as many as possible of the natural features
to remain without change, while furnishing access into and through the park
at such places as the topography suggests. There is little or no need of artificial
gardening in the midst of such a profusion of natural beauty. %
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The editorial noted that careful study of the park would serve a better purpose
than “hasty performances intended solely to transform the park into a semi-
artificial picnic ground or flower garden.” * This sentiment—the desire to avoid
“artificiality”—was one that had been stated since the founding of the park and
would be repeated by park managers and the public over the coming years. They
wanted to leave the park in its “natural” or “rugged state” and did not believe the
park needed any improvements in the form of designed features such as those
found in other major urban parks. They only desired routes to access a landscape

they felt needed little enhancement.

The seventh improvement paper, “Notes on the Establishment of a National Park
in the District of Columbia and the Acquirement and Improvement of the Valley
of Rock Creek for Park Purposes,” written by board of trade and Brightwood
Citizens’ Association member William Van Zandt Cox, outlined the development
of the park. The paper quoted a September 1900 Evening Star article on the

park which noted, “Steadily and surely it is being improved, and in the matter

of drives and roads this particularly so.” 1% The newspaper referred to Captain
Lansing Beach as the guardian angel and, “the moving spirit in the transformation
now in progress, and his effective vicar in the good work has been and is Mr.
W.B. Richards, of the District engineer office.” %! Assistant Engineer William B.
Richards would spend several years of his career managing Rock Creek Park and

have a significant impact on its development.

APPROPRIATIONS AND IMPROVEMENTS

The Board of Control faced several recurring issues during the early 1900s,
including the need for a park management plan, the development of foot trails,
and sufficient public access to Rock Creek Park. These issues were the subject of
letters to the Board of Control and articles in local newspapers, as well as topics
of discussion in Congressional appropriation hearings. Appropriations were an
additional challenge facing park managers during this period and directly affected

the development of trails, roads, and access to Rock Creek Park.

Between 1900 and 1910, appropriations for Rock Creek Park fluctuated. The
largest sums were allotted in fiscal years 1900 ($24,300) and 1902 ($37,500),

but most years Congress granted $12,000 or $15,000 dollars. An unusually low
appropriation occurred in fiscal year 1903 in the amount of $2,500. 12 During

this period, the park spent the majority of funds on road construction and
improvements, but some was spent on trails. The board’s reports often did not
specify the amount of money allocated for trails, but in fiscal year 1904, $500 went

towards foot trails.!®

Work completed during 1902 included the opening of Ridge Road “notin a
finished state,” the construction of Pebble Dash and Boulder Bridges, and a
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new entrance to the park at Blagden Avenue. The Board of Control reported the
construction of an unnamed macadam drive from Daniel Road to Military Road
and Broad Branch Road.!* Based on a review of historic maps the unnamed drive
south of Military Road leading to Broad Branch appears to be a road segment that
connected with Grant Road. The segment north of Military Road connecting with
Daniel Road appears on maps prior to 1890. It is likely the board is reporting that

this segment of road was macadamized in 1902, but constructed earlier.

At the end of 1902, during hearings for future park appropriations, the engineer
commissioner for the District of Columbia expressed his desire for the
construction of trails and bringing more pedestrians into the park. “I will simply
say that we have this large park, which is only partly used, and we wish to put in
more roads and paths to make it more accessible to the general public.” 1% He
went on to explain how he would like to spend the proposed appropriation. After
listing the road and improvement projects, including paving the creek bottom at
Milkhouse Ford and extending Blagden Avenue, the engineer commissioner said,
“I wish to make the park accessible to pedestrians, and for that reason I am trying
to open footpaths all through it. There are no shelters, and I desire to erect some

sheds for pedestrians and also for people out driving.”1%

PEDESTRIAN TRAILS

The matter of pedestrian access and use of the park was still an issue for the
public, more than 12 years after the park’s founding and five years after the
Brightwood Citizens’ Association’s 1896 protests over the lack of improvements.
Much had been done to improve horse and carriage access, but little for those on
foot. In August 1903, an area resident wrote to the Washington Post concerning

the attention paid to the needs of drivers, but not those of pedestrians visiting the
park. “A great deal has been done in the last few years in making access to the park
easy and comfortable for those who ride and drive. This is as it should be, although
there is, perhaps, some danger of an excessive multiplication of driveways.” The
writer commented that “seven or eight years ago, walking in Rock Creek Park

was much more agreeable than it is today.” He complained that the trails were not
connected, poorly maintained or blocked by fallen trees, and pedestrians were
forced to walk on roads crowded with “rapidly moving carriages” during the late
afternoon. “Is it not time that some consideration were shown the many residents
of the District who take pride and pleasure in this, the finest of our parks, but can
visit it only on foot? There is no other large body of woodland near the city at once

so attractive and so easy of access.”!?”

The public’s call for improvements for pedestrians had supporters in the
Board of Control, as evidenced by the engineer commissioner’s remarks
during appropriation hearings, and in Assistant Engineer Richards. In his

recommendations for work to be completed during the next fiscal year, Richards
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wrote, “A new feature of improvement that now suggests itself is the construction
of foot-paths through the park leading somewhere near and in the general
direction of Beach Driveway but on the opposite side of the creek. If the start can
be made during the coming year it is suggested that the work be commenced at
Klingle Ford and be carried northward as far as any appropriation would allow.”
He went on to say, “There are a number of fine springs in the park which need
paths leading to them...” Richards also suggested that steps should be taken to
begin locating and mapping the “particularly attractive points in the park so

that any plan that might be adopted in the near future would have regard to
exceptional places.”!% For the next fiscal year, $500 of the $12,000 appropriation
was set aside for “opening up walks through the Park south of Military Road.”?

In December 1903, the engineers reported on the state of the park and again
expressed the desire to increase access and trails. “The popularity of the park is
steadily growing, and it is hoped that all of this beautiful section of country can

soon be provided with good roads and foot trails so as to open it up still further

Figure 1.11

An Autumn Pathway, Zoo Park
(Rock Creek), ca. 1906. Library of
Congress, Prints and Photographs
Division, Detroit Publishing
Company Collection, LC-D4-19155.
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Figure 1.12 Car crossing ford on
Rock Creek, ca. 1906. Library of
Congress, Prints & Photographs
Division, Detroit Publishing
Company Collection, LC-D4-19151.

to the public.”!1That month, Richards wrote to the engineer commissioner of the
District on the construction of trails. He recommended that,
The main walk, like the main road, should be in the valley of Rock Creek and
should be guided in its location and construction by the following consider-
ations: First — To keep near the creek upon lines of fairly easy grade. Second —To

keep the way as accessible and as easily traveled as possible. Third - To retain a
rustic walk in harmony with its surroundings. '!!

Richards reported that a route had already been selected from Klingle Road to
Military Road. This route would later become today’s Valley Trail and portions of
the Western Ridge Trail south of Broad Branch.

Skirting the creek but located so as to cross the driveways at as few points as

possible, and so as to be at some distance and not easily discernible from the

main driveway along the creek. Although it is to follow along fairly easy grades,

the monotony of such will be broken by occasional climbs, assisted in very
rough places by steps constructed with as rustic effect as possible. 112

Richards advised that people may enter the park from different locations, but
they should be “readily and naturally guided” to the main walk along the creek.
113 He noted the trail should be constructed of a material such as “broken stone
and rotten rock or cinders.” ' Unlike a dirt surface that would render a trail
impassable for several months, he reasoned, these materials would allow the trail

to be used throughout the year. Richards wrote that rusticity “has been a guiding
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feature in all park work” and had been dependent on the use of “boulders,

roughly quarried stone, or random methods in planting.”'*>

By August 1904, “a foot path has been graded on the west side of the creek from
Klingle road to about Pierce Mill.”*¢ That same year the bottom of Milkhouse
Ford was paved. This improvement “was considered vital due to the rough quality
of the stream bed and the ford’s status as the only practical crossing between
Military Road and the north end of the park.””

Over the next two years, the engineers reported that significant trail work was
completed. In 1906, the engineers stated that “during the winter and spring a good
deal was done in the way of opening paths thru the park...”!'® The annual report
did not identify where they were constructed or if they built foot or horse trails.
However, that year the Board of Control published the first map of the park’s

bridle trails.'"?

In January 1907, the Washington Board of Trade passed a resolution on the
continuing issue of access to and awareness of entrances to the park. “The Rock
Creek Park is now well laid out in roads and paths which are virtually unknown

to the mass of our citizens, and but little frequented by any but vehicle users and
horseback riders. ..”'?The board noted that a map of the park illustrates roads
and trails, but does not list approaches or entrances from the street car lines
which they referred to as “the vehicles of the people.”'?! The board requested the
commission include on the map entrances that can be accessed by pedestrians and
street cars “in order that the people may come to a full enjoyment of this beautiful
park.” The board also resolved “that the honorable Commissioners of the District
of Columbia be requested to place on the streets, roads and other points so
designated finger posts pointing the way and showing the distance to the Park, and

a sign in the street, road, etc., where it touches or enters the Park.”!??

Planning for a new eastern entrance began in 1907, when the park expanded
through the acquisition of land along Piney Branch. That year a parkway was
authorized along the new property and within two years a bridle trail was in place
along the south side of Piney Branch. It later became a foot trail, and when Piney
Branch Parkway was completed in 1938, the road roughly followed the alignment

of the trail.'?

THE AUTOMOBILE

Traffic reports in June 1907 illustrated the popularity of the park on weekends,
particularly among vehicle owners, and again pointed out the need for additional
trails for walkers.

A count of the vehicles passing a given point was taken on two Sundays in

June, showing 2,750 on June 10% and 3,761 on June 17%, in addition to bicycles,
equestrians, and pedestrians. It is respectfully recommended that in the next
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fiscal year a system of paths for pedestrians only be laid out and built. The roads
and bridle paths are so crowded with vehicles on Sundays and holidays that
walking is attended with danger and discomfort.!?*

Though the count of vehicles in the park does not distinguish between horse
drawn carriages and automobiles, it is likely a significant number of the visitors
to the park traveled by car based on vehicle registration and driver permit
information from this period. In 1904, vehicle permits were issued to 858
Washington drivers and in 1907, 2,200 cars were operating in the city.'”> Based
on the number of vehicles reported in June, many Washington car owners were

visiting Rock Creek Park.

As the traffic report indicates, the growing number of vehicles in Rock Creek Park
presented a challenge to managers and visitors, as pedestrians competed with
drivers for space on the roads and equestrians shared bridle trails with vehicles.
Park regulations in effect since the 1890s allowed for vehicles to use bridle trails,
but they were banned from pedestrian trails.'* Conditions on bridle trails were
likely not as congested, as the number of equestrian users was much lower than
pedestrian and vehicular visitors to the park. Also adding to the relief of bridle trail
traffic, the Board of Control reported approximately 12 miles of bridle paths “cut
through the park” in 1907.12" Despite the overcrowded conditions on roads and
the potential for accidents, an article in the Washington Post published in the fall of
that year stated the Board of Control believed “the roads and paths in the park are

sufficient for present needs.”!?

If conditions changed and park managers felt additional trails were necessary in
1908, no funding was available for new construction, as the bulk of that year’s
appropriation was spent on maintenance, bridge, and the construction of a nine-
hole golf course.’” However, park managers proposed measures to control traffic
to make the park safer. Assistant Engineer Lee R. Grabill called for additional
bicycle and horse patrols in the park to control speeding vehicles and heavy traffic.
Grabill stated, “Itis reported. . .that there was on last Sunday great need of bicycle
officers in Rock Creek Park to prevent speeding of automobiles, etc., the drives
being filled with vehicles and pedestrians. I respectfully suggest that a detail of

not less than two bicycle officers be requested next Sunday and each Sunday and

holiday thereafter during the driving season.”3

The following year, the crowded roads were still an issue and it was clear that
more pedestrian trails were necessary, as noted by park managers in a letter to a
visitor. “...There are not sufficient foot paths at present to expect the pedestrians
to keep off the roads. . .the remedy for the matter is to build additional foot paths
paralleling the driveways. . .it will be my endeavor to construct such foot paths

when sufficient funds are available for the purpose.”!3!

Some funding was available as a new foot trail was constructed in 1909 “on

high ground was cleared and graded on the east side of Beach drive, from the

48



SITE HISTORY

zoo to the Military road, and a new bridle path was cut to the Daniels road at

the upper end of the park.” 12 Significant portions of this trail became today’s
Valley Trail. That year Assistant Engineer Grabill recommended constructing

additional paths and increasing accessibility by opening a new entrance to the
park “from 16% street by way of Piney Branch Parkway,” and “a new masonry

bridge be built on the upper end of Beach Driveway,” during the next fiscal

year.!3

PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION

A new entrance to the park and additional paths met visitors’ needs once

they reached the park. However, for many simply getting to Rock Creek Park
continued to be difficult. In 1909, the park was still inaccessible to the majority
of Washingtonians. Street cars lines operated on Connecticut Avenue and near
the east side of the park at Mount Pleasant and at Kennedy Street, “but by the
standards of the time, the distance between the trolley stops and the park was
considered excessive, especially when added to the lengthy circuits within the
park.” 34The Washington Herald newspaper ran a series of articles about the
issue of public access—particularly for the poor who did not have carriages and
automobiles—and urged improvements. Residents wrote to the Board of Control
and the city commissioners to pressure them to build streetcar lines to, and some
suggested through, the park. The protests were reminiscent of those made in
1896 and 1902 by the Brightwood Citizens’ Association and the Board of Trade.
The Brightwood Citizens’ Association later came out in support of extending
streetcars through the park, again arguing that the park was not fulfilling its

responsibility of providing access to all citizens of the city.!*

At the end of the summer of 1909, the International Auto Sightseeing Transit
Company applied for a permit to operate touring cars through the park.!*
Assistant Engineer Grabill endorsed the idea and suggested routes through the
park that connected with three streetcar lines. The company shortly afterwards
withdrew their application on the grounds it would be “impracticable to run
such a machine in the park.”” However, touring cars did begin to operate in the
park in 1909, though it is unclear whether International Auto Sightseeing Transit
Company was one of the operators. The cars transported people from Mount

Pleasant to Brightwood via the zoo and the park.'

Despite the continued inaccessibility for many area residents, park visitation
continued to be high. Traffic counts taken on a Sunday in April 1910 again
indicated the park’s popularity and provided information on how people were
seeing the park, whether in vehicles, on horses, or on foot. “Passing Pierce’s
Mill, between 10AM and 6PM April 10, 1910: Pedestrians 1215, Equestrians 293,
Two horse vehicles 350, One horse vehicles 1050, Bicycles 190, Motor cycles

43, Automobiles 1126. It is estimated that the number of individuals passing
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Pierce’s Mill was about 10,000. In addition to these, there were doubtless visitors
to other parts of the Park who did not pass the mill.”** The visitation numbers
again indicated pedestrians and vehicles continued to compete for space on park

roads.

In a letter to the Board of Control later that year, Assistant Engineer Richards, who
was no longer involved in park management, provided suggestions to the Board
of Control on park planning that reflected the growing need to accommodate
visitors enjoying the park in automobiles and other vehicles. Richards wrote that no
“elaborate scheme of development need be devised” for general park management,
but roads should take priority in planning and other features should be developed
around them. Richards suggested that trails avoid intersecting with roads, which
would ensure the safety of pedestrians who competed for space on park roads.'*
A system of drives should hold precedence over any kind of development and
must practically form a frame work with which other features harmonize. ..
Equestrian or bridle paths need not be restricted either as to grade or width
and can therefore be located with great freedom. While they may lead in the
same general direction or may even follow the edge of the main road yet it is
preferable that they be so located as to seldom cross or coincide with the walks
and carriage ways. The existing bridle paths have been picked out mainly by
equestrians and thus indicate very well the lines best adapted to such use. Foot
paths are naturally the most numerous of all the lines of park travel and should
lead with fairly easy grades to all points of the park. They should begin at all
principal road entrances and wind across and through the park in a manner
that will keep the pedestrian informed of his bearings or location. They should
cross the roads at as few points as possible and then above or below grade if
permissible without undue expense or without detriment to natural effect. Foot
paths will need to be closer and more numerous in the vicinity of play grounds

but it seems that the practice sometimes indulged in of making a labyrinth of
small paths is not a desirable treatment.!#!

Over the next few years, improvements and extensions to the trail system
continued, and money was allocated each year for the care and maintenance of
the trails. Three additional bridges, “all substantial masonry structures of rustic
design built of the native gray stone,” were constructed in 1911 along upper Beach

Drive.'#?

In 1912, the Board of Control published a report outlining the work completed
in the park from its founding through June of that year. The report noted that
the bridle trails “have usually been laid out on the lines of old foot paths or roads
made through the woods by wagons hauling wood, and in construction very
simple.” 1 The board reported there were about 21.5 miles of bridle trails and
approximately 4 miles of foot trails. Access, they admitted, was still an issue even
with the opening of additional park entrances. The closest streetcar stops still

required a considerable walk to reach the park.!*

In the report, the board outlined future plans of improvement, including widening

roads and the need to provide access. However, they reiterated the long-held
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belief that the only necessary improvements or additions be made so as not to
spoil the park. “The beauty of the Park lies in its closeness to nature, and only
such roads, bridle paths, and foot paths should be opened as are necessary to

take care of traffic.”'¥

PROMINENT PARK VISITORS

Work continued on expanding the bridle trails and foot trails in 1913 and 1914.
In the 1913 annual report, 5 miles of foot trails and about 22 miles of bridle
trails were noted. Also in 1913, park regulations were amended to prohibit
vehicles from using bridle trails and horses were not allowed on foot trails. 14¢
The following year began with hearings on appropriations for the park. Senator
Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts introduced an amendment for $5,000 to
remove “dead and down timber from the woods and streams of Rock Creek

Park.”147

In the hearings, Senator Lodge remarked, “I have seen most of the parks of
the great cities of the world, and I think that for natural beauty this is the most

beautiful park I know.”'*® The senator remarked on the dead trees and timber

damaging or blocking the bridle and foot trails. Senator Jacob Gallinger, who

served as the chair of the Committee on the District of Columbia from 1903- Figure 1.13 President Roosevelt,
. . « a frequent Rock Creek Park trail
1913, agreed with Lodge on the dead and down timber and lamented, “We rider, taking a jump on his horse
have never appropriated as much money as we ought for the preservationand ~ Bleistein, ca. 1902. Library of
Congress, Prints & Photographs
beautification of that great park.”’* The concerns about the park voiced by Division, LC-USZ62-4698.

Senators Lodge and Gallinger apparently led to clearing timber from the trails.
At the end of August 1914, Assistant Engineer Grabill noted in the annual report
that $1,664.06 of the year’s $21,000 appropriation was used in clearing dead

timber from the park.!>

Senators Gallinger and Lodge’s concern and familiarity with Rock Creek Park
reflected the range of visitors frequenting the site. Rock Creek Park was the
local park for Washingtonians, some of whom were the nation’s and the world’s
leaders. President Theodore Roosevelt and First Lady Edith Roosevelt, and later
President Woodrow Wilson and First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, were counted

among the park’s frequent visitors.

The Washington Post often reported on President Theodore Roosevelt’s
horseback rides and vigorous hikes in the park. “These excursions, often
captured by newspaper photographers, had special rules governing the conduct
of any guests riding with the president that were devised so as not to impede
the pace of the ride.”"*' The president did his own reporting on his trips to the
park in letters to his children and in his autobiography. Towards the end of his
presidency, Roosevelt was taking daily rides to Rock Creek Park or Potomac

Park. Newspaper reporters, member of Congress, cabinet secretaries, diplomats,
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military leaders, and the Secret Service sometimes accompanied the president
riding or walking, and often failed to keep up as Roosevelt tramped through the

woods.

One of the president’s hiking partners was Jules J. Jusserand, who served as the
French Ambassador to the United States from 1903-1925.132In a tribute to the
ambassador held during World War I, speakers relayed stories of Jusserand’s trips
to Rock Creek Park with Roosevelt. “When Theodore Roosevelt was President,
he maintained a steeplechase course in Rock Creek park, obstacles to surmount,
rocks to climb, rivers to swim in a glorified and presidential game of following-
leader...And of all the reliable steeplechasers of that period, no one climbed or
swam or tennised more successfully than the able Ambassador of France.” '** In

1936, a memorial bench was dedicated in Jusserand’s honor in the park.!>*

WALKING CLUBS

The foot trails in Rock Creek Park received an enormous influx of visitors in 1914
with the organization of a walking club called “The Wanderlusters.” As early as
1907 the founders of the club, who were interested in birding, rock collecting and
botany, had been gathering for walks. According to an article in The Washington
Post, the first organized hike on April 19, 1914 attracted 920 people. The founders
of the club wanted to “invite the whole nature-loving, walk-loving public to go on

a walk with them.”">

One reason for the great attendance at The Wanderlusters inaugural hike was the
expansion of streetcar service. New trolley stops closer to the park provided the
public with the access they had long been requesting. The park’s 1914 annual
report noted an increase in pedestrians and the streetcar’s effect on visitation,
particularly in the south and central areas. “[T]he general use of the park by

the public is largely increasing year by year, and especially the use by picnicking
parties and pedestrians, for whose benefit many paths and footbridges have been
built.” 156 Pedestrians in these parts of the park “are becoming more numerous in

proportion to the whole number of persons who frequent the park.” *7

Walking clubs such as The Wanderlusters originated in Europe during the late
1700s and early 1800s. Influenced by English poet William Wordsworth and
changing attitudes towards nature presented by other writers and philosophers of
the romantic era, walking became a way to encounter nature alone or in organized
groups. P8 In England, walking or rambling clubs were founded beginning in

the early 1800s. Many of the clubs were social, but some also included scientific
exploration and mountaineering. American clubs were established later in the
1800s and the early 1900s, including the Appalachian Mountain Club (1876),

the Green Mountain Club (1910) and the Sierra Club (1892), which included

wilderness preservation in its mission.'’
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Figure 1.14

Images of the walking club
“The Wanderlusters.” National
Geographic Magazine, August
1919.

The Wanderlusters’ first hike was held in the upper Rock Creek Valley, and the
founders didn’t know whether to expect “10 or 10,000” walkers. Those who
participated included people from a range of backgrounds, including members of
Congress, clerks, “shop girls,” and others with “a love of nature” who wanted to
take an educational walk. '* Night hikes became part of the club’s schedule and
in June 1914, at least 300 people tramped for five miles with the park foreman.!¢*
Later that summer, the Washington Post again reported on the club, noting,

Rock Creek park, admittedly one of the most beautiful spots in this or any

country, was thoroughly explored by the walking contingent of the Capital
yesterday, and many beautiful scenes were presented that until then had been as
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a closed book to a large portion of the party. Some interesting studies in botany
and entomology were also in order during the stroll.'®2

Membership in the Wanderlusters gradually decreased in the 1920s. New walking
clubs were founded, but dissolved after a short time. In 1927, the Potomac
Appalachian Trail Club (PATC) was established to build and maintain sections

of the Appalachian Trail in the mid-Atlantic region. It drew members from the
Wanderlusters and other defunct area walking clubs. !> Another local walking
club, The Wanderbirds, was established in 1934 and sponsored by the Washington
Post. Both the Wanderbirds and PATC remain active today. In 1977, PATC

partnered with Rock Creek Park to improve and maintain its foot trails.!¢*

EQUESTRIAN CLUBS AND BRIDLE TRAIL IMIPROVEMENTS

Unlike the walking clubs, which established themselves many years after the
park’s founding, some businesses and organizations that served users of the bridle
trails predated Rock Creek Park. The Washington Riding Academy, located at the
eastern end of the P Street Bridge, opened in 1888. The academy offered stabling
space and conducted riding lessons in the park. President Grover Cleveland

was a member at one time. It was one of a few stables located near the park that
provided Washingtonians with convenient access to the bridle trails. 1> Another
club, the Wardman Park Saddle Club, opened in 1917. The club was operated

by the Wardman Park Hotel, a luxury hotel and residence located just outside
the park’s boundaries and adjacent to the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway.
The saddle club provided space for guests and residents to stable their horses.
An additional riding club operated by Wardman was located on the site of the

Kennedy Center.!%

Popular trails and roadways used by riding club members and other equestrians
underwent modification and expansion in 1915. To alleviate the heavy vehicle
traffic in the park, Ross Drive was macadamized that year. Plans were drawn up
for a new bridle trail to replace the road, which was a favorite riding route. In
April, the tentative route of the new trail ran from one end of Ross Drive to Daniel
Road and then headed east along the north side of Military Road towards the

creek. There it would meet up with north-south running trails.'¢”

During the fall of 1915, members of the public and the engineer’s department
expressed their wishes for bridle trail improvements and modifications, including
widths and trail location. Assistant Engineer Grabill described the work in a
September memo to the secretary of the Board of Control, “The paths proposed
follow existing trails, which will require to be widened to a minimum of eight feet
for riding two abreast. The work of increasing the width of some of the park trails

has already been undertaken, with the intention of finally widening all of them.
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At the present time we are endeavoring to connect the many paths cut off by the

construction of the Ross road.”!

One voice protesting the changes in the horse trails belonged to a local rider who
expressed her displeasure in a letter to Colonel William W. Harts of the Office
of the Chief of Engineers. Harts was head of the Office of Public Buildings and
Grounds and responsible for most of the city’s parks.'®
My Dear Colonel Harts, I am turning to you as an authority for information
on a subject about which all dwellers in Washington feel keenly. Someone with
great zeal is broadening and leveling the riding trails in Rock Creek and alas
despoiling them of their unique charm which is such a surprise to strangers and
such a joy to residents. Rock Creek was different, and most of us truly believed
more beautiful than any park in Europe or America. Its situation and unculti-
vated wildness make an appeal to thousands who like myself, are bored to death
with the artificiality of Central Park, Hyde Park, or the Tiergarten. Here we
had an exquisite bit of nature. Anyone who can ride or walk that far values the

aloneness of our trails. Can you save the romance and beauty of them? I feel as
though I were watching a friend being mutilated.!™

In response to the letter, Harts wrote that the office had received several
suggestions on trail width and a compromise needed to be reached to
accommodate all the opinions. By the end of the year the work was completed
and early in 1916 the trail “west of Rock Creek, between the Boulder Bridge and
the Military road. . .is now being extended about 6,500 feet north of the Military

road.”'"

Over the next year additional work on trails and footbridges was completed
in the northern section of the park. A new footbridge allowed easier crossing
of Piney Branch.!”>The bridle trail on the west side of the creek north of the
Boulder Bridge was widened to allow for two horses to ride abreast. The

trail was relocated for three-quarters of a mile and connected with trails in
the west of the park.!” The secretary of the Board of Control ordered a new
bridle trail in the northeast section of the park to open in December where a
temporary pasture for disabled horses stood.'”* Also in December, new foot
trails were constructed along the Piney Branch Parkway, and “abutments for a

bridge near Piney Branch” were erected, but the location of the bridge was not
identified.'”

One significant development in 1916 was the start of construction of Rock
Creek and Potomac Parkway. The road was authorized in 1913, but the idea for
a parkway connecting the Potomac waterfront and the monumental core to the
Rock Creek Valley dated to the middle of the 1800s and was also discussed in
the Senate Park Commission’s 1902 report. Horseback riders were already using
the route of the future parkway at the time construction started. A bridle trail
linking Rock Creek Park and Potomac Park was created between 1911 and 1915.
Parkway construction continued through the 1920s and the road was completed

in 1936. Though it would not be directly connected with Beach Drive until the
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opening of the zoo tunnel in the 1960s, the new roadway created additional
traffic in Rock Creek Park as more people used Beach Drive and the parkway
for commuting to downtown Washington. This contributed to the challenge of
protecting the park and fulfilling its recreation and preservation mission, while
adapting to its increasing use as a city thoroughfare, a challenge that continues to
this day. 176

PARK PLANNING EFFORTS

The period between 1917 and 1920 was marked by several developments and
changes in Rock Creek Park. In 1917, a number of trails were constructed,
including a bridal trail parallel with Daniel Road from Military Road to the
District-Maryland line and a new foot trail west of the Brightwood Reservoir

to Beach Drive.!”” New footbridges were constructed in 1918 to replace those
destroyed by an “ice jam” that winter, including the Riley Spring footbridge, which

was rebuilt with chestnut timber and South Carolina pine. 17

The most significant developments in 1917 and 1918 came not in construction,
but in park planning. In early 1917, Chief of Engineers and Board of Control
member Brigadier General William M. Black requested an assessment of Rock
Creek Park by Colonel Harts. Harts reported there was an “urgent need of having
a carefully considered plan for the entire park prepared by a competent landscape

architect.””’

He discussed multiple topics, including surveys, roads, bridle trails, forestry,
bridges, and buildings. Harts was emphatic in his points, particularly the need
for an adequate survey and map of the park, and argued for the transfer of
jurisdiction to the Chief of Engineers from the Board of Control. Harts felt

the Office of Public Buildings and Grounds had the benefit of a police force to
patrol Rock Creek Park and staff trained in park design. The office did not have
the “inexpert and untrained men” Harts felt were responsible for the “errors
and blunders” that had occurred with the placement and construction of roads,

bridges, and buildings while under the Board of Control.'*

In his report, Harts stated that many of the bridle trails were found in locations
“which should be occupied only by foot paths, while others show evidence of
purely accidental location.” 13! He added it appeared that no planning had gone
into locating them, as evidenced by their frequent duplication. The trails had been
created by “haphazard riding over some one route until its position became fixed.”
82 He continued, “In many places the bridle path is too much in evidence on the
hillsides where it forms scars wholly out of keeping with nature’s plan.”!® Harts
felt the number of trails was excessive, but the advantage of so many trails allowed

for easier policing of the park, particularly in more remote sections. '8
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In April, Black submitted a memo to the board that reiterated the points made by
Harts and summarized his findings, as well as gave an overview of past planning
efforts, current conditions, and future development of the park.'®> In Black’s
memo to the Board of Control he wrote,
A careful inspection of present conditions in Rock Creek Park, indicates that its
development has proceeded under conflicting opinions, and suggests that, while
the purpose for which the Park was established has been kept in view, none of

the various individuals to whom the work of development was entrusted were in
charge for a sufficient length of time to formulate a comprehensive plan. %

Black echoed Harts’ thoughts on bridle trails, stating that no further construction
should take place until the bridle trail system was thoroughly studied. Because a
smaller user group enjoyed the trails, Black recommended,
Great care should also be taken to prevent bridle paths from usurping positions
where foot paths and drives would more advantageously serve the public. It is

sometimes possible to plan temporary bridle paths which can be abandoned to
the use of pedestrians when the need arises.!¥’

His recommendations on the location and construction of bridle trails suggested
that pedestrians and motorists in the park continued to grow in number and trails

should cater to their needs.

On foot trails, General Black stated,

The planning of foot paths to take full advantage of scenic effects is a very
complicated matter. There are also interesting and historical sites which should
be made easily accessible, such as old forts and camps, mill sites and fords,
many of the former being good places for picnic grounds. The popularity of
foot paths will be in direct proportion to their successful location, relative to
scenic effects and to interesting park features and to their response to the public
needs. Persons inclined to a more or less exclusive stroll will use the more re-
tired paths, while those who have the tourist habit of wandering in groups will
gather at the more frequented places.!®

Black wrote that landscape and public use are always to be considered when
planning, “for it is only by their happy combination that the maximum usefulness
of the park can be obtained.” He and Harts both stated that it would be a waste
of time and effort to construct foot trails before adequate public transportation to

the park was developed.'®

THE OLMISTED REPORT

The Harts and Black memos were written a few months after the Board of
Control contacted Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. to request the preparation of a
comprehensive plan for the park. In May 1917, shortly after Harts and Black
submitted their recommendations, a contract was signed with the Olmsted firm

for a park planning document'*°
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The firm submitted their report in December 1918. The opening paragraph
reiterated the founding legislation and the remarks of park managers and
advocates since its founding. “The dominant consideration, never to be
subordinated to any other purpose in dealing with Rock Creek Park, is the
permanent preservation of its wonderful natural beauty, and the making of that

beauty accessible to the people without spoiling the scenery in the process.”*!<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>