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Washington National Airport is located on a peninsula, historically known as Alexander's 
Island. This site lies on the west bank of the Potomac River between the confluences of 
Roaches Run and Four Mile Run. The George Washington Parkway forms the western 
border. 

Hangar No. 1 is located southwest of the Main Terminal on Thomas Avenue. Hangar No. 
1 is located at the easternmost end of the row of seven hangars which comprise the South 
Hangar Line. 

The airport was constructed on a site which was originally part of two eighteenth century 
plantations. Most of the airport parcel falls within the boundaries of Abingdon, built by 
John Parke Custis, stepson of George Washington. The southernmost portion of the 
airport, along Four Mile Run, is sited within the limits of the plantation, Summer Hill. 
Although both properties were subdivided periodically throughout the nineteenth century, 
the house at Abingdon was standing until 1930. 

Architectural Description: 

Hangar No. 1 was constructed concurrently with the terminal building and was the only 
operating hangar when the airport opened in 1941. In plan, Hangar No. 1 is a large 
rectangular building, measuring 283'7" x 213'6". In elevation, the hangar, with its arched 
roof, is curved in a streamline form. The arched construction allows for large, 
uninterrupted interior space, a necessity for airplane maintenance. Hangar No. 1 is the 
easternmost hangar of the southern block. This row consists of seven separate hangars 
each sharing a common wall and laid out in a linear symmetrical fashion. Hangars No. 1 
and 7, at the eastern and western ends of the line respectively, have arched roofs while the 
other five structures are flat-roofed. Between each of the seven hangars and at either end 
are shops measuring 193' x 52'. Another shop area, 30' wide, extends across each of the 
hangars at the rear. Above this area, offices were built for the use of the airlines. Until 
June 1988, Hangar No. 1 was used for air cargo operations by Eastern Airlines. 

Set on a reinforced concrete pile foundation, Hangar No.1 has a steel frame structure with 
interior walls of reinforced concrete. The exterior surface finish is architectural concrete. 
The arched roof of steel which spans only the hangar portion is sheathed with protected 
metal sheets. A lower flat roof covers the space used for shops and offices. Four skylights 
running the width of the hangar in the curved section and two sets of three skylights over 
the composition roof originally supplied natural light to the hangar space and the office 
areas. These skylights are now covered with corrugated metal. The steel arches of the 
hangar roof are attached to poured reinforced concrete piers at the floor of the hangar. A 
steel tie rod tension system under the floor restrains the outward thrust of the steel arches. 

The landside (northwest elevation) of Hangar No. 1 has a two-storied, twelve bay elevation 
with a lower garage building attached to the northern end of the hangar. The facade is 
pierced regularly by metal doors and windows with opaque glass that give natural light to 
the shop space. Behind the shop space rise the arches of the hangar. Louvered windows 
with metal joints fill the entire clerestory, or transom area. The shop space separating 
Hangars No. 1 and 2, indicated on the original drawings as a future extension, was in fact 
constructed with the erection of Hangar No. 1. 
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The southeast elevation of the hangar has no shop section and opens directly onto the 
airside of the site. Sliding metal doors consisting of eight leaves close the hangar to the 
airfield. The leaves each weigh 11,000 pounds and are 30' x 22'. In the center, above the 
sliding doors can be found separate sections of hangar fronts which hinge upward to allow a 
tail cutout measuring 10' x 40'. Although an electric motor is installed to drive the sliding 
doors, the doors are also equipped with hand pulls for manual operation. 

The curved ceiling of the hangar interior consists of four main bays separated by steel 
arches. Three of the bays are equal sized and separated by three minor bays of steel ribs. 
One of the bays is provided with wind bracing while steel trusses span the other arches. 
The trusses all have riveted connections. The steel trusses act as purlins and transfer the 
forces to the main steel arches which carry the load down. Bolted to the piers, between the 
6" concrete floor slab and the pile cap of the piers, run the steel tie rods that resist the 
outward thrust of the steel arches. This long span steel construction leaves the entire 
han~ar floor completely open. The concrete floor, somewhat deteriorated in places, is 
eqmpped with floor drains and a series of metal studs serving to tie down the aircraft while 
in the hangar. A heating system, designed specifically to return the hangars to a controlled 
temperature of 60 degrees within 25 minutes after the doors to the hangar were closed, is 
still in place. Three heating ducts can be found at both the northeast and southwest sides 
of the hangar while another one is located at the back of the shop-room below the 
windows. A special "deluge" type sprinkler system that would pour 5,000 gallons of water a 
minute into the hangar to control sudden conflagrations was implemented in Hangar No. 1 
as a fire safety feature. The original fire alarm panel is on the back wall with a plan 
included. Another safety feature includes sloping, tin clad fire doors designed to close 
automatically behind the user. These can be seen from the interior at the sides of the 
hangar and between the shop section of the hangar and the storage area. The back wall of 
the shop section behind the storage area is well-lit by a series of steel sash windows with 
steel mullions. 

Originally designed as office space, the second level of the hangar runs along three sides of 
the structure, leaving the airside (southeast) open. Walls of either hollow tile or movable 
metal delineate the office spaces. Windows overlooking the interior of the hangar have 
been blocked in with brick. The ceiling at this second level is flat and of a pre-formed 
metal type with a coffer pattern. Other elements of the second floor include a bathroom 
with tile walls, a fuse box and a mechanical closet equipped with pipes and electrical 
conduits. 

Hangar No. 1 was designed for the storage and maintenance of aircraft. However, as the 
size and number of the aircraft increased, Hangar No. 1 ceased to function as intended. 
Most recently, the hangar was used by Eastern Airlines for non-essential operations and air 
cargo. 

Historical Background: 

Prior to the construction of Washington National Airport in 1940, Washington, D.C. was 
served by Washington Hoover Airport. This airport had been formed through the merger 
in 1930 of two smaller airports both of which had been adversely affected by the 
Depression. Located at the southern end of the Fourteenth Street Bridge, Hoover Airport 
was built in 1926 as the first major terminal to serve the capital area. Also on Alexander's 
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Island was the Washington Airport constructed, one year later, on the site of a former race 
track and horse show grounds. 

Despite the merger, the new airport did not provide adequate air transportation facilities. 
High tension wires from the bordering Highway 1 and nearby smokestacks posed hazards 
during landings and takeoffs. In addition, a military road intersected the sole runway, 
necessitating the interruption of traffic during runway use. Between 1926 and 1938, 
Congress debated the airport problem but with no satisfactory resolution. One obstacle 
was a clause in the Air Commerce Act which limited federal mvolvement in the 
development of airports, thus rendering Presidents, Hoover and Roosevelt, powerless to 
initiate action. 

On September 27, 1938, President F.D. Roosevelt approved plans for Washington National 
Airport to be built on the 730 acre site at Gravelly Point on the Potomac River. The site 
had two advantages over the other choice of Camp Springs, Maryland. Gravelly Point was 
close to downtown, but perhaps more importantly, most of the site was already federally 
owned land, acquired during the 1920s for the construction of the George Washington 
Parkway. 

The planning and design for the new facility was a cooperative effort of the Civil 
Aeronautics Administration (CAA) and several other agencies. Such federal intervention 
resulted from the passage of the Civil Aeronautics Act of 1938. The act ended the impasse 
by permitting federal development of airports under the aegis of the CAA. The majority of 
the funding, $10,500,000, came from the Works Projects and the Public Works 
Administrations. Another $2,000,000 was appro~riated by Congress against expected 
income from the airlines for rental of hangar facilities. 

The drawback to the Potomac location was low, marshy ground. Before construction could 
begin, a massive landfill project had to be undertaken, a project which lasted from 
November 1938 to December 1939. Dikes were constructed around the runway locations. 
Using four hydraulic dredges, silt, 11' deep, was cleared from the four, 200' wide runways in 
order to create stable bases for the runways. The sites were then filled with gravel and 
sand to 20' above river level. In the spring of 1940, the dikes were opened, and the water 
drained. 

The cornerstone was laid on September 26, 1940, and construction of the main terminal, 
four runways, and the south hangar block was begun under the direction of Colonel 
Sumpter Smith of the CAA. H.H. Hock of the CAA was the resident engineer in charge, 
and Howard Lovewell Cheney was the consulting architect, directly responsible for the 
planning and design of all buildings erected on the site by the Public Building 
Administration (PBA). The landscape architect was Henry N. Boucher of the PBA, 
assisted by S.E. Sanders (Stuart: 603 ). The airfield opened on June 16, 1941, with 
President Roosevelt in attendance and the landing of a commercial airliner carrying the 
Secretary of Commerce and other officials. 

The original complex covered 729 acres, of which 556 were used as landing areas with the 
rest reserved for building, parking, landscaping and other uses. The project was intended 
by the Civil Aeronautics Administration to serve several functions. It was to supply 
Washington with a much needed modern airport, while also serving as a "people's airport". 
The area was to be "developed in a truly parklike fashion for the enjoyment of that portion 
of the public which likes to watch flying" (Civil Aeronautics Journal 1940: 8). In addition, 
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its builders sought to construct an ultramodern "laboratory" airport, as distinguished from a 
model or pattern, where new technology would be first employed and where planners of 
future airports could study the latest in airfield construction (Civil Aeronautics 
Administration: 1941). 

The original landing area was composed of four runways. The longest, running north to 
south, measured 6885 feet in length and 200 feet in width. A northwest-southeast strip, 
5210 feet long, was also 200 feet wide. Two other runways, one oriented northeast
southwest and the other east-west, were 4892 and 4100 feet in length but only 150 feet 
wide. All the runways, except the last, were designed so that a second strip, parallel to the 
first, could be added in the future (Stuart: 605). Although it was never developed, a large 
seaplane base was also planned for the area to the south where dredging had created a 
body of open water. These runways continue to be used with the exception of the east-west 
runway, used only as a taxiway. 

The main terminal building, a three story building, with a segmental arch plan, and 
measuring 540' in length, formed the nucleus of the airport facilities. It was designed in 
what H.L. Cheney called the "Southern Colonial" style and was meant to reflect the 
architectural traditions of the area, especially Mount Vernon (Federal Aviation 
Administration: 2). On the west, the terminal faced a large, circular entrance plaza with 
protective canopies extending on each side. Passengers arriving in Washington left the 
terminal on the north while those departing the city entered the building by the doors on 
the south. The terminal building contained 115,000 square feet of floor space. 

The airfield hangars were located at the foot of a bluff to the southwest of the terminal, 
about 500 feet away and separated by landscaped open space (Cheney 1941: 56). The site 
for these service structures was chosen because it was out of the way of other airport 
activities and was "distracting from the architectural scale of the terminal building" (Cheney 
1942: 36). On opening day in 1941, only one hangar was completed (Hangar No.1), five 
were under construction, and a seventh was planned. This hangar line, specifically 
designed to accommodate the most modern military planes and to supply maintenance and 
storage facilities for all planes on site, was an integral part of the original design. It formed 
an essential part of the complex, providing over five acres of space for the storage and 
maintenance of aircraft. Hangar No. 1 is the oldest of these hangar structures. 

Built-in shop facilities between the hangars and along the west elevations allowed for 
aircraft maintenance operations. Hangars were originally leased to American, Eastern, 
and Penn Central Airlines (Groves: 59). The hangars on either end of the hangar line were 
of an arched design; those in between were square. The largest of the group, the one in the 
middle of the line, had a 223-foot door opening with 45' clear height, designed to hold the 
B19, the largest of the army planes. A second group of five hangars was added north of the 
terminal building to provide additional aircraft storage. Construction of this complex was 
completed in 1948. 

Within one year of its opening in 1941, Washington National Airport was the second 
busiest U.S. airport in number of scheduled air operations. The tremendous growth in air 
travel, accelerated by the war, left Washington National Airport inadequate as early as the 
late 1940s. Despite the spaciousness of the design, the main terminal building was 
considered overcrowded within ten years of construction. Potential sites for a second 
airport began to be explored. Camp Springs, Maryland was no longer available because of 
the construction of Andrews Air Force Base at this location during the war. It was decided 
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that a new airport for handling cargo and non-scheduled air traffic should be built ten to 
fifteen miles from downtown. Although Congress authorized this plan in 1950, the new 
facility, Dulles International Airport, was not built until 1962. 
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