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DESCRIPTION

INTRODUCTION

This nomination documents the primary structure (the Washington National Airport Terminal) and one early
secondary structure (the South Hangar Line) of a lasge airport complex. These buildings, although constructed at
slightly different times (the Terminal was completed in 1941 and the last hangar to be constructed was completed
in 1948), were designed by the same federal agency and served related purposes. These buildings were part of a
planned grouping of buildings set in a purposely designed, landscaped setting. ”

The Terminal and the South Hangar Line are located in the central and southern sections of the complex (see
sketch map). Although originally adjacent to one another, the original hangar building (Hangar No. 1) which
was the closest of the hangars to the Terminal, was demolished in 1990 to permit construction of the Taxi
Parking Structure. Today, therefore, the two buildings are separated from one another by this non-contributing
building of recent date.

Due to the loss of much of the original landscaping, the demolition of certain early buildings, and the
construction of many newer buildings, the entire National Airport site does not qualify for listing on the National
Register. Only the Main Terminal and South Hangar Line are being nominated in this form as a "building,”
However, other individual structures or sites, in addition to the two buildings being nominated here, have been
determined eligible for the National Register, according to the Virginia Division of Historic Resources. These
resources, include: the Jet Engine Test Cell, the Abingdon Research Station (a transportation laboratory which
pre-dates the Terminal), and the Abingdon Archeological Site. In addition to these buildings and those included
in this nomination the National Airport complex today includes: another grouping of hangars (a portion of the
North Hangar line), a Metrorail station, new parking garages, and various other service buildings. These
structures do not qualify for listing on the National Register.

The description section of this nomination is organized in the following fashion:

L Description of the Airport and its Setting

II. Description of the 1941 Terminal

III.  Description of the South Hangar Line

IV.  Description of the Non-Contributing Taxi Parking Structure
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L DESCRIPTION OF THE AIRPORT AND ITS SETTING

Washington National Airport is an 850-acre parcel along the Potomac River in Arlington County, Virginia. The
airport site is bordered on the west by the George Washington Memorial Parkway, on the south and east by the
Potomac River, and on the north by Roaches Run and a waterfowl sanctuary. The airport site was created
primarily on filled land: the former Gravelly Point iniet of the Potomac. The site boundaries have remained
essentially the same since the airport opened in 1941; the airport has expanded over the years primarily via more
facilities, rather than by the purchase or filling in of substantially more land.

Today, the Terminal is located on low-lying ground roughly in the center of this site, a position selected for its
relative shelter from winds and to provide a clear line of vision to the airfield. The site of the Terminal affords
exceptional views from the airside to the skyline of Washington and the expanse of runways. This asset was
central to the early twentieth-century notion of the spectator airport and is central to the Terminal’s architectural
significance today. The Terminal was also positioned to fit the tight curve of the traffic rotary, which provides a
driver’s first impression from the approaching car heading in a counter-clockwise direction around the one-way
traffic circle.

The airport’s setting is more chaotic today than it was in 1941, It is the centerpiece of a congested metropolitan
transportation node containing cars, limousines, buses, taxis, structures for taxis and cars, and Metrorail.
Originally, the Terminal was the focal point of an "air park,” a travel/recreation destination landscaped with
extensive greenery and trees for both the passenger and the spectator of the 1940s. Upon inspection, one can
see important remnants of the original, 1940 site plan, including: the counterclockwise, bilevel road system with
a central rotary and original flagpole; the airfieid layout with its pattern of intersecting runways; terraced, arc-
shaped parking lots, with views to the airfield west of the Terminal; hangars of the South Hangar Line (six out of
Jthe seven remain); and, the Terminal itself. All were set comfortably within the broad green parklike expanse of
the site. Many additions to the site between the 19405 and present have aiready been removed to pave the way
for new construction. Such structures include a 1941 hangar (Hangar 1) and World War 1I-era military
structures (a terminal and a hangar).

Washington National Airport is presently undergoing extensive alterations as part of the Capital Development
Program. The New North Terminal and Related Facilities Project, which broke ground in November 1993,
includes the construction of a new, 35-gate terminal {the new "North Terminal"), a new Air Traffic Control
Tower (ATCT), a new "Connector” (linking the 1941 Terminal and the new North Terminal), and the
rehabilitation of the 1941 Terminal. As part of the project, certain additions to the building which do not
contribute to its historical significance will be demolished.
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The Terminal’s setting is also currently being altered as part of the Program. A new landscape plan for the
immediate Terminal area will be introduced to re-create the spirit of the original setting. The new traffic circle
will be smaller in dimension than the original circle and will have new light standards.

II. DESCRIPTION OF THE 1941 TERMINAL

EXTERIOR

The Terminal is an arc-shaped, hierarchically composed, four-story! building designed to reflect breakthraughs in
transportation technology. The building’s length is reduced in stepped intervals from the lower to upper stories.
Originally, a centrally located, diamond-shaped control tower provided a focal point at the top of the hierarchical
composition. Today, the control tower atop the Terminal is of 1985 vintage and slated for demolition. In
addition, a miraaor with theodolite domes (technically, a viewing tower but used in this case as a weather station;
see Fourth Floor description) plays a pivotal role in capping the scheme. The building is executed in structural
steel and cast-in-place concrete. The latter was an inexpensive and typical wartime material. The concrete
surfaces were cast using 8'0" x 10" plywood forms, leaving a horizontal banding pattern which links the building
to the Streamlined Modeme style or design.

The long, additive structure that stands today is more than twice its ariginal length and expanded in width as
well, due to projections from the original airside wall. Its ariginal core, constructed in 1941, was a taut
composition, 540 feet in length and 90 feet in width; it consisted of a central columnar block (of vertical
orientation) flanked by two, short, one-story wings (of horizontal character). An extensive building campaign
between 1948 and 1972 (see last section) led to the following additions: a) the 1948-50 South Extension, b) the
1955 South Finger, c) the 1956 South Baggage Room, d) the 1966 airside holdrooms, €) the 1968 American

«Terminal, f) the 1970 Northwest/TWA Terminal, and g) the 1972-85 holdrooms at the north end of the building.
Besides the building additions, exposed mechanical work also has been added to the exterior of the building. The
resulting unsightly rooftops and large areas of screening on the upper floors will be removed during the
subsequent rehabilitation of the Terminal,

The primary focus of this nomination is on the 1941 portion of the building, which holds the greatest historical
significance. Specifically, the Terminal represents a successful functional solution to the challenges of early air
travel and, from an architectural perspective, is a blend of three distinct stylistic influences: the Art
Deco/Streamlined Moderne, the Colonial Revival, and the Stripped Classical (also known as "Government
Modern"). The stepped massing, banded fenestration, horizontal orientation, sidewalk canopies, innovative
materials, and stylized ornament speak of the Art Deco/Moderne movement, with combined early and late Deco
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influences. The building’s portico-and-wing composition draws upon the regional Colonial heritage of
eighteenth-century Virginia. Finally, the execution of the portico as a "stripped” expression of Classicism
promotes the ideals of World War II-era government architecture.

Landside (West) Facade

The west front of the building, the more decidedly formal of the two primary facades (west and east), exhibits
both an elegance of form and an unmistakable sense of purpose. Curving sidewalk canopies projecting from the
face of the building sweep north and south, following the axis of the building wings. These "shelter slabs" were
designed to protect the passengers at the edge of the traffic circle from inclement weather. A third canopy
reaches directly to the north, and was planned as an "alternate” covered walk; it was likely constructed in 1947
when the baggage room was extended. A commanding central portico announces the building's original purpose
as a government-funded commercial operation. The portico is stripped in its execution, defined by eight, square,
capless concrete piers set in antis. On the piers’ interior faces, strips of florescent lights shine back into the
carved portico niche. Inside the portica are polychromatic, exposed-aggregate concrete mosaics (both floor and
soffit) designed by noted Washington architectural sculptor John J. Earley. The mosaics, cobalt blue with gold in
the soffit. and black and white at the floor, employ Greek fret and other geometric motifs.

In addition to the portico, other features of the facade exhibit the overwhelming presence of the government in
planning, designing, and building the Terminal. Flanking the portico, at the second-story level, are concrete
emblems of the federal government: the Presidential Seal (to the north) and the Civil Aeronautics
Administration logo (to the south). In addition, "Washington National Airport” is incised in the concrete
entablature above the portico on the west facade.

In general, this facade is characterized by areas of smooth concrete broken by evenly spaced, punched and, in
some cases, banded window openings. The west wall is solid and impermeable in construction, and is more
classical than that of the east (see below). Most of the original windows on the facade consist of casements
above operable hoppers. At the southern end of the second-floor wing, the steel windows are banded. Wider,
third-story windows are configured in a four-part division -- three vertical lights above and a single hopper below.
At the mirador level, a central glazed double door is flanked by large banded windows.

Two polygonal glass entrance vestibules originally led from the front of the building on the traffic circle into the
Waiting Room. These areas featured aluminum and glass doors, with reeded handles and white bronze push
bars. The northern vestibule was removed in 1979, when United expanded its ticketing office. The date of the
removal of the southern vestibule is unknown. Today, in place of the entrance vestibules. single sets of sliding
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metal and glass doors are located in line with the portico columns. The outline of the original polygonal
entrances can be seen in ghost lines within the concrete sidewalk and above in the canopy soffits.

The major alterations to the landside wall consist of numerous additions made to both the north and south ends
of the building; the alteration of the original, sharp-angled baggage room to the north of the portico into a
curved, aluminum-sash ticketing lobby; and the removal of the glass entrance vestibules. More minor changes on
this face include the sealing of some windows and the installation, in other openings, of window tinting. Some of
the blocked windows will be restored under current pians.

Airside (East) Facade

In 1941, the airside facade responded readily to its aviation mission by presenting an almost complete facade of
glass, an opportunity for passengers and spectators to view the marve! of air travel. Today, as originally, it is the
Waiting Room steel-sash window -- 200 feet long by 30 feet high - that essentially defines this facade. The
curtain wall is constructed of steel sash with aluminum stops and mullion facings. As on the landside, vertical
columns are employed to define the central section of the facade; in this case, the columns are placed on an
exterior ledge at the first-floor level, just beyond the curtain wall. These columns are massive, round, two-story,
steel structures sheathed in concrete. Both the curtain wall and the outside observation decks. which still appear
at multiple levels along the airside face, allowed waiting passengers and visitors the opportunity to view
uninterrupted panoramas of the airfield.? The curtain wall still provides such panoramas. Large, nautical-like,
exterior light fixtures along the east wall of the building at the observation deck level are still in place.

At the present time, however, other portions of the east wall of the Terminal have been heavily altered by
muitiple projectirg holdroom additions on the ground through second floors, and by a cocktail lounge addition at
the building's north end. The holdrooms and the cocktail lounge are slated for demolition during the planned
Terminal rehabilitation. What will appear, therefore, within the next five years, is an airside facade largely
restored to its original appearance.

The base of the east facade was constructed of cast-in-place concrete walls interspersed regularly with wide
openings, some of which featured doors and others of which featured a door/window arrangement. Uniike the
basically fixed curtain wall, these openings were functional in nature, designed to suit the needs of offices,
loading vestibules, and baggage rooms. Today, the ground floor of the airside wall is comprised of 1960s-era
holdrooms which project from the face of the original building and have caused the removal of these original
hollow-metal frame/steel-sash window units of 1941. Current plans call for these holdrooms to be demolished
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and the original 1941 openings to be refitted with aluminum "storefront" units to match the appearance of those
from 1941.

Stretching out from the center of the building, at the first- and second-floor levels, are additional long expanses
of glass, although today these are substantially concealed or altered. Originally, long expanses of windows were
found along the North and South Passenger Concourses of the first floor and along the office corridor and
Dining Room wall on the second floor. Today, the north wing’s glass walls are missing due to airside holdroom
additions; however, plans call for the banded window walls of the first and second floors at the north end to be
reconstructed. -,

The third-story windows on the airside are iocated within the central block of the building and are of original,
banded construction. Finally, as on the landside elevation, lettering in the concrete plays a design role on the
east facade. "Washington National Airport" is inscribed above the curtain wall as a greeting to arriving
passengers. In addition, "Elevation 16" is inscribed in the concrete directly over the ground-floor opening to the
Baggage Makeup Room.

North and South Faces

With the many additions to the ends of the Terminal, the original north and south elevations of the building are
today totally obscured. To the north, holdrooms added in the 1970s and 1980s and lower-level service additions
have obscured the sharp lines and smooth curves which were originally integral to the Terminal’s stepped massing
and Streamlined Moderne character. To the south, four major additions have lengthened the Terminal
substantially and erased the original southern end wall of the building, with its corner windows and observation
decks.

Originally, the north and south wings of the building were of unequal, but complementary, lengths and shapes.
The south wing was slightly shorter and terminated in a square edge. The north wing curved along a shorter arc
but longer radius than the south, and featured a circular terminus at the second-floor level. This circular, glazed
end provided a spectacular panorama of the airfield and monumental Washington to diners within the formal
Dining Room. On both north and south ends of the building, the observation decks turned the corners and
became stairs, allowing for the convenient descent of spectators back down to their parked cars. The second-
floor northern observation deck is now concealed by a cocktail lounge addition. This addition will be demolished
and the observation deck will be restored under current plans. (Due to security restrictions, however, public
access can not be permitted.)
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INTERIOR

The interior of the Terminal was based on the concept of "channelized control,” a program whereby types of uses
were segregated to permit the most efficient operation of the airport. The ground floor was, and still is, the
service floor, with a trucking concourse defining the space. A nparrow office corridor runs along the airside, while
large mechanical and service rooms occupy the landside. The first floor features the grand Waiting Room,
symmetrical passenger concourses on the airside (the North Concourse is the subject of planned
rehabilitation/aiteration), a coffee shop and kitchen at the north end on the landside, and a patron service
corridor along the landside to the south. The second floor features the balcony/mezzanine with offices ta.its
west, a public restaurant at the north end, a cocktail lounge off of the restaurant, and an office corridor at the
south end. The third floor is smaller in scale than the first two, and features the offices of the Federal Aviation
Administration. Above the third floor is a small fourth floor "base building," containing the technical and radar
rooms of the Federal Aviation Administration. Finally, on the building’s roof are the mirador (or, weather
station), and the air traffic control tower cab.

Below are descriptions of the 1941 Terminal's spaces as inventoried in October 1993. The spaces are indicated
first by their historic name, and second, by their current name or usage (shown in parenthesis). Other interior
spaces from later additions to the building are considered secondary in their contribution to the building’s
architectural significance, and therefore are briefly described at the end of this section. See "description of
additions" to follow.

The Ground Floor

Passenger Loading Vestibules/Restrooms (Various Uses, Including Holdrooms)

Located originally along the airside wall, the four original ground-floor loading vestibules now function as interior
antechambers to airside holdrooms of the 1960s. To get to the loading vestibules, one descends from one of four
sets of stairs from the first-floor passenger concourses (two stairs each in the North and South Passenger
Concourses). Originally, loading vestibule exterior doors led out to the airfield. Each vestibule contained
restrooms and a set of twin, metal telephone booths.

Today, all but one of these vestibules is in good condition. The loading vestibule walls and the stairwells leading
down to them were originally clad in large, rectangular, peacock-blue-green terra-cotta tiles. The floors were
covered in terrazzo verde (a dark, green-black color floor). Today, the wall finish remains intact under various
layers of applied coatings and the terrazzo floors are intact as well. The dark terrazzo of the stairs leading down
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to the vestibule, however, have been replaced with a newer, white terrazzo. Other alterations to these areas
include the addition of wheelchair ramps at some of the stairwell handrails and the removal of original restroom
partitions due to accommodations for the handicapped. The holdrooms will be demolished and the entire airside
ground floor including the loading vestibules will be restored under current plans.

Trucking Concourse (Service, Storage, and Airline Employee Lounges)

The ground-floor Trucking Concourse runs the length of the original terminal in a north/south direction near the
airside wall and functions as a service corridor, as it did originally. To the east of the concourse are offices
(originally, for aitline crews) and to the west are large mechanical rooms, a former Post Office mailroom and
lobby, and the Baggage Makeup Room. The concourse was built as the service spine of the building -- used for
the transport of baggage and mail -- and still functions as such today.

The Trucking Concourse is in good condition and retains its original character. Utilitarian in appearance, its
walls are still sheathed in gold-colored, enameled "clay wall units." Concrete curbing protects the walls from
various airport baggage and mail carts. Minor alterations include the addition of lockers along the walls, and the
transformation of the space at its southern end into a public space. This conversion has been accommodated by
the carpeting of the walls and the introduction of new floor and ceiling finishes.

Baggage Makeup Room

The Baggage Makeup Room is located underneath the main Waiting Room, in roughly the center of the ground
floor. This area is a large open space divided by structural columns. It is currently used for storage. One of the
original spiral baggage chutes still stands in this space and is being preserved.

hY

Post Office (Concessions Storage, Elevator Lobby, Corridor)

Also located to the west of the Trucking Concourse, underneath the South Passenger Concourse, was a working
Post Office. Today, the spaces are reconfigured into a variety of uses, including storage rooms, an elevator
lobby, and an employees lounge. The original Post Office featured a public lobby (the only public space on the
ground floor) and a work room. The lobby featured exposed aggregate concrete walls, a starred aluminum
cornice, and Greek-fret terrazzo flooring. Fragments of these finish materials remain in an elevator lobby and
concession storage room. In 1941, windows along the inside wall of the ground-floor south trucking concourse
faced into the Post Office work room, allowing spectators a view of the busy mailroom. Today, these interior
windows no longer exist, and the trucking concourse wall is carpeted.











































































































































































