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HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY 

McPHERSON SQUARE 
(Reservation Number 11) 

HABS No. DC-680 

Location:  Vermont Avenue, at 15th Street between I and K streets, NW. 

Owner/Manager: U.S. government, National Park Service. 

Present Use: Sitting park, monument site. 

Significance: Included as an open space on both the L'Enfant and Ellicott plans, this reservation 
has served as a park since its first improvement in 1873. The statue in the center is among those 
in the National Register of Historic Places listing of Washington's Civil War Statuary. 

PART I. HISTORICAL INFORMATION 

A. Physical History: 

1. Date of plan:   1791, L'Enfant Plan; 1792, Ellicott Plan. 

2. Original and subsequent owners: Originally within a tract of land called 
Port Royal patented to John Peerce in 1687. Peerce's grandson, Edward, 
owned the western portion of the tract in 1791 when he donated this 
property to the federal government as part of the land required for streets 
and avenues.1 

3. First Improvement: Around 1867 two triangles were united to form one 
square.  Grading and planting began in 1873. 

4. Alterations and additions: 

1876: Brig. Gen. James Birdseye McPherson statue erected. 

1892: Park redesigned with symmetrical curved-path layout, 

ca. 1920: Park redesigned with paths on line with Vermont Avenue. 

1931: Bituminous walkways paved with concrete.2 

B. Historical Context: 

This open space appears on both Pierre L'Enfant's and Andrew Ellicott's 
plans for the city. Upon intersecting with Vermont Avenue, 15th Street shifts to 
the west creating an open space. Probably because it was considered too small for 
private development, the area was included with the land donated to the federal 
government for streets and avenues. It was originally within a tract of land called 
Port Royal patented to John Peerce in 1687.  Peerce's grandson, Edward, owned 

t 1 McNeil, 42, 50. 

2 Annual Report . . .. 1931, 67. 
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the western portion of the tract in 1791 when he donated the portion needed for 
streets and avenues to the federal government. Three months later, he sold the 
remaining land to Samuel Davidson. 

Numerous structures were built facing onto the open space over the next 
five decades, but by the 1850s the population of this area was not nearly as dense 
as the large area between Pennsylvania and New York avenues to the southeast. 
On a map compiled between 1857-61, less than half the lots facing the reservation 
feature structures, many of them relatively small. Among them was a "Colored 
Presbyterian Church," facing onto the open space from the east, and a house built 
on the south side in 1860 by Jonah Hoover, D.C. Marshall, and later, chief usher of 
the White House.3 

The counterpart to this space on Connecticut Avenue (See Farragut Square, 
HABS No. DC-671) was used as an encampment during the Civil War, but the most 
that can be ascertained about this reservation was that traffic continued through its 
center, on line with Vermont Avenue, and little if any improvements were made to 
the site before 1867. 

In 1867, responsibility for the city's avenues and public grounds was 
transferred from the Department of Interior to the Department of War, and the 
Army Corps of Engineers oversaw the Office of Public Buildings and Grounds 
(OPB&G). In his first year as chief of the OPB&G, Brig. Gen. Nathaniel Michler 
mentioned improvements to the reservation:  "The two triangular spaces on 
Vermont Avenue between I and IC street have been united and now form one 
square, making a most agreeable alteration."4  Named the following year in honor 
of Lieut. Gen. Winfield Scott, hero of three wars who served every president from 
Jefferson to Lincoln, the park remained as a square for only four more years. 

Michler's successor, Orvitle E. Babcock oversaw the division of the square 
once again into adjacent right triangles. Babcock worked in tandem with his good 
friend, Alexander "Boss" Shepherd, the notorious head of the Board of Public 
Works, part of the territorial government installed in 1871.  Although the 
experiment in home rule failed after three years—dissolving in debt and scandal in 
1874--Shepherd successfully oversaw the paving of miles of streets, the laying of 
gas and sewer lines, and the planting of thousands of trees.  These changes 
reflected the collaboration between Babcock and Shepherd which was described in 
Babcock's annual report: 

In accordance with a plan agreed upon by the Board of Public Works and 
myself for the improvement of Scott Square, I have allowed a roadway 24 
feet wide to be cut diagonally through it and running in a line with 
Vermont avenue. In consideration of this, the grounds have been extended 
12 feet on each side and 20 feet on K street, and the roadway curbed, 
graded, and concreted by the board, which has been done to my 
satisfaction.  Further improvements have been made by inclosing with an 
iron post-and-chain fence, thoroughly grading, top-dressing, introducing 
gas and water for irrigation and drinking, the erection of a gas-lamp and 
drinking-fountain combined, by concreting walks, and sodding a small 
strip around the entire square and on each side of the walks and all that 

3 Goode, Capital Losses. 129-33. 

4 Annual Report 1867, 524. 
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portion lying between the roadway and the walks running parallel with it. 
The rest of the square has been sown with grasses, seed and oats.5 

Vermont Avenue was paved and flanked by sidewalks with a row of silver maples 
framing the roadway. 

The same year Michler merged the two triangles to form the square, 
Congress authorized the erection of a statue to honor Winfield Scott, probably 
intended for this space.  But by 1872, plans had been made to erect the statue not 
in this square, but in a circle at the intersection of 16th Street and Massachusetts 
and Rhode Island avenues. Despite this decision, in his 1875 annual report, 
Babcock still called this reservation Scott Square, and the reservation where the 
monument stood was referred to as "Scott Statue Reservation." The following year, 
Scott Square was selected as the site for a statue honoring Brig. Gen. James 
Birdseye McPherson, and the name of the park was changed to McPherson Square. 
In preparation for the statue, the Westham Granite Company of Richmond, which 
had also provided the stone for the State War and Navy Building, was awarded the 
contract to build the base of the statue to Babcock's design.  While the base was 
under construction, the OPB&G tore up the asphalt of Vermont Avenue, filled the 
space in with soil and sod, and replaced the curbing along I and K streets to form a 
rectangular park once again.6 

The statue was unveiled October 18, 1876, in a grand ceremony preceded 
by a parade led by generals David Hunter and William Tecumseh Sherman.  Maj. 
Gen. John A. Logan (who would be honored with his own statue in Logan Circle, 
See HABS No. DC-339) delivered the oration.7 The equestrian monument had 
been purchased by the Society of the Army of the Tennessee, and its dedication 
coincided with their seventh annual reunion in Washington.  Scott had led the 
Army of the Tennessee during Sherman's famous march to the sea before he was 
killed by Confederate fire in the 1864 Battle of Atlanta. Upon hearing of his 
death, Ulysses S. Grant was attributed to saying, "This country has lost one of its 
best soldiers, and I have lost my best friend."8 

By the time the statue was erected, former New York Senator and governor 
and Ulysses S. Grant's Secretary of State Hamilton Fish occupied Hoover's house 
on the south side of the square. The luxurious Arlington Hotel, built in 1868, 
faced the southwest corner of the park, and on the north, real estate developer 
Archibald H. Lowery erected an opulent Second Empire mansion in 1875.  The 
square was emerging as a very fashionable neighborhood.9 

Babcock, who escaped the scandals that deposed Shepherd and most of his 
cronies, reported in 1876 that the park was well maintained. He described four 
semicircular beds surrounding the base of the statue, each featuring a "handsome" 
vase planted with an assortment of foliage and flowering plants. Babcock 

6 Annual, Report . , .. 1872, 7. 

6 Annual Report . . ., 1876, 13. 

7 Goode, Outdoor Sculpture, 281. 

° Goode, Outdoor Sculpture, 281. 

9 Goode, CaRJtal.Logaea, 82, 129-30. 
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recommended that the sidewalks maples lining the avenue be removed so the park 
could be redesigned and planted with ornamental trees, but pathway along the lines 
of the former street remained in place for more than a decade. 

The neighborhood continued to serve as home to the wealthy as Washington 
grew. In 1884, Michigan Senator Thomas W. Palmer constructed an elegant 
Richardsonian Romanesque townhouse, joining neighbors such as Phoebe Hearst 
and the Vanderbilts of New York who were among the renters at the adjacent 
Lowery House. In 1890, millionaire John Roll McLean and his new wife, the 
former Emily Beale, moved into the house once occupied by Fish on the south side 
of the square.  The McLeans then began a series of enlargements to suit their lavish 
entertaining.  A year later, the park that the McLean could see from their second- 
floor balcony, was entirely remodeled.10 The new park design was described in 
the annual report of 1892. 

This square situated at Vermont Avenue and 15th Street, between I and K 
streets, N.W., was entirely remodeled during the year. The iron post-and- 
chain fence inclosing it was taken down and removed. The material 
composing the old asphalt walks was excavated and removed and the 
openings left thereby filled up with earth and clay. The grade of the entire 
surface of park was raised, the ground surfaced with the soil which was 
removed when the new grading was commended, and sodded.  A mound of 
earth was constructed around the statue of General McPherson, covered 
with soil and sodded. New walks were constructed on more graceful lines, 
and an asphalt pavement covering an area of 1,100 square yards laid upon 
them, and their margins sodded. The drinking fountain and gas lamp 
combined was taken down and removed to Seaton Park [Reservation at the 
east end of the Mall], and the two in that park were removed therefrom and 
re-erected in McPherson Square, one at the north side and one at the south 
side of the statue, and necessary water, drain, and gas pipe for their service 
laid and connected.  Twenty-one large shade trees and seventy shrubs that 
were in the way of improvements were removed.  Nine hundred and sixty 
linear feet of granite curb, removed from the reservations at Pennsylvania 
Avenue, 14th and E streets, NW., and Pennsylvania Avenue, 20th and I 
streets, NW., were redressed and set in place around the square and a sod 
border laid on the inner side of curb.11 

But even as the McLeans expanded their house in 1907 to encompass the 
entire south side of the square, the neighborhood was gradually shifting from a 
residential to a commercial district.  As the city expanded to the north, the wealthy 
fled the downtown for larger tracts of land beyond Rock Creek.  After Sen. Palmer 
sold his house, it was enlarged and converted to a hotel in 1887. Likewise, the 
Lowery House was turned into offices by the Justice Department around the turn 
of the century. The federal office-space shortage exacerbated by World War I 
prompted the replacement of the Arlington Hotel with the Veteran's 
Administration in 1921.  In 1925, the Palmer House was demolished to make room 

Since no mention of any remodeling plans was made in previous annual reports, and because no money was specifically 
requested for such a task, it is not impossible that one or more of the residents subsidised this undertaking. 

11 Annual Report . . .. 1892, 33&1. 
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for the Neoclassical Rust office building. The Southern Railway Building, built in 
1923, and it neighbor, the Coal Miner's Union Building, both still stand on the 
west side of the park. 

As the neighborhood changed, the park was altered to suit the needs of its 
new users.  Within the business districts, landscape designers began removing 
curved meandering paths that diverted pedestrians around statues or flowerbeds 
believing that businessmen would walk through parks only if they provided 
shortcuts. In 1920 a plan was drawn up to return the diagonal sidewalks to 
McPherson Square.  According to drawings made that year, a number of the maples 
that had formerly lined the roadbed still remained in the park. The plan also called 
for terrazzo paving at the base of the statue which was probably never installed.  A 
design of 1930 detailed the repaving of the bituminous paths with concrete and 
lined the long panel formed between them with flower beds. The fence that 
remains in the park today was probably installed during this restoration. 

Commercial growth continued in the 1930-40s. The McLean House, 
demolished in 1939 to be replaced in 1940 by the Import Export Bank designed by 
Holabird and Roche, marked the end of its residential era.  Recognizing the 
number of workers commuting daily to the many offices in the vicinity, a subway 
station, named after the park, was built beneath it in the mid 1970s. The park is 
now surrounded by large office buildings, many of them relating to the legal 
profession, and serves as a popular lunch spot for workers on warm days.  Because 
the park is such a positive asset to the working environment, businesses in the 
neighborhood have formed the McPherson Square Business Association to refurbish 
and maintain the park and sponsor noontime concerts throughout the summer. 

PART II. ARCHITECTURAL INFORMATION 

A. Overall dimensions: This rectangular park measures approximately 225' x 380' and 
covers about 1.66 acres. 

B. Materials: 

1. Pathways, paving: Concrete and brick perimeter sidewalks surround the 
park. Two parallel interior paths follow the lines of Vermont Avenue 
defining a center panel running diagonally the length of the park from the 
southwest to the northeast corner. The paths lead to a central sidewalk 
encircling the statue mound. Two smaller curved paths lead from the 
center of the east and west perimeter walks to the interior paths. 

2. Vegetation: 

a. Grass: The large panels in the park are sodded. 

b. Trees, shrubs, hedges: The central panel that runs diagonally 
through the park on lines with Vermont Avenue is bordered by a 
formal hedge. Shrub massing at its north and south ends features 
pink azaleas, while white azaleas are planted in masses near the base 
of the statue. Mature shade and ornamental trees are planted 
throughout. 

c. Flowers, seasonal plantings: Red and yellow tulips bloom in the 
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central panel in the spring. 

3. Structures: 

a. Fences: An ornamental iron-urn finial fence encircles the central 
mound upon which the equestrian statue stands. 

b. Benches: Metal-frame wood-slat benches face onto the interior 
path and central circle. 

c. Statue: The equestrian statue of James Birdseye McPherson was 
designed by sculptor Louis T. Rebisso and architect Gen. O. E. 
Babcock and erected in 1876.  The bronze statue of the Civil War 
hero is 12* tall and was cast from a Confederate cannon captured at 
Atlanta.  It faces southwest and stands on a large, classically 
ornamented granite pedestal. 

d. Lighting: Modern mushroom-type lamps line the central path. 

C.        Site: 

1. Character of surrounding structures: The open space is almost completely 
framed by twentieth-century high-rise office and commercial buildings. A 
Metrorail entry for the McPherson Square Station enters through the first 
level of the Veteran's Administration Building on the southwest corner of 
the park. 

2. Traffic patterns:  Fifteenth Street supports two lanes of two-way traffic on 
both sides of the park.  I Street traffic is three lanes heading east.  K. Street, 
the widest street in the city, includes two lanes traveling each way with a 
service lane on the westbound side. 

3. Vistas: This park offers excellent vistas on the Vermont Avenue axis. 
There is a vista southwest to the statue on the northeast corner of Lafayette 
Park, and Thomas Circle is visible to the northeast. 

PART III.        SOURCES OF INFORMATION 

A.        Maps: 

Boschke, A. "Topographical Map of the District of Columbia surveyed in the years 
*57, '58, and '59." 

District of Columbia Board of Public Works.  "Exhibit Chart of Improved Streets 
and Avenues."  1872. 

ElUcott, Andrew, "Plan of the City of Washington." 1792. 

L'Enfant, Pierre Charles. "Plan of the City of Washington."  1791. 

Office of Public Buildings and Grounds. "Plan of the City of Washington, District 
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of Columbia, showing the Public Reservations." Prepared by Orville E. 
Babcock.  1871. 

Office of Public Buildings and Grounds. "Map of the City of Washington showing 
the Public Reservations Under Control of the Office of Public Buildings 
and Grounds."  1884, 1887, and 1894. 

B. Park plans: See Supplemental Information below for a list of attached plans. 
Additional plans are located at the Office of Land Use, National Capital Region. 

C. Early Views: 

1903: Photograph of McPherson statue (Annual Report. . .. 1903). 

1927: Photograph taken during a survey of the federal reservations, 
located in the files at the Office Land Use, National Capital 
Region, National Park Service. 

D. Bibliography: 

Annual Reports of the Office of Public Buildings and Grounds. Annual Reports 
of the Chief of Engineers.  1867-1933. 

Burnap, George.  Parks. Their Design. Equipment and Use. 1916. 

Goode, James. Capital Losses.  Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press. 
1979. 

Goode, James. Outdoor Sculpture of Washington. Washington D.C.: Smithsonian 
Institution Press.  1974. 

McNeil, Priscilla W.  "Rock Creek Hundred: Land Conveyed for the Federal City." 
Washington History 3 (Spring/Summer. 199Q:  34-51. 

Record Group 42.  National Archives and Records Administration (NARA RG42). 

Reservation files.  National Capital Region Headquarters, Land Use Office. 

Small, John H. Jr.  "Some Small Parks in Washington, D.C.: Evolution in Path 
Systems." Landscape Architecture October 1918. 

Prepared by:    Elizabeth Barthold 
Project Historian 
National Park Service 
1993 

PART IV. PROJECT INFORMATION 

The Plan of Washington, D.C., project was carried out from 1990-93 by the Historic 
American Buildings Survey/Historic American Engineering Record (HABS/HAER) Division, 
Robert J. Kapsch, chief.  The project sponsors were the Morris and Gwendolyn Cafritz 
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Foundation Inc. of Washington, D.C.; the Historic Preservation Division, District of Columbia 
Department of Consumer and Regulatory Affairs, which provided Historic Preservation Fund 
monies; the National Capital Region and its White House Liaison office, NPS; and the National 
Park Foundation Inc. 

HABS historian Sara Amy Leach was the project leader and Elizabeth J. Barthold was 
project historian.  Architectural delineators were: Robert Arzola, HABS; Julianne Jorgensen, 
University of Maryland; Robert Juskevich, Catholic University of America; Sandra M. E. Leiva, 
US/ICOMOS-Argentina; and Tomasz Zweich, US/ICOMOS-Poland, Board of Historical Gardens 
and Palace Conservation.  Katherine Grandine served as a data collector. The photographs are by 
John McWilliams, Atlanta, except for the aerial views, which are by Jack E. Boucher, HABS, 
courtesy of the U.S. Park Police - Aviation Division. 

PART V. SUPPLEMENTAL INFORMATION 

# 

Page 9 (top)     1876: 

(bottom) 1886: 

Page 10, 11      1905: 

Page 12 

Page 13 

ca. 1920: 

1963: 

Plan of "Scott Square" showing some dimensions from "Government 
Reservations within the City Boundaries," Citv Lots. Real Estate 
Atlas (NARA RG42 230). 

Park plan showing path layout and locations of gas and sewer pipes, 
lamps and drinking fountains (Annual Report. . .. 1886). 

Park plan with accompanying list showing path layout and locations 
and types of trees (Annual Report. . .. 1905). 

Park plan showing path design and dimensions with survey listing 
park elements. 

Park rehabilitation plan showing proposals for new plantings. 
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2766      REPORT  OF  THE   CHIEF  OP  ENGINEERS,  U. S.   ABMT. 

Mct'HERSOH PARE. 

# 

Numbers. Common name. Botanieal name. Designation. 

1,17,51,68  
2,8,22,23,31,32,33, 

34,35,40,42.«. 74, 
76,78,81,89, W, 92. 
98, 99,101.103.104, 
105,107. 

Jasmlnum nndlflomm. 

Splrea opaUfolla aorea. 
Viburnum plicatum  4,82  Do. 

Do. 
6,12  Foreign evergreen tree. 
7,10  Japan maple „  

ttlmua ameriuana  

Exocbordla grandiflora 
Kcelreuteria panlculaln 

9,36, 37, 38, 39,109, 
110,111,112. 

11.4S.67  
11,45,67  
15,49.80,62,86, 59--. 
19,20, 21, 46, 47, 4X, 

65,66. 
24,25,77,79,100,102. 

Purple-flowered magnolia.. 
Althe* 7ZT.  

Do. 
Do. 

Foreign deciduous tornli 

Do. 
26  Foreign deciduous tree. 

Do. 
Do. 

27  

Fagtu helerophjlla  
Lagenrtmmia indtca... 

Acer      polymorpbum- 
aUopurpoieum. 

Magnolia grandiflora... 

Foreign deciduous shrill" 
64  
66,57  Do. 
60,61,62,83,M  Foreign deciduous m-c. 

Large flowering; magnolia.. 
Native evergreen shrub. 
Foreign deciduous yhmi- 

Corous florlda. rubra  

Aralla quinqoelolia  

Hydrangea panlenlata 
gran of flora. 

Red-flowering dogwood  Do. 
73  Foreign deciduous tree. 

Do. 
80,86,30  
91  

Foreign deciduous shnik 
Do. 106.....  Panicle-flowering Hvdren- 

Tree* on Fifteenth 
street, east on t lie 
ridewalk.113.lU 
116, 110, 117,118, 
119,120,121. 

Atxrau-cbarinutn  

Native deciduous tree. 

north    on    the 
sidewalk,   122, 
123. 124. m, 12E. 
127,128. 
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