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Fredericksburg & Spotsylvania National Military Park.





Virginia embodies history like few other states in the Union. From the first permanent English settlement in the New World at Jamestown and the heady days of the Founding Fathers in Williamsburg, through the end of the American Revolution at Yorktown and the tragedy and heroism of the Civil War, many of the major events that shaped this country happened in the Old Dominion. Most of the buildings, battlefields, and artifacts involved are now preserved and on display in a host of world-class parks, museums, and historic homes such as George Washington’s Mount Vernon and Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello.


Virginia not only connects the storied past and thriving present—it’s also a bridge between the mountains and the sea. Home to one of the most scenic roads in the country, Shenandoah abounds with spectacular ridgeline vistas, lush forests, and otherworldly caverns. On the Atlantic Ocean at the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay, Virginia Beach is one of the East Coast’s premier resort destinations, with a bustling boardwalk and a bevy of great seafood restaurants. Detached from the rest of the state, the Eastern Shore is a time-warped land of unspoiled marshes, fishing towns, and the famous ponies of Chincoteague. Virginia offers the best of the many worlds it bridges—and then some.
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Ridge Trail, Old Rag Mountain
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7 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Hit the Trail: The area along the Blue Ridge Parkway offers ample hiking opportunities along with some of the best scenery on the east coast.
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2 Go Back in Time in Colonial Williamsburg: Immerse yourself in colonial life at the largest living history museum in the world.
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3 Take a Road Trip on Skyline Drive: This stunning 105-mile route runs along the mountain ridges of Shenandoah National Park.
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4 Visit Presidential Homes: Get unique insights into the lives of the founding fathers at George Washington’s Mount Vernon (pictured) and Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello.
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5 Tour Historic Battlefields: More major battles in the Civil War took place in Virginia than in any other state. Today, history buffs can walk in the footprints of the soldiers who fought there.
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6 Feast on Local Cuisine: No trip would be complete without sampling the local crustacean cuisine or enjoying authentic Virginia country ham.
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7 Explore the National Mall: The two-mile stretch from the Lincoln Memorial (pictured) to the U.S. Capitol has some of the country’s most iconic monuments, including the Washington Monument and the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, as well as 11 Smithsonian museums and galleries.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Washington DC


Washington DC is nestled between Virginia and Maryland on the banks of the Potomac River. Best known for politics, government, and monuments and museums, the city is also home to universities, nightlife, art, theater, and sports. One of the largest (and cleanest) cities in the country, Washington DC offers trendy neighborhoods, upscale shopping, the National Cathedral, the National Zoo, and professional sports arenas. The nation’s capital is easy to navigate, especially with the help of landmarks such as the Washington Monument and the U.S. Capitol.


Northern Virginia


From the busy halls of the Pentagon in Arlington and the trendy streets of historic Old Town Alexandria to the quaint alleyways of Middleburg, Northern Virginia is a cornucopia of culture, history, business, outdoor recreation, culinary delights, and shopping. It is a central corridor for the technology industry, yet houses key attractions such as Mount Vernon, the plantation home of George Washington. Northern Virginia’s residents make up roughly one-third of the entire state population.


Coastal Virginia


Visiting Coastal Virginia is a great way to take a break from everyday stresses and learn about history or relax on the beach. Colonial Williamsburg, a living museum that vividly displays what life in colonial times was like, is one of the most popular historical attractions in the country. Just a short drive away are the resort area of Virginia Beach and the sleepy seaside communities on Virginia’s Eastern Shore. The region offers port towns, battleships, and beautiful clean beaches all within a short drive of one another.
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Virginia Beach





Shenandoah and Northwestern Virginia


Shenandoah National Park and Northwestern Virginia form a very special part of the Blue Ridge Mountains. The area is known for its stunning vistas, and picturesque rivers and streams crisscross the region and loosely connect the towns that sit on the park’s doorstep. Take a scenic drive along Skyline Drive, white-water raft down the Shenandoah River, spend an afternoon underground in mysterious Luray Caverns, or take a hike on the famous Appalachian Trail. Choose adventure or opt to relax—there is no wrong answer.


Central and Southern Virginia


Sprawling Central and Southern Virginia offer some of the most beautiful countryside in America. Awesome mountain vistas, rolling foothills, and enchanting fall foliage can be found in this region, especially along the Blue Ridge Parkway. The site of many colleges and universities including the University of Virginia, the region was also home to famous Americans such as Thomas Jefferson and James Monroe. The state capital, Richmond, and historic Fredericksburg, Charlottesville, and Roanoke are key destinations in this vast region.
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tree-lined drive at James Monroe’s Highland





When to Go


If you have the luxury of choosing your time to visit, late spring (May and June) and fall (September and October) are usually the best times to explore Virginia. The weather is most pleasant, and there are fewer tourists to compete with. Although summer is the prime tourist season, unless your plans involve some beach time or a stay in a mountain retreat, the humidity can be a bit overwhelming. The fall foliage in the state is some of the most spectacular in the country. A drive through the Blue Ridge Mountains in October can lead to some of the most stunning scenery in the East. If your focus is on historical sites and museums, the winter months (with the exception of the holiday season) can mean short or no wait times for popular attractions. Just be prepared for some sites to be closed or to have shorter hours.



The Best of Virginia



Virginia encompasses a large amount of land. It can take six hours to drive from Washington DC to the southern end of Virginia and six hours to drive from Lexington to the Eastern Shore. A 10-day trip provides the opportunity to hit most of the highlights in the state and to get a good feel for all Virginia has to offer.


Washington DC makes a good starting point for exploration of Virginia. It is conveniently located to Northern Virginia and is easy to get to by air, train, bus, and car. Spend a couple of days at the beginning of your trip exploring this marvelous city. For more suggestions on seeing DC.


Northern Virginia


DAY 1


From Washington DC, drive across the Potomac into Northern Virginia. Stop by Great Falls Park for a picnic near the impressive falls overlook. Continue on to Middleburg and have dinner at The Red Fox Inn and Tavern in the historic downtown area before checking into one of the lovely country inns or the Salamander Resort and Spa for the night.




[image: image]


Great Falls Park





Shenandoah National Park


DAY 2


Drive 45 minutes west to Front Royal, the gateway to Shenandoah National Park. Enter the park on the famed Skyline Drive. Spend the rest of the day meandering down the northern section of Skyline Drive to Luray. Be sure to stop along the way for a short hike and to take in the sights along this stunning section of road. Overnight in Luray.


Luray and Lexington


DAY 3


Start your day by touring the incredible Luray Caverns. Then drive an hour and 40 minutes south on I-81 to historic Lexington and tour the Virginia Military Institute, or take the four-hour scenic route along the southern portion of Skyline Drive and the Blue Ridge Parkway. Overnight in Lexington.


Charlottesville


DAY 4


Drive a little over an hour northeast to scenic Charlottesville. Visit Monticello, Thomas Jefferson’s home, then tour a neighboring vineyard. Pick a restaurant on the hip downtown mall in Charlottesville for dinner before spending the night at either The Clifton or Keswick Hall.


Virginia Beach


DAY 5 AND 6


Make the three-hour drive to Virginia Beach early so you can enjoy a day on the Atlantic. Visit the Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center and walk the famous boardwalk. Enjoy fresh seafood at one of the local restaurants and spend the night in a hotel right on the Atlantic Ocean. Take a rest day the following day and soak in the beach atmosphere. Spend another night in Virginia Beach.


Williamsburg


DAY 7


Drive 1.25 hours northwest to Colonial Williamsburg. Lose yourself in U.S. history by dedicating the day to exploring this unique living museum. Visit the historic buildings, shop in the authentic colonial shops, snack on a sweet potato muffin from Raleigh Tavern Bakery, talk to the costumed interpreters, and have a refreshment in a colonial tavern. Dine in Merchants Square and spend the night in one of several hotels run by the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.


Richmond


DAY 8


Drive an hour northwest to the capital city of Richmond. Spend the day touring Capitol Square and the Science Museum of Virginia. For a splurge, overnight in the Jefferson Hotel.




Best Scenic Drives


FALL FOLIAGE


Skyline Drive


Starting point: Front Royal, VA
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Skyline Drive





Ending point: Waynesboro, VA


105 miles; 3 hours


Virginia is known for having one of the most spectacular leaf displays in the country, and Skyline Drive in Shenandoah National Park showcases the best of the best.


Blue Ridge Parkway


Starting point: Waynesboro, VA


Ending point: Cherokee, NC


469 miles total, 217 in Virginia; 6 hours in Virginia


The Blue Ridge Parkway begins where Skyline Drive ends. The most scenic portion is the 114 miles between Waynesboro and Roanoke.


HISTORICAL ROOTS


Colonial Parkway


Starting point: Yorktown, VA


Ending point: Jamestown, VA


23 miles; 35 minutes


This parkway was designed to unify the “Historic Triangle” of Williamsburg, Jamestown, and Yorktown, while preserving the area’s scenery and wildlife.


SALTY AIR


Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel


Starting point: South Hampton Roads, VA


Ending point: Eastern Shore, VA


20 miles; 30 minutes


This engineering masterpiece, which spans the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay, takes vehicles over a series of bridges and through two-mile-long tunnels.


MOUNTAIN TOWNS


Virginia’s Western Highlands


Starting point: Monterey, VA


Ending point: Covington, VA


55 miles; 1.25 hours


Take scenic Route 220 through iconic mountain towns such as Warm Springs and Hot Springs, where the famed Omni Homestead Resort is located.






Fredericksburg



DAY 9


Drive an hour north to historic Fredericksburg. Tour the Fredericksburg & Spotsylvania National Military Park and then dine in the historic Old Town area. Spend the night at the lovely Richard Johnston Inn.


Old Town Alexandria


DAY 10


On your final day, drive north about an hour to historic Old Town Alexandria. While away the day shopping and dining in Old Town and enjoying the ambiance of this bustling colonial town. Spend the night in a lovely hotel—Morrison House, The Alexandrian, or Lorien Hotel & Spa—or head back across the Potomac River to Washington DC. For more suggestions on seeing Old Town Alexandria.
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Old Town Alexandria





Battles and Brews


Virginia has a colorful history. At 122 conflicts, the most Civil War battles by far were fought in Virginia than in any other state, but the region also has notoriety for its Revolutionary War past, colonial history, and of course, the development of our nation’s government. This five-day itinerary starts in New Market and ends in Yorktown. The 283-mile trip covers some of the most significant historical cities in the state and includes refreshing stops in some of the best local pubs.


Day 1


Start in New Market off I-81 in the northwestern part of the state. Visit the New Market Battlefield, where Union troops were forced out of the Shenandoah Valley. Then head to scenic Luray for dinner and delightful beverages at Moonshadows Restaurant. Spend the night in Luray.


Day 2


Head northeast about one hour and 20 minutes to the Manassas National Battlefield Park and explore the site of two major Civil War battles. Continue on to the old town area of Manassas and have a beer and a cheesesteak at the Philadelphia Tavern. Spend the night in Manassas.


Day 3


Drive one hour south to Fredericksburg and spend the day touring the Fredericksburg & Spotsylvania National Military Park. Spend a relaxing evening at the Kenmore Inn and have a drink in the historic pub and bar.


Day 4


Drive 1.5 hours south to Petersburg and visit the Petersburg National Battlefield, where the longest single Civil War military event took place. After your visit, continue driving an hour southeast to Colonial Williamsburg. Have dinner and a brew in a historic colonial tavern and overnight in Williamsburg.


Day 5


End your trip by driving 20 minutes southeast to Yorktown and take in the Yorktown Battlefield, where the last major battle of the Revolutionary War was fought. The battlefield is part of the Colonial National Historical Park. Stop in the Yorktown Pub for a beer, oysters, and hush puppies. Spend the night in Yorktown at the Hornsby House Inn.




Historic Battlefields


Virginia hosted more major Civil War battles than any other state and more than 2,000 “military events” during the war. This was due in part to the relocation of the Confederate Capital near the beginning of the war from Montgomery, Alabama, to Richmond. As such, only a mere 150 miles separated Washington DC and Richmond, and Virginia often found itself in the center of conflict. By the time General Lee surrendered in 1865, a large portion of Virginia had been scarred or destroyed by war.


Many of the battlefields in Virginia are now protected as national historical sites and parks, and visitors from across the nation come to pay tribute, participate in battle reenactments, and see firsthand the land that played such an important role in shaping our country’s history. Many beautiful and haunting monuments, statues, and exhibits now stand on these hallowed grounds to help both interpret the history of each battle and to serve as reminders of the many young lives lost there. Key Civil War battlefields in Virginia include:


• Fredericksburg & Spotsylvania National Military Park (1862-1862): the second-largest military park in the world and the site of four Civil War battles


• Manassas National Battlefield Park (July 21, 1861 and August 28-30, 1862): the site of the First Battle of Bull Run, the first major land battle in the war, and the Second Battle of Bull Run, the biggest simultaneous mass assault of the Civil War
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Manassas National Battlefield Park





• Petersburg National Battlefield (June 1864-April 1865): the site of the longest single Civil War military event, lasting more than nine months and producing 70,000 casualties


• Richmond National Battlefield Park (1861-1865): a collection of 12 individual sites that preserve more than 1,900 acres of Civil War history


• New Market Battlefield State Historical Park (May 15, 1864): the site of the only occasion in American history when college cadets were responsible for victory in combat, forcing Union troops out of the Shenandoah Valley






Virginia is for Lovers



Virginia’s official slogan is “Virginia Is for Lovers.” What better way to explore the state than to stay in some of the best romantic getaway spots with your special someone. This 261-mile itinerary starts in Middleburg and travels through some of the state’s most beautiful areas, ending in Roanoke.


Day 1


Start off your romantic retreat in Virginia hunt country. Book a room at the beautiful Goodstone Inn & Restaurant in Middleburg. Spend the day exploring the downtown area, then take a stroll around the inn’s property or take advantage of the on-site spa. Dine at the inn’s restaurant.


Day 2


Drive two hours southwest to Charlottesville and stay at the award-winning Keswick Hall. Spend the day visiting Thomas Jefferson’s home at Monticello or sampling wine at a local vineyard, then return to the Hall for dinner and a relaxing evening on the patio.
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Monticello, home of Thomas Jefferson





Day 3


Begin the day by driving two hours southwest to the Hot Springs area. Check into The Omni Homestead Resort, soaking in the fabulous amenities at its 2,000-acre high-end, self-contained campus. Play a round of golf, visit the spa, or take a dip in the spring pools—there is plenty to do before settling down to a romantic dinner with your sweetheart at one of the wonderful resort restaurants.


Day 4


The final day begins with a 1.5-hour drive south to Roanoke. Book a room at the historic Hotel Roanoke & Conference Center—the restored Tudor hotel was built in 1882 and has welcomed many famous guests. Spend the day exploring the sites and museums in downtown Roanoke. Dine at the hotel’s on-site Regency Room before turning in for the night. This hotel is the perfect nightcap to four days of romance in beautiful Virginia.




Virginia Eats


Virginia’s colonial past, agricultural history, and proximity to water are all evident in the local cuisine. In the 17th century, Virginia settlers learned how to smoke meat from the native residents. To this day, Virginia country ham has an international reputation. Peanuts, which were a popular plantation crop, have remained a staple in the Old Dominion. As one of the nation’s top six producers of apples, Virginia makes sure to save room for dessert. And although seafood is not unique to Virginia, it has certainly found a special place here, since it is harvested regionally.


• The King’s Arms Tavern in Colonial Williamsburg, is known for their signature peanut soup. They also serve other southern traditional dishes and decadent dessert.


• The Red Fox Inn and Tavern is a historic tavern in the heart of Middleburg that serves traditional Virginia-style food using cooking techniques such as roasting, smoking, and braising. If you’ve never tried peanut soup, this is the place to order it.


• Authentic Virginia ham (country ham) can be enjoyed at The Homeplace Restaurant in Catawba. It is served family style with one or two other meats, and scrumptious side dishes.


• Tim’s Rivershore Restaurant & Crabhouse in Dumfries offers a beachy atmosphere and waterfront dining on the Potomac River. This super casual crab house is a party spot in the summer with live music and a boating crowd.
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Tim’s Rivershore Restaurant & Crabhouse





• The Crazy Crab Restaurant in the Reedville Marina is a small, family-owned restaurant on the waterfront. The seafood can’t get any fresher, as you can literally see the owner walk outside and harvest it.


• The Crab Shack sits on the James River in Newport News and has great views throughout its window-lined dining room and deck. It offers fresh seafood and a casual atmosphere.


• The folks at AW Shucks Raw Bar & Grill in Norfolk believe that any meal can include seafood. They are famous for burgers topped with lump crab, and the portions are huge.


• Four Brothers Crab House & Ice Cream Deck is out on Tangier Island, the “Soft Crab Capital of the World.” A trip to this isolated island in the middle of the Chesapeake Bay requires a 12-mile ferry ride.


• Winchester, the state’s top apple packaging location at the northern tip of the Shenandoah Valley, is often called “The Apple Capital of the World.” Stop at Marker-Miller Orchards, a “pick-your-own” orchard, which begins September 1.








Washington DC



HIGHLIGHTS


ORIENTATION


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Sights


THE NATIONAL MALL


WHITE HOUSE AREA


TIDAL BASIN AREA


SOUTH OF THE NATIONAL MALL


CAPITOL HILL


DOWNTOWN


DUPONT CIRCLE


GEORGETOWN


ADAMS MORGAN


UPPER NORTHWEST


NORTHEAST DC


TOURS


Recreation


SPECTATOR SPORTS


CANOEING AND KAYAKING


BIKING


ICE-SKATING


PLAYGROUND


Entertainment and Events


THEATER


ARENAS AND HALLS


MUSIC VENUES


NIGHTLIFE


EVENTS


Shopping


CAPITOL HILL


DISTRICT WHARF


DOWNTOWN


DUPONT CIRCLE


GEORGETOWN


UPPER NORTHWEST


Food


THE NATIONAL MALL


CAPITOL HILL


DISTRICT WHARF


DOWNTOWN


DUPONT CIRCLE


GEORGETOWN


ADAMS MORGAN


UPPER NORTHWEST


U STREET CORRIDOR


Accommodations


THE NATIONAL MALL


CAPITOL HILL


DISTRICT WHARF


DOWNTOWN


DUPONT CIRCLE


GEORGETOWN


UPPER NORTHWEST


Information and Services


VISITORS INFORMATION


MEDIA


EMERGENCY SERVICES


Getting There


AIR


CAR


TRAIN


BUS


Getting Around


METRORAIL


METROBUS


TAXIS AND PRIVATE TRANSPORT
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the tidal basin near the Jefferson Memorial







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Washington Monument: This 555-foot-tall monument is a tribute to America’s first president and a focal point of the National Mall (click here).


S Lincoln Memorial: This stunning Doric-style monument sitting on the banks of the Potomac River is a grand memorial to President Abraham Lincoln (click here).
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S Vietnam Veterans Memorial: This moving memorial honors those who fought and died or went missing in action during the Vietnam War (click here).


S National Museum of African American History and Culture: The only national museum dedicated to African American history and culture, this popular museum is the 19th and most recent Smithsonian Institution Museum (click here).


S National Museum of Natural History: The most visited natural history museum in the world, this treasure features more than 126 million specimens in 325,000 square feet of exhibit space (click here).


S National Air and Space Museum: It features the largest collection of air- and spacecraft in the world (click here).


S White House: Tour the home and workplace of the president of the United States (click here).


S Jefferson Memorial: Sitting on the shore of the famous Tidal Basin is this stunning memorial to the author of the Declaration of Independence (click here).


S U.S. Capitol: The grand neoclassical-style Capitol Building is the official meeting site for the U.S. Congress (click here).


S National Cathedral: This massive Gothic cathedral in Upper Northwest DC is the sixth-largest cathedral in the world (click here).
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Vietnam War Memorial
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the White House








Awe-inspiring Washington DC, nestled between Virginia and Maryland on the banks of the Potomac River, is best known for government, politics, and museums. Stunning marble monuments dominate the landscape and are a constant reminder of our country’s powerful beginnings, while stately government buildings act as the working engine guiding our nation.


One of the largest cities in the nation, Washington is also home to several universities, trendy neighborhoods, professional sports arenas, and attractions such as the National Zoo. The city boasts tremendous nightlife, art, theater, and upscale shopping. On average, around 21 million visitors come to DC annually.


Although much of the city is historic and upscale, there are also parts of Washington DC that are impoverished, comprising mostly minority demographics. Many of these residents face homelessness and unemployment. These areas exist side by side with the affluent and wealthy. In a strange way, Washington DC does truly represent the country, even if its residents don’t have voting representation in Congress.



ORIENTATION



The city is divided into four quadrants, with the U.S. Capitol sitting in all four. The Capitol Building, however, doesn’t sit in the center of the city, which means that the quadrants are not equal in terms of square mileage. The majority of the city and the lion’s share of the attractions are in the northwest quadrant of Washington. The city is laid out in a grid pattern of lettered and numbered streets, so it is relatively easy to navigate, especially with the help of large landmarks like the Washington Monument and the Capitol Building.


If you asked 10 people how they would divide up the city to explain it to a visitor, you would get 10 different answers. Some would do it simply by quadrants, others by key neighborhoods, and still others by the sights themselves. For the sake of this guide, we are going to divide the city by popular tourist areas so that we can include key areas where many of the popular sights are located, as well as popular neighborhoods where you can find a tremendous selection of food, nightlife, and festivals.


The National Mall


Many people are surprised to learn that the National Mall is a national park and administered by the National Park Service. It is part of an area known as the National Mall and Memorial Parks unit. The exact boundaries of the mall have always been difficult to define, but according to the National Park Service, it is “the area encompassed by Constitution and Pennsylvania Avenues NW on the north, 1st Street on the east, Independence and Maryland Avenues on the south, and 14th Street on the west.” It may be easier to visualize by saying that the Mall is basically the entire three-mile stretch between the Lincoln Memorial at the west end and the U.S. Capitol at the east end. The Washington Monument is a focal point of the Mall and sits just to the west of its center. Often, many areas just outside the Mall’s official boundaries are still considered to be “on the Mall.”


A plan for the National Mall originally designed in 1791 by Pierre L’Enfant laid out a “Grand Avenue,” but it was never carried out. The Mall served several other purposes prior to reaching its current state. During the Civil War, the land was utilized primarily for military purposes—drilling troops, the production of arms, and even slaughtering cattle. Permission was even given to the railroad in the late 1800s to lay tracks across part of the Mall.


The National Mall is the primary tourist area in Washington DC, and visitors should plan on spending a significant amount of time here. Simply put, it is packed with monuments and lined with museums. (Some are even underground.) The Department of Agriculture is also on the Mall. When you set out to explore, wear comfortable walking shoes and be sure your camera is charged.


Capitol Hill


Capitol Hill is the political center of the country. It is home to the U.S. Congress and also the largest historical residential neighborhood in the city. Geographically, Capitol Hill is literally a hill that rises as you approach the Capitol from the west. The U.S. Capitol is on the crest of the hill.


Capitol Hill sits in both the southeast and northeast quadrants of the city. To the north is the H Street Corridor, to the south is the Washington Navy Yard, to the east is the Anacostia River, and to the west is the National Mall.
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Best of Washington DC


DAY 1


Begin your trip with a day dedicated to the National Mall. Put on your walking shoes and start with a bird’s-eye view of the city from the top of the Washington Monument, then walk through the National World War II Memorial on your way to the Lincoln Memorial. Choose several of the many beautiful war memorials to visit, such as the Korean War Memorial and the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. Pick up lunch at a local food truck and find a nice bench in West Potomac Park to rest your feet. Ride Metrorail up to Capitol Hill and spend the afternoon on a tour of the U.S. Capitol. When your feet can take no more, catch a cab or car service to Dupont Circle for dinner, and then walk east on M Street to enjoy some of the city’s nightlife at the rooftop bar at Ozio Restaurant and Lounge. Spend the night in the nearby Hotel Tabard Inn or, if you feel like splurging, at the Hay-Adams, overlooking the White House.
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National World War II Memorial





DAY 2


On your second day in DC, plan to visit some of the Smithsonian Institution museums. After breakfast at the inn, if you’re feeling spry, walk the 10 or so blocks down to the National Mall or else take a cab or car service. Pick and choose your favorites such as the National Air and Space Museum and the National Museum of Natural History. Grab lunch inside one of the museums when you need a break, or sample another one of DC’s great food trucks outside. When you’ve overloaded on museums, walk to the P.O.V. Roof Terrace and Lounge at the W Washington D.C. Hotel and have a cocktail, then go for a late dinner at the Old Ebbitt Grill.


WITH MORE TIME


Take Metrorail into Old Town Alexandria for a day in one of the country’s oldest port cities. Stroll the historic streets to window-shop in the many boutiques and then take a tour of the Gadsby’s Tavern Museum. Have lunch at Gadsby’s Tavern and then visit the Torpedo Factory Art Center, with three floors of galleries and studios. If you still have energy, take a walking tour of Old Town and then get off your feet for a relaxing dinner at The Majestic. After dinner, take Metrorail, cab, or car service back to DC and take a nighttime tour of the National Mall to see the monuments lit up. Spend one last night in the nation’s capital.





Many politicians, their staff, journalists, and lobbyists live on Capitol Hill. Residential streets are lined with homes from different periods, many of which are historic.


Pennsylvania Avenue is the hub of the commercial district on Capitol Hill and offers restaurants, bars, and shops. The oldest continually running fresh-food market in the city, called Eastern Market, is just east of the Capitol Building. This popular shopping spot is housed in a 19th-century brick building.


District Wharf


The District Wharf is one of the newest and most popular neighborhoods in the city. It is a trendy, mile-long area located south of the National Mall on the Potomac River waterfront. At the time of writing, the first phase of the wharf was completed and the neighborhood was already fully established and thriving with dining, shopping, residential and commercial real estate, live music venues, and many events and festivals. Parking can be tricky in this area, with just a few parking garages.




The Capitol Architect: Pierre L’Enfant


Washington DC owes a great portion of its inspiring design to Pierre Charles L’Enfant (1754-1825), a French-born American architect and civil engineer. L’Enfant came to America to fight in the Revolutionary War and later became George Washington’s number one city planner. L’Enfant designed Washington DC from scratch. He dreamed up a city that was to rise out of a mix of hills, forests, marshes, and plantation land into an extravagant capital city with wide avenues, beautiful buildings, and public squares.


L’Enfant’s city included a grand “public walk,” which is seen today in the National Mall. His city plan was based on European models, but incorporated American ideals. The design was created from the idea that every citizen is equally important. This is shown in the Mall design, since it is open in all corners.





Downtown


“Downtown” may sound a bit broad, but the term actually refers to the central business district in Northwest Washington DC. Geographically, the area is difficult to clearly define, but it is generally accepted as being bordered by P Street NW to the north, Constitution Avenue NW to the south, 4th Street NW to the east, and 15th Street NW to the west.


Some notable areas included in the downtown district are the K Street Corridor, which used to be known as the Power Lobbying Corridor and still houses many law firms and businesses (although most of the lobbying firms have relocated to other parts of the city); Federal Triangle (bordered by 15th Street NW, Constitution Avenue NW, Pennsylvania Avenue NW, and E Street NW), a triangular area that is home to 10 large federal and city buildings; and Judiciary Square (bounded by H Street NW to the north, Pennsylvania Avenue to the south, the I-395 access tunnel to the east, and 6th Street NW to the west), a small neighborhood housing federal and municipal courthouses and offices.


The area also includes the Penn Quarter neighborhood, which extends roughly between F and H Streets NW and between 5th and 10th Streets. The name “Penn Quarter” is relatively new. This once sketchy area had new life breathed into it with the opening of the Capital One Arena (7th and F Streets) in 1997, which was originally called the MCI Center (and later the Verizon Center) and is home to the Washington Capitals professional hockey team and the Washington Wizards and Washington Mystics professional basketball teams. Now the area is a bustling arts and entertainment district with galleries, museums, restaurants, hotels, and shopping.


At its northern boundaries, Penn Quarter overlaps with the small historic neighborhood of Chinatown. Chinatown runs along H and I Streets NW between 5th and 8th Streets NW. It has roughly 20 authentic Asian restaurants and small businesses and is known for its annual Chinese New Year celebration as well as its signature Friendship Arch built over H Street at 7th Street.


Dupont Circle


Dupont Circle is a historic district in Northwest Washington DC. It is technically also the traffic circle at the intersection of Massachusetts Avenue NW, Connecticut Avenue NW, New Hampshire Avenue NW, P Street NW, and 19th Street NW, as well as a park and a neighborhood.




Choosing the Location of the Nation’s Capital


Prior to 1800, the newly formed Congress met in several locations in the mid-Atlantic region. Where to establish the permanent federal government became a highly contested topic that went unresolved for many years. Finally, on July 16, 1790, President George Washington was officially put in charge of selecting a location for the permanent capital and appointing three commissioners to oversee its birth. Washington chose a 10-square-mile piece of land from property in both Virginia and Maryland sitting on both sides of the Potomac River.


The old myth is that DC was built on a swamp. This isn’t exactly true. The area was a tidal plain but encompassed tobacco fields, cornfields, woods, waterside bluffs, and wetlands along the river. Washington DC is rich with waterways (the Potomac River, Anacostia River, Rock Creek, and others), but most of the land designated for the city was not marshy.


Congress met in the new location for the first time on November 17, 1800, and the move was completed in 1801. In 1846, land that formerly belonged to Virginia (on what is now the Virginia side of the Potomac River) was returned to Virginia. It is said that George Washington never felt comfortable calling the capital Washington, so instead he referred to it as “The Federal City.”





The neighborhood of Dupont Circle lies roughly between Florida Avenue NW to the north, M Street NW to the south, 16th Street NW to the east, and 22nd Street NW to the west.


Dupont Circle is often considered the center of Washington DC’s nightlife. It is home to many people in their 20s and also a popular neighborhood among the gay and lesbian community. There are many multilevel apartment buildings and row houses that have been split into apartments here.


Northwest of Dupont Circle along Massachusetts Avenue is an area of the city where many foreign embassies are located. This is commonly referred to as Embassy Row. Although less than half of the more than 175 embassies in DC are in this area, it has one of the largest concentrations (most are between Scott Circle and Wisconsin Avenue). Many of the embassies were formerly the homes of wealthy families who made their fortunes from the railroad, mining, banking and publishing industries and even politics in the late 1800s. You’ll recognize the embassies by the country flags flying out front.


Georgetown


Georgetown has long been known as a trendy yet historic neighborhood with excellent shopping, food, and nightlife. It sits on the Potomac River in Northwest DC, west of downtown and upriver from the National Mall. The area can be loosely defined as being bordered by the Potomac River to the south, Glover Park to the north, Rock Creek to the east, and Georgetown University to the west.


The intersection of M Street and Wisconsin Avenue is the hub of the commercial area, where high-end stores, top-notch restaurants, bars, and The Shops at Georgetown Park are located. Washington Harbor is also a popular area of Georgetown and offers waterfront dining on K Street, between 30th and 31st Streets. The historic Chesapeake & Ohio Canal (C&O Canal) runs between M and K Streets.


Georgetown is home to many politicians and lobbyists and is traditionally one of the most affluent neighborhoods in Washington. Famous people who have lived here include Thomas Jefferson, Francis Scott Key, Alexander Graham Bell, John F. Kennedy, John Kerry, Bob Woodward, and Madeleine Albright.


Many movies have also been filmed in the neighborhood. One of the most notable was the 1973 horror flick The Exorcist, which was set here and filmed here in part. Other films include St. Elmo’s Fire (1985), No Way Out (1987), True Lies (1994), Enemy of the State (1998), Minority Report (2002), The Girl Next Door (2004), Wedding Crashers (2005), and Transformers (2007).


Georgetown is not directly accessible by the Metrorail, Washington DC’s subway system, but the local DC Circulator bus runs from 19th Street and N Street at the Dupont Metrorail station (on the Dupont-Georgetown-Rosslyn route) to the Rosslyn Metrorail station in Arlington, and it stops along M Street in Georgetown. The Union Station-Georgetown route also stops in Georgetown as it runs from Union Station to Georgetown along K Street. It also has stops on M Street.


Adams Morgan


Adams Morgan is a lively neighborhood in Northwest DC centered on the intersection of 18th Street and Columbia Road. This culturally diverse neighborhood is north of Dupont Circle, south of Mt. Pleasant, east of Kalorama, and west of Columbia Heights. It is considered to be the center of the city’s Hispanic community.


Adams Morgan is known for its thriving nightlife. It has more than 40 bars, a great selection of restaurants, nightclubs, coffeehouses, galleries, and shops (most are located along 18th Street). Cuisine from all parts of the globe can be found, from Ethiopian to Caribbean.


Adams Morgan is a popular neighborhood for young professionals and has many 19th- and early 20th-century apartment buildings and row houses.


Upper Northwest


Some of the country’s wealthiest people live in the Upper Northwest section of Washington DC. It is a very pretty part of the city that is largely residential with many suburban-looking tree-lined streets. Although the sights are somewhat spread out, many are accessible by Metrorail.


Just a half mile north of Georgetown is Glover Park, a neighborhood of apartment buildings and row houses that were built in the 1920s and ’30s. Much of the area’s nightlife is found in Glover Park, although compared to neighboring Georgetown, it caters to a slightly older clientele and is less crowded. Glover Park is also slightly west of the U.S. Naval Observatory (home to the nation’s Master Clock) and the vice president’s mansion (1 Observatory Circle).


Northeast of Glover Park is Woodley Park, which has some key attractions such as the National Cathedral and the National Zoo. Farther north are Cleveland Park, Van Ness, and Tenleytown, along Wisconsin and Connecticut Avenues. Each has its own local restaurants, bars, and shopping. To the west is American University.


Southwest of American University is a lesser-known neighborhood called the Palisades, on the western border of the city along the Potomac River and C&O Canal. This is an elite neighborhood with a few good, high-end restaurants.


Farther north and right on the Maryland state line is Friendship Heights, which is technically part of Chevy Chase. Friendship Heights has notable wealth and is known for its upscale stores along Wisconsin Avenue and a mall called the Chevy Chase Pavilion.


Metrorail’s Red Line operates throughout Upper Northwest. The stops are easy to navigate because the stations are named after neighborhoods and sights. The National Cathedral, Glover Park, and the Palisades do not have Metrorail service.


U Street Corridor


The U Street Corridor is a residential and commercial neighborhood in Northwest Washington DC that extends for nine blocks along U Street between 9th and 18th Streets. In the 1920s, this part of the city was known as “Black Broadway” and was one of the largest African American communities in the country. Several famous jazz musicians lived in the neighborhood, including Duke Ellington and Jelly Roll Morton. Others frequented the area’s jazz clubs.


Today the U Street Corridor is home to restaurants, nightclubs, music venues, and shops. The intersection of 9th and U Streets is known as “Little Ethiopia” for its concentration of Ethiopian businesses and restaurants.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Washington DC encompasses approximately 68 square miles, so it is easy to get from one attraction to the next. The truth is, Washington DC has so much to offer, it could take weeks to feel that you’ve exhausted your opportunities for exploration. That’s why it is best to focus on a few key areas when familiarizing yourself with the city and to come prepared with a plan of action or at least a list of the top sights you’d like to see.


The National Mall and Memorial Parks are where most of the key monuments and museums are located. This is an area most first-time visitors focus on to see known landmarks such as the Washington Monument, Lincoln and Jefferson Memorials, and several Smithsonian museums. This area can be explored in a long weekend, but allow more time if you want to visit each of the museums.


Most people spend their first trip to Washington DC exploring the National Mall and visiting the government buildings on Capitol Hill. Repeat visitors, or those with ample time, then branch out to explore some of the wonderful neighborhoods in Northwest DC, spending time in Georgetown, Dupont Circle, Adams Morgan, and other key locations to get more of the flavor of the city and to take in the zoo or National Cathedral.


Above all, be realistic about what you and any travel companions can take in during a day. Three or four top sights a day can be more than enough if they include walking through museums and taking tours.


If you are planning to stay in Washington DC and not stray far from the city limits, there is no need to have a car during your visit. Many of the sights, restaurants, and hotels are accessible by public transportation or a short cab or car-service ride, and parking can be expensive and sometimes difficult to find.



Sights



TOP EXPERIENCE


THE NATIONAL MALL


The National Mall (www.nps.gov/nacc) is open 24 hours a day. National Park Service rangers are available to answer questions at most of the sights daily 9:30am-10pm.
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S Washington Monument



The Washington Monument (2 15th St. NW, 202/426-6841, www.nps.gov/wamo, daily except July 4 and Dec. 25, 9am-5pm with longer summer hours, free but ticket required) is one of the most easily recognized landmarks in the country. This slender, 555-foot-tall stone structure is centrally located on the Mall (east of the Reflecting Pool and the Lincoln Memorial) and is a great landmark with which to orient yourself when touring the Mall.


The Washington Monument is a tribute to the first U.S. president and also the world’s tallest true obelisk. Made of marble, granite, and bluestone gneiss, its construction spanned 36 years. Work started in 1848 but was interrupted by several events between 1854 and 1877, including the Civil War. If you look closely at the monument, you can tell that about 150 feet up (a little more than a quarter of the way) the shading of the marble differs slightly. This was due to the long break in construction. The capstone was finally set in 1884, and the monument was dedicated in early 1885. It opened to the public in 1888.


The Washington Monument, upon its completion, was the world’s tallest structure. It only held this distinction for one year, however: The Eiffel Tower took over the honor after it was completed in Paris, France.


Visitors can take an elevator to the top of the monument to enjoy stunning views of the city. From the viewing windows, the White House can be seen to the north, the Jefferson Memorial to the south, the Capitol Building to the east, and the Lincoln Memorial to the west.


Although admission is free, advance reservations can be made at www.recreation.gov (877-444-6777) with a reservation fee of $1.00 per ticket. Reservations can be made 90 days in advance and are non-refundable.



S Lincoln Memorial



A stunning tribute to America’s 16th president is the Lincoln Memorial (off 23rd St. NW, 202/426-6841, www.nps.gov/linc, 24 hours, free). This grand limestone and marble monument was built in the Greek Doric style on the western end of the National Mall across from the Washington Monument. It has 36 exterior columns, which represent the number of states that existed at the time of Lincoln’s death. The monument was dedicated in 1922.


Inside the memorial is a huge sculpture of Abraham Lincoln and inscriptions from two of his best-known speeches (the Gettysburg Address and his second inaugural address). The sculpture was created by Daniel Chester French, an acclaimed American sculptor of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and carved by the Piccirilli brothers, who were well-known marble carvers at the time. The memorial is one of the most recognized landmarks in Washington DC and has been the site of many famous speeches, including Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech.


Albert Einstein Memorial


Where else but on the National Mall can you sit with one of the greatest scientific minds of all time? Just north of the Lincoln Memorial is the bronze Albert Einstein Memorial statue sculpted by Robert Berks. It is set in a group of trees on the southwest side of the grounds of the National Academy of Sciences (2101 Constitution Ave. NW). Einstein is seated and has papers with mathematical equations in his lap symbolizing his scientific achievements.




Secrets of the Lincoln Memorial


Many myths surround the Lincoln Memorial. Some say Abraham Lincoln is buried under the monument or entombed inside it, but this is false (Lincoln is buried in Springfield, Illinois). Others think the 57 steps leading up to the statue chamber represent Lincoln’s age when he died, but in reality, he was only 56.
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the Lincoln Memorial under construction in 1920





One question that is repeatedly asked throughout the local community is what, if anything, lies underneath the memorial? Given that the structure was built on tidal marsh from the Potomac River that was once actually under water, it might make sense that nothing could be under it, but the rumor that something exists there is actually true.


Underneath the Lincoln Memorial is a cavernous area with dirt floors and concrete walls. Hanging from the ceiling beneath where Lincoln sits are hundreds of stalactite formations. The stalactites are long, slender, and pale in color, and they are growing in this artificial cave as the result of water slowly dripping through the monument, which started when it was built.


Other interesting features in the underbelly of the monument are cartoon drawings that were sketched on several support columns by the workers who built the monument. One of the drawings depicts characters from the old Mutt and Jeff cartoon, which started running in 1907 and was the first daily newspaper comic strip.


Tours of the cavernous area ceased after 9/11, but this author can vouch for its existence, since in the 1970s and ’80s, local children were treated to a tour on elementary school field trips.





War Memorials



S VIETNAM VETERANS MEMORIAL



One of the most visited war memorials is the Vietnam Veterans Memorial (Constitution Ave. between 21st St. and 23rd St., 202/426-6841, www.nps.gov/vive, www.thewall-usa.com, 24 hours, free). This moving memorial honors U.S. service members who fought and died in the Vietnam War and also those who are missing in action. There are three parts to the memorial: the Three Soldiers Statue, the Vietnam Women’s Memorial, and the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall.
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1: Vietnam Women’s Memorial designed by Glenna Goodacre 2: the East Building of the National Gallery of Art 3: Washington Monument and the Capitol behind the Reflecting Pool





The focal point of the memorial is the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall. Completed in 1982, it is actually two 246-foot-long walls that are sunken into the ground and have the names of more than 58,000 service members who died in the war etched into them in chronological order. (The exact number changes each year as names are added.) When visitors look at the wall, they can see their reflections next to the etched names, symbolically linking the past and present. There is a path along the base of the wall so visitors can walk along it, read names, and, if desired, make pencil rubbings of a particular name.


The memorial is at the west end of the National Mall, adjacent to the Lincoln Memorial in West Potomac Park. It is open to the public 24 hours a day, and park staff conduct free daily interpretive programs throughout the day and are available to answer questions between 9:30am and 10pm daily.


NATIONAL WORLD WAR II MEMORIAL


The National World War II Memorial (17th St. between Constitution Ave. and Independence Ave., 800/639-4992, www.wwiimemorial.com, www.nps.gov/nwwm, 24 hours, free) honors the more than 400,000 people who died in World War II, the 16 million people who served the United States during the war in the armed forces, and the millions of people who provided support from home. The memorial contains 56 pillars and two triumphal arches arranged in a semicircle around a fountain and plaza. A Freedom Wall sits on the west side of the memorial bearing more than 4,000 gold stars on it, each representing 100 Americans who lost their lives in the war. An inscription in front of the wall reads, “Here we mark the price of freedom.” The memorial opened to the public in 2004 and is administered by the National Park Service. It is on the east end of the Reflecting Pool, between the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial.


KOREAN WAR VETERANS MEMORIAL


The beautiful and haunting Korean War Veterans Memorial (17th St. SW, 202/426-6841, www.nps.gov/kwvm, 24 hours, free) is also in West Potomac Park, southeast of the Lincoln Memorial. Erected in 1995, it is dedicated to service members who served in the Korean War. The memorial was designed in the shape of a triangle intersecting a circle with walls depicting images of land, sea, and air troops who supported the war. The focal point, however, is 19 larger than life-size stainless steel statues designed by Frank Gaylord within the walled triangle. The seven-foot-tall figures represent a patrol squad with members from each branch of the armed forces making their way through the harsh Korean terrain, represented by strips of granite and bushes. The figures are dressed in full combat gear and look incredibly lifelike. The memorial is lit up at night, and when the figures are reflected on the surrounding wall, there appear to be 38 soldiers, which represents the 38th parallel dividing the two Koreas.


National Gallery of Art


The National Gallery of Art (4th St. and Constitution Ave. NW, 202/737-4215, www.nga.gov, Mon.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. 11am-6pm, free) first opened in 1937 when Andrew W. Mellon donated funding and a large art collection from multiple collectors for the enjoyment of the people of the United States. The gallery traces the development of Western art from the Middle Ages to current times through paintings, prints, drawings, sculpture, photographs, and other media. The only portrait in the Western Hemisphere painted by Leonardo da Vinci is housed in this museum. The gallery is a campus that includes the original museum building (the West Building), which features sculpture galleries with over 900 works or art; the newer East Building, which contains a collection of modern paintings, drawings, prints, offices, and research centers; and a 6.1-acre outdoor sculpture garden (open year-round) that offers an ice-skating rink from mid-November through mid-March.


TOP EXPERIENCE


Smithsonian Institution Museums


Washington DC is known for its incredible museums. The most noted are those that are part of the Smithsonian Institution (www.si.edu), the largest museum and research complex in the world. The Smithsonian Institution was founded in 1846 and is administered by the U.S. government.


Oddly, the founding donor of the institution was British chemist and mineralogist James Smithson, who had never even been to the United States. An amateur scientist, Smithson inherited a large estate and in turn had no heirs to leave it to. His will stipulated that his estate would be donated to the founding of an educational institute in Washington DC.


The Smithsonian Institution was established as a trust, and it functions as a body of the U.S. government, although separate from the legislative, executive, and judicial branches. Funding for the museums comes from contributions, the institution’s own endowment, memberships, government support, and retail and concession revenues. The Smithsonian employs approximately 6,300 people.


The majority of the Smithsonian museums, 19 in fact, are in DC, and many of them are architectural and historical landmarks. Nine research centers and the National Zoological Park are also part of the Smithsonian collection in Washington DC. Most of the Smithsonian facilities are open to the public daily except for December 25, with free admission.


The Smithsonian family also stretches to other parts of the country, including Virginia, Maryland, New York City, and Arizona. There are also many other museums that are affiliated with the organization.


First-timers to Washington DC will want to visit at least one of the major Smithsonian museums, but will most likely fill their dance card with several of the “biggies” on the National Mall (of which there are 11). Visitors should be aware that most of the museums on the National Mall do not offer dedicated parking facilities and require visitors to pass through security screenings upon entry.


SMITHSONIAN CASTLE


Information on the Smithsonian can be found on the south side of the Mall at its headquarters, called the Smithsonian Castle (1000 Jefferson Dr. SW, 202/633-1000, www.si.edu, daily 8:30am-5:30pm, free). This sandstone building, which opened in 1855, looks like something out of a fairy tale and houses an exhibit hall, administrative offices, and Smithson’s remains (which were laid to rest in a crypt under the castle).



S NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY AND CULTURE



The much anticipated National Museum of African American History and Culture (1400 Constitution Ave. NW, 844/750-3012, www.nmaahc.si.edu, daily 10am-5:30pm, free, timed-entry pass required) opened to rave reviews and throngs of visitors in 2016 and has been going strong ever since. As the only national museum dedicated to African American history and culture, this incredible museum houses more than 37,000 artifacts and is the 19th Smithsonian Institution museum. The 350,000-square-foot building itself is an architectural masterpiece and has sustainable features in its construction and operation. It features five aboveground stories and three below ground. Powerful and poignant exhibits explore all facets of the African American experience and illustrate the nation’s journey from slavery through segregation and the Civil Rights movement, right up to the current day. There are countless exhibits, both permanent and temporary, with items such as Nat Turner’s bible, artwork from Charles Alston and Henry O. Tanner, Michael Jackson’s fedora, and a Southern plantation cabin. Many special tours and events are offered at the museum (check their website for the latest). Due to the museum’s popularity, timed-entry passes during peak times are required.


The museum is also home to the popular Sweet Home Café (daily 10am-5pm), which offers authentic selections that showcase African American culture and current food traditions with a focus on locally sourced ingredients.


NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AMERICAN HISTORY


The National Museum of American History (Constitution Ave. NW, between 12th St. and 14th St., 202/633-1000, www.americanhistory.si.edu, daily 10am-5:30pm, free) is devoted to exhibits explaining the cultural, social, scientific, technological, military, and political development of the United States. The museum has three floors housing more than three million artifacts. Wings on each floor represent a different theme, each of which is represented by a large, significant, landmark object. Some examples include the 1865 Vassar Telescope in the west wing of the first floor, which is focused on science and innovation; a Civil War draft wheel in the east wing of the third floor, which is focused on political history; and a statue of George Washington in the west wing of the second floor, which focuses on American lives.


Some museum highlights include the Star-Spangled Banner, George Washington’s uniform, Thomas Jefferson’s lap desk, Archie Bunker’s chair from the TV series All in the Family, Dorothy’s ruby slippers from The Wizard of Oz, and the inaugural dresses worn by all the first ladies. The museum also houses the Warner Bros. Theater, which features films, lectures, and concerts.


The one-hour guided tours offered are a good way to see the highlights quickly if you have a full docket of sights to get to on the same day. There is no public parking at the museum. Visitors riding Metrorail can use either the Smithsonian Mall or Federal Triangle stop.



S NATIONAL MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY



Another favorite Smithsonian creation is the National Museum of Natural History (10th St. and Constitution Ave. NW, 202/633-1000, www.mnh.si.edu, daily 10am-5:30pm, free). It first opened its doors in 1910 and is said to be the most visited natural history museum worldwide. The main building encloses 325,000 square feet of exhibit space and is overall the size of 18 football fields. The museum collections include more than 126 million specimens.
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1: Smithsonian Castle 2: National Museum of African American History and Culture 3: “Henry” the Elephant at the National Museum of Natural History 4: National Air and Space Museum





Visitors can expect to see plants, animals, fossils, rocks, meteorites, and cultural artifacts including “Henry,” the iconic 13-plus-foot-tall African elephant (the largest ever killed by humans), the jaws of a giant prehistoric shark, the stunning Hope Diamond (which is 45.52 carats), and David H. Koch Hall of Fossils (dinosaur hall). There’s also a live butterfly pavilion (adults $7.50, children 2-12 $6.50, seniors 65 and over $7). The museum is also home to the largest group of scientists (approximately 185) dedicated to studying the history of the world. Visitor concierges are available to answer questions throughout the museum and can be identified by their green vests. There is no public parking at the museum. Visitors riding Metrorail should exit at the Smithsonian station (Mall exit) on the Blue and Orange Lines.


NATIONAL MUSEUM OF THE AMERICAN INDIAN


The National Museum of the American Indian (4th St. and Independence Ave. SW, 202/633-1000, www.americanindian.si.edu, daily 10am-5:30pm, free) opened in 2004 and is the first national museum focused exclusively on Native Americans. The five-story, 250,000-square-foot limestone building sits on more than four acres of what is made to look like wetlands. The museum features approximately 825,000 items that represent more than 12,000 years of history and 1,200 indigenous American cultures. It also offers exhibits, film screenings, public programs, cultural presentations, and school programs.



S NATIONAL AIR AND SPACE MUSEUM



An overwhelming favorite in the Smithsonian family of museums is the National Air and Space Museum (Independence Ave. SW at 6th St. SW, 202/633-2214, IMAX 866/868-7774, www.airandspace.si.edu, daily 10am-5:30pm, free, IMAX and planetarium entry extra). This incredible museum features the largest collection of air- and spacecraft in the world and is also a center for research on historic aviation, spaceflight, planetary science, geophysics, and terrestrial geology. The exhibit space of 21 galleries and more than 160,000 square feet of floor space opened in 1976. Most of the hundreds of aircraft, spacecraft, rockets, missiles, and other aviation artifacts on display are originals.


Some highlights you can expect to see include the Spirit of St. Louis, the Apollo Lunar Module, a DC-3 airplane, a real lunar rock, and the Star Trek starship Enterprise studio model.


Another great attraction located inside the National Air and Space Museum is the Albert Einstein Planetarium (adults $9, youth 2-12 $7.50, military and seniors 60 and over $8). Several shows are offered daily and take visitors through the night sky with a first-of-its-kind SkyVision dual digital projection system and digital surround sound.


Other favorite attractions in the museum include the Lockheed Martin IMAX Theater (IMAX shows adults $9, youth 2-12 $7.50, military and seniors 60 and over $8, feature films adults $15, youth 2-12 $13.50, military and seniors 60 and over $14), flight simulators, and an observatory (located on the southeast terrace). One of the best museum shops is also here, and dining facilities are offered on-site.


Free 90-minute museum tours are offered daily at 10:30am and 1pm. There is no public parking at the museum, but several public pay lots are nearby. Metrorail riders should use the L’Enfant Plaza stop and exit at Maryland Avenue.


HIRSHHORN MUSEUM


Many people think the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden (700 Independence Ave. SW, 202/633-1000, www.hirshhorn.si.edu, daily 10am-5:30pm, free) looks like a giant spaceship parked near the Mall. The design is an open concrete cylinder (231 feet in diameter) standing on four large supports. The idea behind this structure was for it to provide a sharp contrast to everything else around it. It succeeded. This modern art museum, which opened in the 1960s, houses one of the premier collections of contemporary paintings and sculptures in the country focusing on the post-World War II era. A sculpture garden is located outside the museum.


NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AFRICAN ART


The National Museum of African Art (950 Independence Ave. SW, 202/633-4600, www.africa.si.edu, daily 10am-5:30pm, free) is part of a quadrangle complex behind the Smithsonian Castle. The building is mostly underground and contains the largest public collection of African art in the nation with approximately 9,000 artifacts. Pieces include sculpture, jewelry, musical instruments, maps, films, and photographs.


FREER GALLERY OF ART AND ARTHUR M. SACKLER GALLERY


The Freer Gallery of Art and the subterranean Arthur M. Sackler Gallery (1050 Independence Ave. SW, 202/633-1000, www.freersackler.si.edu, daily 10am-5:30pm, free) together form the national collections of Asian art. They contain the largest Asian art research library in the country (inside the Sackler Gallery) as well as art from all parts of Asia. Their collection of American art includes pieces by well-known artists such as Winslow Homer, Augustus Saint-Gaudens, and John Singer Sargent.


The Freer Gallery features Asian collections spanning 6,000 years that date back to the Neolithic era. Specific collections include stone sculptures from ancient Egypt, Chinese paintings, Persian manuscripts, and Korean pottery.


The Freer’s most famous exhibit is the Peacock Room in Blue and White, which was the dining room of a mansion in London owned by Frederick Leyland in the late 1800s. The room was designed for display of Leyland’s blue and white Chinese porcelain. Artist James McNeill Whistler consulted on the room’s colors in 1876 and 1877 and painted intricate patterns of blue and gold that looked similar to peacock plumage. Charles Lang Freer bought the room in 1904, shipped it to his home in Detroit, Michigan, and began filling the shelves with ceramics from Japan, Korea, China, Iran, and Syria. Today, blue and white Chinese porcelains dating back to the Kangxi period (1662-1722) are again displayed in the Peacock Room, as they were in the 1870s.


The Sackler Gallery contains a founding collection of approximately 1,000 items that were donated by American psychiatrist, entrepreneur, and philanthropist Arthur M. Sackler. The collection has both ancient and contemporary items including South and Southeast Asian sculpture, Chinese jade, and Middle Eastern ceramics. The museums are on the south side of the Mall.


MALL CAROUSEL


It may come as a surprise that the Smithsonian operates the Mall Carousel (12th St. and Jefferson Dr. SW, 202/633-1000, www.nationalcarousel.com, daily 10am-5:30pm, $3.50). This favorite children’s thrill ride with the blue and yellow awning is in front of the Smithsonian Castle. It offers three minutes of fun on faded painted ponies that were built in the 1940s. The carousel was originally at the Gwynn Oak Amusement Park in Maryland prior to coming to the Mall.


WHITE HOUSE AREA



S White House



Not technically part of the National Mall, the White House (1600 Pennsylvania Ave. NW, 202/456-1111, www.whitehouse.gov, free) sits nearby on Pennsylvania Avenue and can be seen from Constitution Avenue. The White House is easily the most recognized residence in the country as the home and workplace of the president of the United States.


The site for the White House was chosen by George Washington in 1791, but John Adams was the first president to live there in 1800. (Mrs. Adams is said to have hung their wash in the East Room.) The house suffered a fire set by the British during the War of 1812, but it was rebuilt and has undergone several renovations since then. The White House currently has 6 levels, 132 rooms, and 35 bathrooms.


It is possible to take a self-guided tour of the White House (the only presidential home in the world that is open to the public), but requests must be made through your member of Congress. Tours are available Tuesday-Thursday 7:30am-11:30am and Friday-Saturday 7:30am-1:30pm. Requests can be made up to three months in advance but must be made at least three weeks in advance. There is no charge for the tour, but it is advised to make a reservation early since space is limited. Citizens of foreign countries may request a tour through their individual embassies in Washington DC. All visitors are required to present current government-issued photo identification or a passport.


The White House Visitor Center (1450 Pennsylvania Ave. NW, www.nps.gov, daily 7:30am-4pm, free) is in the Commerce Building. It offers an information booth, exhibits, restrooms, drinking fountains, and a first-aid area.




Presidential Firsts


• Andrew Jackson was the first president to ride in a train.


• James Polk was the first president to have his photograph taken.


• Millard Fillmore was the first president to have a bathtub with running water.


• Rutherford B. Hayes was the first president to have a telephone in the White House.


• Benjamin Harrison was the first president to have a Christmas tree in the White House.


• Theodore Roosevelt was the first president to ride in a car. He was also the first to travel outside the country while in office.


• Calvin Coolidge was the first president to be heard over radio.


• Franklin D. Roosevelt was the first president to fly in an airplane and the first to appear on television.





Lafayette Square


Lafayette Square (H St. between 15th St. and 17th St. NW, www.nps.gov, 24 hours, free) is a seven-acre park across Pennsylvania Avenue from the White House (it is also known as Lafayette Park). The park was designed as part of the White House grounds—and was originally named President’s Park—but was separated when Pennsylvania Avenue was built in 1804. Lafayette Square has a checkered past. It has been home to a racetrack, a slave market, a graveyard, and a soldier encampment during the War of 1812. It’s no wonder the park is said to be the most haunted location in the city. Today, the park offers green grass and five large statues: an equestrian statue of President Andrew Jackson and four of Revolutionary War heroes. The closest Metrorail stop is McPherson Square. The park is maintained by the National Park Service.


President’s Park South


President’s Park South, which is more commonly referred to as The Ellipse, is a 52-acre park that sits just south of the White House. Technically, the Ellipse is the name of the street that runs the circumference of the park. The park is a large grassy circle that is open to the public and is the site of various events. If you hear locals say they are at or on the Ellipse, they mean they are in the park bordered by Ellipse Road.


TIDAL BASIN AREA


The Tidal Basin


The Tidal Basin is a 107-acre reservoir in West Potomac Park that sits between the Potomac River and the Washington Channel (a two-mile-long channel that empties into the Anacostia River). Several major memorials are adjacent to the Tidal Basin, including the Jefferson Memorial, the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial, and the Franklin Delano Roosevelt Memorial. The Tidal Basin is best known as the center of the National Cherry Blossom Festival; it is lined with many Japanese cherry trees.



S Jefferson Memorial



Although it was only built in 1942, the Thomas Jefferson Memorial (16 E. Basin Dr. SW, 202/426-6841, www.nps.gov/thje, 24 hours, free), which sits on the south shore of the Tidal Basin in West Potomac Park, is one of the most recognized memorials in DC. This neoclassical building dedicated to our third president is built on land that once served as a popular bathing beach along the Potomac River.


The memorial building is made up of circular marble steps, a portico, a circular colonnade, and a shallow dome open to the elements. Inside stands a 19-foot-high bronze statue of Thomas Jefferson designed by Rudulph Evans, looking north toward his former residence, the White House. The statue was added to the memorial four years after its dedication. Many of Jefferson’s writings are inscribed on the memorial.


The site of the Jefferson Memorial is adorned with many Japanese cherry trees, which were a gift from Japan in 1912. The trees are world famous for their beautiful spring blossoms and are the centerpiece for the annual National Cherry Blossom Festival.


Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial


One of the newest memorials is the Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial (1850 West Basin Dr. SW, 202/426-6841, www.nps.gov/mlkm, 24 hours, free) in West Potomac Park southwest of the National Mall. The memorial sits on four acres and was unveiled in 2011.
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1: Marin Luther King, Jr. Memorial carved by sculptor Lei Yixin 2: statue of First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt sculpted by Neil Estern





The design of the memorial is based on a line from King’s “I Have a Dream” speech: “Out of a mountain of despair, a stone of hope.” A 30-foot-high relief of the civil rights leader is called the Stone of Hope, sculpted by Lei Yixin, and stands just past two pieces of granite symbolizing the “mountain of despair.” Additionally, a 450-foot-long wall includes inscriptions of excerpts from many of King’s speeches. Martin Luther King Jr. is the first African American to be honored with a memorial near the National Mall. He is also only the fourth person to be memorialized who was not a U.S. president.


Franklin Delano Roosevelt Memorial


The Franklin Delano Roosevelt Memorial (400 West Basin Dr. SW, 202/485-9880, www.nps.gov/frde, 24 hours, free) sits on more than seven acres and consists of four outdoor rooms, one for each of FDR’s office terms. Running water is an important component of the memorial, as are sculptures depicting scenes with FDR. Each of the rooms contains a waterfall, and the sculptures become larger and more detailed in consecutive rooms. The intention was to show the increasing complexities faced by FDR during his presidency as related to the Depression and war. This is the only memorial to include a depiction of a first lady: Eleanor Roosevelt is depicted in a bronze statue standing before the United Nations emblem.


There is, in fact, another FDR Memorial. FDR was said to have told his trusted friend and Supreme Court justice Felix Frankfurter, “If they are to put up any memorial to me, I should like it to be placed in the center of that green plot in front of the Archives Building. I should like it to consist of a block about the size [of this desk].” Because of this, the first FDR memorial was erected in the 1960s on the corner of 9th Street and Pennsylvania Avenue. It is a simple memorial that met his wishes and consists of a small block of stone that reads, “In Memory of Franklin Delano Roosevelt 1882-1945.”


U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum


The U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum (100 Raoul Wallenberg Pl. SW, 202/488-0400, www.ushmm.org, daily 10am-5:30pm, free) is dedicated to the interpretation of Holocaust history. Its goal is to help leaders and citizens “confront hatred, prevent genocide, and promote human dignity.” This museum, perhaps more than most, is of international interest: Visitors from more than 100 countries have walked through its doors since it first opened in 1993. The museum houses more than 12,750 artifacts including prisoner uniforms, a casting of a gas chamber door, and religious articles. Its collections include 1,000 hours of archival footage and 80,000 photographs. It also has information on 200,000 registered survivors, a library, and archives.


Permanent exhibits that show a chronological history of the Holocaust can be accessed on the first floor. A free pass must be obtained for the permanent exhibits March-August but not during the rest of the year. The passes are available at the museum on the day of your visit or can be reserved online. Entrance to other exhibits and memorial spaces is from the first, second, and concourse levels. There is a café on the 15th Street side of the building. This museum can be overwhelming for young children and is best for teenagers and adults.


Bureau of Engraving and Printing


As its web address indicates, the Bureau of Engraving and Printing (14th St. and C St. SW, 202/874-2330, www.moneyfactory.gov, Mon.-Fri. 8:30am-6pm, free) is a huge money factory. It produces U.S. currency notes and literally prints billions of dollars each year. Fresh money is delivered to the Federal Reserve System (the nation’s central bank). Visitors can take guided tours or walk along the gallery to view the production floor where millions of dollars are being printed. The free 40-minute tour includes a film and explanation of the production process. No ticket is required for tours September-February. Tours run every 15 minutes between 9am and 10:45am and between 12:30pm and 2pm. During peak season (Mar.-Aug.), free tickets are required for tours. Tickets can be obtained at the ticket booth on-site (which opens at 8am) and are for the same day only. Plan to be in line between 6:30am and 7am for the best chance of getting tickets. One person may get up to four tickets.


SOUTH OF THE NATIONAL MALL


International Spy Museum


Enter the world of espionage at the only public museum in the country dedicated to professional spies. The International Spy Museum (700 L’Enfant Plaza SW, 202/393-7798, www.spymuseum.org, Sun.-Thurs. 9am-7pm, Fri.-Sat. 9am-8pm, adults $24.95, youth 7-12 $14.95, children 6 and under free, seniors/military/law enforcement/intelligence community/college students $19.95) is a fantastic and intriguing museum that enjoyed a vast expansion when it moved in 2019 from its former location in Penn Quarter to L’Enfant Plaza between the National Mall and District Wharf. This remarkable museum houses the largest collection of international artifacts geared toward the secret world of spies. Exhibits focus on some of the most secretive missions across the globe and strive to educate the public about their role in historic events.




Who is Featured on U.S. Paper Currency


• $1 bill: George Washington (1st U.S. president)


• $2 bill: Thomas Jefferson (3rd U.S. president)


• $5 bill: Abraham Lincoln (16th U.S. president)


• $10 bill: Alexander Hamilton (1st secretary of the treasury)


• $20 bill: Currently Andrew Jackson (7th U.S. president)


• $50 bill: Ulysses S. Grant (18th U.S. president)


• $100 bill: Ben Franklin (statesman)





The museum features artifacts created specifically for intelligence services (think lipstick pistols, disguises, and Enigma cipher machines) and first-person accounts from distinguished intelligence professionals. It brings an elusive world to life through state-of-the-art interactive exhibits designed to challenge visitors and doesn’t shy away from the darker side of the profession. Their Undercover Mission even tests visitors’ spy skills as they go on a mission through the museum and tracks their performance on interactives. The end result is a “debrief” and access to a special website for further engagement. Plan on spending a minimum of two hours here.


Museum of the Bible


The Museum of the Bible (400 4th St. SW, 866/430-6682, www.museumofthebible.org, daily 10am-5pm, adults $24.99, children 7-17 $14.99, children 6 and under free, seniors/military/first responders/students $19.99) opened its doors in 2017 in a massive 430,000-square-foot building just south of the National Mall. The museum uses advanced technology to engage visitors of all ages in a personal experience with the Bible and features both permanent and temporary exhibits. Artifacts span 3,500 years of history, and the museum is also focused on education and research. The sixth floor is home to Manna (daily 11am-4pm, $6-18), a “fast casual” restaurant featuring Mediterranean dishes made from seasonal ingredients.


CAPITOL HILL



S U.S. Capitol



The centerpiece of Capitol Hill is none other than the grand neoclassical-style U.S. Capitol (1st St. and E. Capitol St., 202/226-8000, www.visitthecapitol.gov, Mon.-Sat. 8:30am-4:30pm, free) itself, which sits on 274 acres at the east end of the National Mall. The Capitol Building is the official meeting location of the U.S. Congress. First-time visitors to the city should take the time to tour this national icon and view our elected officials hard at work.
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1: U.S. Botanic Garden 2: U.S. Capitol





The Capitol Building comprises a central dome towering above a rotunda, flanked by two wings. The building technically has two fronts, one on the east side and one on the west side. The north wing houses the U.S. Senate chamber and the south wing is for the U.S. House of Representatives chamber. Public galleries sit above each so visitors can watch the proceedings. Each of the many rooms in the Capitol is designated with either an “S” for those on the Senate side of the rotunda or “H” for those on the House side.


George Washington laid the cornerstone of the Capitol in 1793. The Senate wing was completed in 1800 (Congress held its first session there the same year), and the House wing was completed in 1811. Since its original construction, the building has undergone many expansions, renovations, and even a rebuilding after it was partially burned by the British during the War of 1812. The Capitol, in its early days, was used for other purposes in addition to government functions. In fact, church services were held there on Sundays until after the Civil War.


Underground tunnels and a private subway connect the Capitol Building with the Congressional office buildings. The Senate office buildings are located to the north on Constitution Avenue, and the House office buildings are located to the south on Independence Avenue. The public may only ride the subway when escorted by a staff member with appropriate identification.


Visitors to the Capitol enter through the three-level underground U.S. Capitol Visitor Center (beneath the east front plaza at 1st St. and E. Capitol St., 202/226-8000). The center is a security checkpoint, and visitors should be prepared to wait in line for screening before entering. The center also offers educational exhibits, restrooms, and a food court. The visitors center is open Monday-Saturday 8:30am-4:30pm, but the Capitol Building itself can only be visited on an official tour. Tours are free and can be arranged in advance through the Advance Reservation System (www.visitthecapitol.gov) or through the office of a senator or representative. Tours are given Monday-Saturday 8:40am-3:20pm and last one hour. They include the Crypt, Rotunda, and National Statuary Hall. Those wishing to watch the House or Senate in session must obtain a pass from their senator or representative’s office. International visitors can obtain a ticket at the Capitol with valid photo identification. Plan to arrive 45 minutes before a scheduled tour to allow enough time to get through security.


Summerhouse


The Summerhouse (on the west front lawn of the U.S. Capitol Building on the Senate side, www.aoc.gov, 24 hours, free) is a little oasis hidden in a group of trees. This small, decorative, hexagonal brick building offers a cool place for visitors to rest. It was constructed around 1880 and is anchored by a fountain that once offered spring water. There are nice benches here with seating for 22 that are covered by a tile roof.


U.S. Supreme Court


Behind the U.S. Capitol Building on 1st Street (between E. Capitol St. and Maryland Ave.) is the Supreme Court of the United States (1 1st St. NE, 202/479-3000, www.supremecourt.gov, Mon.-Fri. 9am-4:30pm, free). The Supreme Court is the highest court in the nation, and the current building was completed in 1935 (court was previously held in the Capitol Building). The main entrance faces the Capitol Building and welcomes visitors with a 252-foot-wide oval plaza. Fountains, benches, and flagpoles are on either side of the plaza. Marble columns support the pediment on the Corinthian-style building.




DC’s Skyline: Onward and Upward?


Unlike most large cities in the country, Washington DC has a low skyline. When the first skyscrapers were going up in the late 1800s elsewhere in the world, DC residents became concerned that if tall buildings were constructed in the city, Washington would lose its European feel. So in 1899, Congress passed the Heights of Buildings Act, which limited the vertical reach of buildings in the nation’s capital to no more than 130 feet. This act was later amended (in 1910) to allow buildings to be 20 feet higher than the width of the adjacent street. The only exception is on Pennsylvania Avenue between 1st and 15th Streets. More than 100 years later, the act is now being reviewed for possible revision because the inability to expand the skyline upward has limited the city’s tax base and potential for growth.





The court building is open to the public during the week, and visitors are encouraged to listen to a variety of courtroom lectures when the Supreme Court is not sitting. Lectures are scheduled every hour on the half hour and begin at 9:30am. The final lecture of the day starts at 3:30pm. A calendar is online with the daily lecture schedule. Visitors can also take in exhibits focused on the work of the Supreme Court, the justices’ lives, and the architecture of the Supreme Court building. When the court is sitting, visitors are welcome to see our justice system in action by attending oral arguments. Seating, which is limited and granted on a first-come, first-served basis, is available for an entire argument or for a three-minute viewing. Prior to the beginning of a session, two lines form in front of the courthouse outside on the plaza. One line is for those wishing to sit in on the entire argument, and the other is for those wishing to witness a three-minute sample.


All visitors are required to pass through a security screening that includes X-raying personal items and walking through metal detectors.


Library of Congress


It’s hard to imagine that the original collection of books held by the Library of Congress (www.loc.gov) went up in flames during the War of 1812 when the British set fire to the Capitol Building where the collection was kept. Fortunately, Thomas Jefferson had a rather substantial collection of personal books with more than 6,500 volumes that he agreed to sell to Congress to rebuild the collection.


Today the Library of Congress, which is a research library and the country’s oldest federal cultural institution, is contained in three government buildings on Capitol Hill and one building in Virginia. It is also the largest library in the world. Its collections include upward of 32 million cataloged books, 61 million manuscripts, more than one million U.S. government publications, one million newspapers from all over the world, and more than 120,000 comic books. Its publications are printed in 470 languages.


The main library building is the beautiful Thomas Jefferson Building (10 1st St. SE, between Independence Ave. and E. Capitol St., 202/707-8000). This is the oldest building in the complex, having opened in 1897. This building is a feast for the eyes with its murals, mosaics, sculptures, and impressive main reading room containing 236 desks sitting under a 160-foot dome. A visitor center is located at the west front entrance (Mon.-Sat. 8:30am-4:30pm). Free one-hour guided tours are available, during which visitors can learn about the building’s architecture and symbolic art. Tours are given Monday-Friday 10:30am-3:30pm and Saturday 10:30am-2:30pm.


The other two library buildings on Capitol Hill are the nearby John Adams Building (2nd St. SE, between Independence Ave. and E. Capitol St.) and the James Madison Memorial Building (Independence Ave. SE, between 1st St. and 2nd St.). The latter is home to the Mary Pickford Theater, which is the “motion picture and television reading room” of the library.


The library primarily exists as a research tool for answering inquiries from members of Congress through the Congressional Research Service. The library is open to the public, but only library employees, members of Congress, and other top-level government officials can actually check books out.


U.S. Botanic Garden


A lovely contrast to memorials, office buildings, and monuments, the U.S. Botanic Garden (100 Maryland Ave. SW, 202/225-8333, www.usbg.gov, daily 10am-5pm, free) is the oldest continuously operating garden of its type in the country. Just southwest of the Capitol, this national greenhouse opened in 1850 and has been in its current location since 1933. Major attractions at the garden include a rose garden, butterfly garden, the First Ladies’ Water Garden, the Lawn Terrace, and an outdoor amphitheater. The garden houses nearly 10,000 living specimens; the oldest are more than 165 years old.


Smithsonian National Postal Museum


A lesser-known Smithsonian Institution museum is the National Postal Museum (2 Massachusetts Ave. NE, 202/633-5555, www.postalmuseum.si.edu, daily 10am-5:30pm, free). Located near Union Station, the museum contains exhibits of stamps and philatelic items, mail-delivery vehicles, and historical artifacts from America’s postal system.


DOWNTOWN


National Archives


Only in Washington DC can you see the original Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights. These powerful documents live in the Rotunda for the Charters of Freedom at the National Archives Building (700 Pennsylvania Ave. NW, visitors’ entrance on Constitution Ave. between 7th St. and 9th St. NW, 866/272-6272, www.archives.gov, daily 10am-5:30pm, extended summer hours, free). They can be viewed by the public daily, but are then lowered into the vault for safekeeping after hours.
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Also known as Archives I, the National Archives Building is the headquarters for the National Archives and Records Administration, an independent agency of the U.S. government that is responsible for preserving historical records. Countless additional documents are on permanent exhibit in the public vaults, including treaties, photographs, telegrams, maps, and films. Interactive exhibits allow visitors to get close to some of the most interesting documents.


Reynolds Center


The revitalized Penn Quarter area of downtown gets more and more hip each year as space is renovated and new attractions move in. A prime example is the Smithsonian’s Reynolds Center (8th St. and F St. NW, 202/633-1000, www.americanart.si.edu, daily 11:30am-7pm, free), which covers an entire block in the Chinatown neighborhood in what was one of the first patent office buildings. The Reynolds Center is officially named the Donald W. Reynolds Center for American Art and Portraiture, and it consists of two Smithsonian museums, the Smithsonian American Art Museum and the National Portrait Gallery. The massive Greek Revival building dates back to 1836 and originally took 31 years to construct. The Smithsonian American Art Museum features a wide variety of American art and houses works by significant artists such Georgia O’Keeffe, Albert Bierstadt, and Nam June Paik. The National Portrait Gallery contains images of many famous Americans. The museums are above the Gallery Place-Chinatown Metrorail station on the Red, Yellow, and Green Lines.


National Building Museum


If architecture, building, and design intrigue you, the National Building Museum (401 F St. NW, 202/272-2448, www.nbm.org, Mon.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. 11am-5pm, adults $16, youth 3-17/students/seniors 60 and over $13) is a must-see. As the country’s leading cultural institution committed to interpreting the impact and history of the built environment, this family-friendly museum offers exhibits, public programs, and festivals. The museum itself is a spectacular building with an impressive Great Hall that contains 75-foot Corinthian columns and a 1,200-foot terra-cotta frieze. Exhibits include House & Home, which provides a tour of familiar and surprising homes, and Play Work Build, an exploration exhibit that allows children and adults to fill an exhibition wall with virtual blocks and then knock them down.


DC History Center


The DC History Center (801 K St. NW, 202/516-1363, www.dchistory.org, Tues.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. noon-5pm, free), located in the Carnegie Library on Mount Vernon Square, opened in 2019 and features exhibits on the history of Washington DC. It is run by the Historical Society of Washington, D.C. and includes three exhibit areas, the Kiplinger Research Library, and the DC History Center Store. The city’s flagship Apple store is also in the building.


Ford’s Theatre


Still a thriving theatrical venue, the famous Ford’s Theatre (511 10th St. NW, 202/347-4833, www.fords.org, daily 9am-4:30pm, $3) is the site where President Lincoln was assassinated on April 14, 1865. It is also a historical site with a museum focusing on Abraham Lincoln’s presidency, assassination, and legacy. Artifacts featured in the museum include the contents of Lincoln’s pockets on the day he died, the single-shot .44-caliber derringer that John Wilkes Booth used to kill Lincoln, and two life masks. The Petersen House (516 10th St, NW, 202/347-4833, daily 9:30am-5:30pm), where Lincoln died, is located across the street and can also be visited with a Ford’s Theatre ticket. The Center for Education and Leadership (514 10th St., 202/347-4833, daily 9:30am-5:30pm) is adjacent to the Petersen House and can only be entered through the house. It can also be visited with a Ford’s Theatre historic site ticket. It has a 34-foot tower full of books on Lincoln, accessible by a winding staircase. The books in the tower are made from aluminum and represent 205 real titles on Lincoln. This unusual work of art symbolizes that the last word about Lincoln will never be written. There are also exhibits that teach about the hunt for John Wilkes Booth and Lincoln’s funeral train. A theatrical audio tour of the theater is available for $5. Ford’s Theatre is located in the Penn Quarter area.
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1: Ford’s Theatre 2: people relaxing around the Dupont Circle fountain 3: shops along M Street in Georgetown





DUPONT CIRCLE


Dupont Circle Park


Maintained by the National Park Service, Dupont Circle Park has been the location of many political rallies, and it is also a gathering place for chess players to challenge one another on permanent stone chessboards. The central double-tiered white marble fountain, installed in 1920, offers seating; it replaced a memorial statue of Samuel Francis Du Pont, a rear admiral during the Civil War, that was placed there in 1884. The fountain was designed by the cocreators of the Lincoln Memorial and represents the sea, stars, and wind.
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The Phillips Collection


The Dupont Circle neighborhood is home to the original late 19th-century Renoir painting Luncheon of the Boating Party. It lives at The Phillips Collection (1600 21st St. NW, 202/387-2151, www.phillipscollection.org, Tues.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. noon-6:30pm, adults $12, 18 and under free, students/seniors 62 and over $10), an intimate impressionist and modern art museum founded in 1921 by Duncan Phillips. The museum includes the founder’s former home and extensive new galleries. Other featured works (there are more than 3,000) include pieces by Vincent van Gogh, Claude Monet, Pablo Picasso, Georgia O’Keeffe, and Winslow Homer.




I Got You Babe


Just southwest of Dupont Circle on New Hampshire Avenue is a small, triangular wedge of land that memorializes pop star and politician Sonny Bono. Officially called Sonny Bono Park, the patch of grass has benches and a plaque (that draws a striking resemblance to a manhole cover) honoring the late statesman, who died in a ski accident in 1998.





GEORGETOWN


Dumbarton Oaks


The Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection (1703 32nd St. NW, 202/339-6400, www.doaks.org, museum Tues.-Sun. 11:30am-5:30pm, free, gardens Tues.-Sun. Nov. 1-Mar. 14 2pm-5pm, free, Mar. 15-Oct. 31 2pm-6pm, adults $10, children 2-12 $5, seniors 60 and over and military $8) is a gorgeous, historic, and romantic estate museum and garden. It was a private estate for many years before being donated to Harvard University in 1940. The estate was the site of a series of important diplomatic meetings in 1944 that laid the foundation for the development of the United Nations. Today the museum offers exhibitions of Byzantine and pre-Columbian art (including more than 12,000 Byzantine coins); Asian, European, and American art; and European furnishings. The 10-acre park boasts a fine example of a European-style formal garden, with more than 1,000 rosebushes, an herb garden, and stone fountains.
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Georgetown University


Georgetown is anchored by the 104-acre campus of Georgetown University (37th St. and O St. NW, 202/687-0100, www.georgetown.edu). Noted for its law school in particular, this private research university offers nine graduate and undergraduate schools with a total enrollment of around 17,000 students. Georgetown was established in 1789 and is the oldest Catholic and Jesuit university in the country. Notable alumni include President Bill Clinton, actor Bradley Cooper, and the late U.S. Supreme Court justice Antonin Scalia.
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