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Washington, DC, city and district, is the capital of the United States of America. The 
city of Washington has the same boundaries as the District of Columbia (DC), a federal 
territory established in 1790 as the site of the new nation’s permanent capital. Named 
after the first U.S. president, George Washington, the city has served since 1800 as the 
seat of federal government. It is also the heart of a dynamic metropolitan region. During 
the 20th century, the Washington, DC metropolitan area grew rapidly as the 
responsibilities of national government increased, both at home and throughout the 
world.  
 
Outline of the City 
Designated to serve as the permanent seat of the federal government beginning in 
1800, the District of Columbia was named for Christopher Columbus. It was created 
from land ceded by the states of Virginia and Maryland, and it incorporated the existing 
seaport towns of Alexandria, Virginia, and Georgetown, Maryland. The district was 
originally 259 sq km (100 sq mi), or 10 miles square, as established under the 
Residence Act of 1790. The central town site was laid out by French architect Pierre 
Charles L’Enfant in 1791. The remaining land was an open area stretching north to the 
border with Maryland. It was designated as Washington County. In 1846 Congress 
returned that portion of the federal district that had originally been ceded by Virginia.  
In 1871 the cities of Washington and Georgetown were consolidated with Washington 
County to become Washington, DC, making the city, the county, and the federal district 
one and the same. Washington, DC, has a total land area of 159 sq km (61 sq mi), and 
the Washington metropolitan region—which in addition to Washington, DC, contains 24 
counties in the surrounding states of Maryland, Virginia, and West Virginia—has a total 
area of 17,920 sq km (6,920 sq mi).  
 
In his plan for the city of Washington, L’Enfant attempted to represent symbolically the 
new United States and its republican government. He gave prominence to each of what 
were then the primary elements of government—the executive and the legislative 
branches. He also featured the states in giving their names to broad diagonal avenues. 
These he arranged both according to geography and to each state’s prominence in the 
nation-building process. Massachusetts, Virginia, and especially Pennsylvania, 
associated with both the Declaration of Independence and the signing of the 
Constitution, gained the most prominence. Avenues named after other states with 
prominent roles in ratifying the Constitution, notably Delaware and New Jersey, 
intersected at the Capitol. Also, L’Enfant hoped that the intersection of diagonal 
avenues with the city’s straight grid of numbered and lettered streets would provide 
squares where each state would locate facilities, thereby giving them the same symbolic 
importance in the capital city that they held in the federal system.  
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Initially Washington was slow to develop the dense pattern of settlement characteristic 
of cities. By the 20th century, however, Washington had filled its open spaces and 
dominated the surrounding area, which remained largely rural. This pattern changed 
after World War II (1939-1945), as the city lost population to the suburbs of Virginia and 
Maryland. While the federal presence remained concentrated in Washington, it also 
expanded considerably to the suburbs. At the same time, new private business—the 
fastest-growing source of regional employment—concentrated almost exclusively in the 
areas outside the city.  
 
While the metropolitan area expanded outward, it did not do so randomly. Growth 
tended to follow the location of federal facilities outside the city and the development of 
major transportation routes. During World War II, the construction of the Pentagon 
spurred development nearby on the Virginia side of the Potomac River. Growth was 
also stimulated by other key facilities, notably the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in 
Langley, Virginia; and the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC), the National Bureau of 
Standards (now the National Institute of Science and Technology), and the National 
Institutes of Health (NIH), all in Maryland.  
 

Public Buildings 
Washington is home to many famous and interesting 
public buildings and monuments. Many of these are 
associated with the federal government. The Capitol of 
the United States is located on a hill rising 27 m (88 ft) 
above the Potomac and consists of two wings that 
branch from a central rotunda. The north wing is 
occupied by the Senate, and the south wing by the 
House of Representatives. The rotunda is crowned by 
an immense dome, topped with a statue of a woman 
representing Freedom. East of the Capitol is the 
Supreme Court Building, with its portico modeled after 
a Greek temple. North of the Capitol, at the end of 
Delaware Avenue, stands massive Union Station, now 
a retail center as well as a train station that has long 
been a hub of the city.  
 

From the Capitol, Pennsylvania Avenue runs slightly northwest and Constitution Avenue 
runs directly west. Between 6th and 15th streets NW the two avenues form an area 
known as the Federal Triangle. Within this triangle are concentrated a number of 
government buildings, including those of the Federal Trade Commission (FTC), the 
Internal Revenue Service (IRS), and the departments of Justice and Commerce. Also in 
the triangle is the National Archives Building, which contains the original drafts of the 
Declaration of Independence, the Constitution of the United States, and the Bill of 
Rights.  
 
Just north of the triangle, on Tenth Street NW, is the J. Edgar Hoover Building, the 
headquarters of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). On the block north of the 
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Hoover building, also on Tenth Street, is Ford’s Theatre, where President Abraham 
Lincoln was shot in 1865, and across the street is the Petersen House, where he died. 
Together they make up Ford’s Theatre National Historic Site.  
 
Northwest of the triangle, at 16th Street and Pennsylvania Avenue, is the oldest federal 
building in Washington, the White House, the official residence of the president of the 
United States. The mansion’s foundations were laid in 1792, and every president except 
George Washington has occupied it.  
 

 
Flanking the White House are the Treasury Department Building to the east and the 
Executive Office Building to the west. Across the street is Blair House, the official guest 
house for visiting heads of state and other dignitaries. Blair House, built in 1824, served 
as a temporary executive mansion for President Harry S. Truman and his family from 
1948 to 1952, while the interior of the White House was being extensively 
reconstructed.  
 
North of the White House is Lafayette Square, with a statue of General Andrew Jackson 
made from a melted-down cannon captured by Jackson during the War of 1812. West 
of the White House, at New York Avenue and 18th Street NW, is one of Washington’s 
oldest landmarks, the Octagon. Completed in 1801, the Octagon houses a museum 
dedicated to architecture and the early history of Washington, and is also home to the 
American Architectural Foundation. It was one of the first residential structures built 
according to L’Enfant’s plan. During the War of 1812, British troops set fire to the White 
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House, destroying its interior. President James Madison and his family lived in the 
Octagon while the White House was being rebuilt.  
 
South of the Federal Triangle is the Mall, a narrow park stretching roughly 1.6 km (1 mi) 

from the Capitol to the Washington Monument. 
Although the Mall officially ends at 14th Street, 
landscaped greenery extends to the Potomac. The 
Washington Monument, whose marble shaft 
dominates the skyline, stands 169 m (555 ft) high 
near the center of this parkland. The interior of the 
monument is hollow, and visitors may either climb its 
898 steps or ride its elevator 150 m (500 ft) for a 
magnificent view. A height restriction law enacted by 
Congress in 1899 ensures that no private structure 
in Washington, DC, will extend higher than the 
monument or the Capitol.  
 

Beyond the monument in West Potomac Park, still in a straight line from the Capitol, is 
the massive Lincoln Memorial. This monument’s 36 columns represent the 36 states in 
the Union at the time of Lincoln’s death in 1865. Its interior contains a great stone 

seated figure of Lincoln carved by sculptor 
Daniel Chester French. Between the 
Lincoln Memorial and the Washington 
Monument is the National World War II 
Memorial, which opened in 2004. Nearby, 
the Arlington Memorial Bridge spans the 
Potomac and connects the Lincoln 
Memorial with Arlington National Cemetery 
in Arlington, Virginia. Located at the 
cemetery are the Tomb of the Unknowns; 
the Arlington House, home of Confederate 
general Robert E. Lee; and, on the slope 
directly below that, the grave of President 
John F. Kennedy.  
 
Close to the Lincoln Memorial is the 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial. This memorial 

commemorates the American men and women who died or disappeared during the 
Vietnam War (1959-1975). Nearby is the Korean War Veterans Memorial, honoring the 
Americans who served in the Korean War (1950-1953). Southeast of the Lincoln 
Memorial is the Tidal Basin, framed by Washington’s famous Japanese cherry trees. 
The government of Japan gave the cherry trees to the United States in 1912. Reflected 
in the water of the Tidal Basin is the Thomas Jefferson Memorial. This circular, 
colonnaded marble memorial contains a bronze standing figure of Thomas Jefferson by 
sculptor Rudolph Evans. Roughly halfway between the Jefferson Memorial and the 
Lincoln Memorial is the Franklin Delano Roosevelt Memorial, which opened in 1997.  
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Museums 
The Smithsonian is a collection of many different institutions that are world-famous for 
their art, historical, and scientific collections. The National Museum of African Art was 
the first museum in the United States devoted exclusively to African art. The National 
Museum of Natural History houses many of the world’s most famous gems, and the 
National Museum of American History traces the development of the United States 
through scientific, technological, and cultural exhibitions. The National Air and Space 
Museum has aeronautical exhibits that include the original craft used by the Wright 
Brothers and the Mercury capsule in which astronaut John Glenn orbited the Earth. 
  
The Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden contains notable paintings and 
sculptures by 19th- and 20th-century European and American artists. The Arts and 
Industries Building and the Freer Gallery of Art house fine collections of American and 
Asian art. Another major art collection, the National Portrait Gallery, is in a building with 
the Smithsonian American Art Museum, which houses American paintings, sculptures, 
graphics, folk art, and photographs from the 18th century to the present. Over time, the 
Smithsonian has evolved from being the so-called nation’s attic into a far-ranging and 
diverse set of research and educational facilities.  
 
Other important collections in Washington include the National Gallery of Art, one the 
nation’s chief art galleries, with major collections of European and American paintings; 
the Dumbarton Oaks Museum, with a collection of pre-Columbian and Byzantine art; the 
National Building Museum, dedicated to American achievements in architecture, 
construction, engineering, and design; and the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum, which provides information about the persecution and murder of Jews in 
Europe during World War II. There are also several venerable private institutions, such 
as the Corcoran Gallery of Art, launched in the 1880s through the bequest of banker 
William W. Corcoran, and the Phillips Collection, opened in 1921 near DuPont Circle as 
the city’s first modern-art museum. The Historical Society of Washington, DC, located in 
a 19th-century mansion built by beer magnate Christian Heurich, is the only institution 
dedicated solely to the preservation and interpretation of Washington’s rich local history.  
 
Library of Congress 
The Library of Congress is the national library of the United States and includes a 
record of every book printed in the United States. Among its priceless documents are 
the first draft of Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address and an early draft of the 
Declaration of Independence as composed by Thomas Jefferson and corrected by John 
Adams and Benjamin Franklin. The library’s music collection contains original 
manuscripts, ranging from a Ludwig van Beethoven sonata to the score of the musical 
Oklahoma!, as well as a large collection of instruments. The affiliated Folger 
Shakespeare Library contains 79 first folios (early printings) of Shakespeare’s plays. 
Other distinguished libraries in Washington include the Founders Library at Howard 
University, with 50,000 volumes relating to black history and culture.  
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