
0 
 

Comments	on	Draft	EIS		 	
Poul Hertel 
3716 Carriage House Court 
Alexandria, Va. 22309 

History	of	the	George	Washington	Memorial	Parkway	
 
No words can adequately express just how important the first president was in uniting a young 
nation. George Washington’s residence at Mount Vernon and the city that bore his name could 
be dismissed as cultural icons, if it were not for his importance to the American heritage. The 
two became intertwined through not only George Washington, but also by the road connecting 
the two. This connection was so great, that in “Historic Buildings of America as Seen and 
Described by Famous Writers”, Arthur Shadwell Martin relates how “every patriotic American 
who visits Washington makes a pious pilgrimage to the home and tomb of the Father of his 
Country.“ But, haste was out of the question,” the Family Magazine related in 1837, “for never 
was worse road extant than that to Mount Vernon.” Departing from Alexandria, the road to 
Mount Vernon went inland, rather than along the river as it does today. There was scarcely a 
glimpse of the scenic Potomac. Instead, one was required to traverse two large hills on an inland 
road in various state of disrepair that sometimes was more like a wooded trail.  
 
  Caroline Gilman described it in her book, "the Poetry of Travelling" as being "intolerably bad," 
and that "no one probably passes it without thinking before he arrives at Mount Vernon, that he 
has paid too dear for his whistle. "The City of Alexandria fared no better than the road, having 
also fallen on hard times. Many authors described it as a dilapidated little town where “no one 
wishes to linger.” Nevertheless, the importance of Mount Vernon was growing in the national 
conscience, even bringing forth calls for the government to take it over.  While the family of 
George Washington had graciously accepted visitors for many years, they eventually could not 
manage the upkeep of the Mansion.  
  
To save this landmark, the Mount Vernon Ladies Association was created in 1856 as the first 
historic preservation effort in America. It raised enough money to purchase the property two 
years later. Although, roads existed to Mount Vernon, they were neither the original one, nor 
ones that lent themselves to contemplative or pleasurable drives. Consequently, in 1887, in an 
article he wrote for the National Republican (a DC paper), Edward Fox came up with the idea to 
create a National Highway from Washington DC to Mount Vernon. Fox called for the "making 
of a splendid drive, a grand avenue and 100 feet wide, that was properly graded and shaded 
between the capital city of the nation and the tomb of its great founder. " 
  
Building on the enthusiasm of the Fox article, in 1888, Mayor John B. Smoot of Alexandria 
founded the Mount Vernon Avenue Association in Alexandria to promulgate the creation of a 
national road to George Washington’s home. The road would travel through Alexandria on the 
basis that many existing establishments were there when George Washington walked these 
streets. Since fortune had bypassed Alexandria, the buildings were still there. The Mount Vernon 
Avenue Association appealed to Congress the following year, which then really got started with 
trying to design this. They appropriated money for a Colonel Haines to come up with three 
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routes (one of which came through Alexandria). No matter which route was selected along the 
Potomac, Haines intended it always to be in the process of development and embellishment. 
Envisioned as having a monumental character, the proposed “National Road”, was a symbolic 
link between Mount Vernon Estate, the site so closely associated with George Washington, and 
the city that bore his name.  Congress, unfortunately allocated no further money.  
  
By 1898, the Centennial of the Nation’s Capital was impending, so a group of citizens 
approached President McKinley about a plan for celebrating the event. This eventually resulted 
in the creation of the McMillan Senate Park Committee in 1901-1902, which was one of the 
most important committees in the nation’s history, and which was named for Senator James 
McMillan of Michigan, Chairman of the Senate Committee on the District of Columbia. Park 
enthusiasts, historians, and planners in Washington, DC, often invoke the great and expansive 
vision of the McMillan Plan as the conceptual underpinnings of today's National Mall and 
Washington, D.C.'s Park System.   
  
Although the McMillan Commission did not directly deal with it, they very specifically 
addressed the need for and importance of having a road leading to the home of the father of our 
nation. The McMillan Senate Park Committee had clearly been influenced by landscape architect 
pioneers Olmstead, Vaux, Cleveland, and Eliot, who are credited with creating the term 
"Parkway." The McMillan Committee envisioned that “these drives had certain definitions: 
Parkways or ways through or between parks; distinguished from highways or ordinary streets by 
the dominant purpose of recreation rather than movement; restricted to pleasure vehicles, and 
arranged with regard for scenery, topography and similar features rather than for directness”.  
  
Although WWI had taken its toll, interest in history (particularly Colonial and early American 
history) remained strong. The Bicentennial of George Washington’s birth was the impetus for a 
1924 committee formed by Congress, and in 1932, the road was constructed. The road did travel 
through Alexandria on what is now known as "Washington Street." In doing so, the City of 
Alexandria entered into a 1929 agreement with the Federal Government promising to keep the 
memorial character of the Parkway. However, by 1946, Alexandria had fallen off the memorial 
wagon (so to speak), so the Federal Government indicated that the Parkway was to be moved 
away from Alexandria. At this point, the City of Alexandria offered to create a historic district to 
protect the Parkway, which would then remain in Alexandria. That is the genesis of Alexandria's 
historic district. Over the years, there have been numerous battles back and forth between 
Alexandria and the Federal Government.  
  
In 1999, Alexandria requested that the National Park Service provide a clarification as to the 
memorial nature of the Parkway. Many of the features from the National Park Service's response 
to the City of Alexandria were incorporated into the Washington Street Standards as we know 
them today.The George Washington Memorial Parkway is therefore the genesis of the 
Alexandria Historic District, which, in turn, has generated a significant tourism response. The 
George Washington Memorial Parkway (and the City of Alexandria) thus shares this heritage 
with the world, as people from all nations and walks of life pass though Alexandria to make a 
pilgrimage to Mount Vernon to pay their respects to the "Father of Our Country." The George 
Washington Memorial Parkway also represents a trust placed on the City by the Federal 
Government that Alexandria would maintain the highway for the purpose and dignity it that was 
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envisioned to convey, and that the Historic District created as a quid pro quo would continue to 
protect this singular heritage.  
  
To conclude, the George Washington Memorial Parkway, is not a neglected stepchild, but rather 
the impetus for the entire Historic District, and by inference, it is responsible for Alexandria's 
place on the tourist maps. It inculcates a heritage that warrants sharing with the world, as people 
from all over the globe make a pilgrimage from Washington D.C. to Mount Vernon to pay their 
respects to the Father of this Country. The Parkway also represents a trust placed on the City by 
the Federal Government that it would maintain the highway for the purpose and dignity it that 
was envisioned to convey. No person states this as well as did Caroline Oilman in 1838: “indeed, 
it is a curious step from Alexandria to Mount Vernon; the one teeming with the most worldly 
associations, and the other sacred to the highest feelings of our nature”. 
 

Faulty	Logic	
 
The City of Alexandria is going to choose its newest "potential income generator," the Potomac 
Yard Metro Station.  Just two choices merit consideration if the City chooses to continue with 
the Metro Station proposal.  The “preferred site” lies on a scenic easement and government 
parkland (both of which were created to secure the picturesque perspective shed of the George 
Washington Memorial Parkway), while the alternate is situated on the site that was initially 
proposed for it more than 20 years back.  However, there are three main issues with the 
“preferred site”, since it is more distant than people think, more costly, and more destructive than 
the alternate.  
 
 Despite the fact that the Metro Station viability study makes an impassioned plea to put the 
station on the scenic easement and federal government parkland,  the proposed stations 
are separated by less than 900 feet when measured from the center of one station to the other, 
which is about the separation of three city blocks in Old Town.  Additionally, the City made an 
actual scale model to show how the stations would look.  However, you cannot put the two 
stations in the model at the same time, because they literally overlap!! This is an interesting 
observation, since the study asserts that one site (the more expensive one) is more attractive due 
to its capacity to create density, while the other site (on the grounds that it is "too far away") does 
not, inferring that the target travelers (the millennials) can't walk less than three Old Town City 
blocks.  
 
Option B, the more costly station is also at a greater distance from the hypothetical Potomac 
Yards center than has been portrayed, since it is measured from the staircase that leads to the 
bridge to the Metro (which is very long), rather than from the station itself.  This creates an 
illusion of closer proximity than is really the case.  A straight-line estimation from the Target 
Store "bulls eye" to the midpoint of the two stations reveals only a 500ft difference, which is less 
than two Old Town City blocks.  When the expensive station is touted as being within a quarter 
mile of Potomac Yards, in reality, only the staircase landing base to the Metro bridge is (barely) 
within a quarter mile.  Also, in walking time and separation, the more costly station is really 
further from the proposed developments (including those areas destined to be the first to be built) 
since it is much further east from Potomac Yard than the less expensive one (it is practically all 
the way on the George Washington Memorial Parkway).  
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This is a significant issue, since the expenses of building the stations are not equivalent. Even 
with a good deal of optimism, the annual debt servicing cost for option B the “preferred one”, 
will be almost $14milion or over $5 million more expensive than the other.  So, in order to 
present the more costly station as being more alluring, the study expects that it will create more 
density than the less expensive one (without any real basis to do so), and that the developer will 
pay more for that site, but the developer is now pulling back from this aspect of the "expensive" 
proposal.  
 
Furthermore, the EIS should have specified the cost that the city will incur by losing the Potomac 
Yard Shopping Center, which is approximately $14Million in sales revenue every year.  This 
cost should have been included in the analysis.  Doing so raises the annual costs (not including 
the operational costs) of option B to over $28 million annually.   
 
Finally, the more expensive, station will create a wholesale destruction of the view shed of the 
George Washington Memorial Parkway.  The required longer bridge has minimum height 
requirements that (with its location and length) will make it a significant intrusion on scenic 
vistas from the George Washington Memorial Parkway.  So, does it make sense for Alexandria 
to incur greater risk, pay higher debt servicing costs, and destroy its cultural and scenic heritage 
for less than 900 feet (or is it really 500ft) ? Even worse is the suggestion that having a Metro 
Station at the Alexandria City Court House is too far for the City Hall to feel any effect. In the 
case of the City's rationale for the more expensive station, the City has no valid justification for 
proceeding with the more expensive station.  
 
The discipline of Behavioral Finance has a lot to say about conformation bias, which is the 
human tendency to put greater weight on evidence that supports desired outcomes, and 
Alexandria is no different, having created a hypothetical construct based on selective data.  
 

The	EIS	Does	Not	Include:	

		
 An	agreement	between	the	City	of	Alexandria	and	Park	Services	regarding	

compensation	for	a	using	scenic 	easement	and	federal	parkland	to	build	to	
option 	B. 		

 
The construction of the George Washington Memorial Parkway included easements to 
obscure the railroad yard to insure the creation of a beautiful vista as one entered the City 
of Alexandria.  The current arrangement is not included in the EIS, except for a monetary 
amount devoted to the trail and Dangerfield Island.  Fixing up Dangerfield Island is 
laudable, but is not part of the purpose of the George Washington Memorial Highway 
and in no way compensates for the degradation of the parkway that will transpire.   
 

 The	mitigation	needed 	for	cleaning	up	the	wetlands.		
 



4 
 

Potomac Yard was at one time the most active railroad yard in the United States, with 
significantly polluted soil, and the water from the yard runs off into the wetlands. There 
is no discussion about it, or the ramifications in the EIS.  
 

 Discussion	about	the	current 	and	projected 	conditions	on	the	Blue	line.	
The current conditions on the Blue line are already deplorable, and there is no discussion 
on the effects of an additional station.   

 


