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\be Old Post Office, designed in the traditibV/Q^-^ha-^&jiaBfesque Revival
architecture of H.H. Richardson, occupies the en^lc£*>ciPty block bounded by
llth, 12th, C and D Streets at the juncture of Pennsylvania Avenue. A massive, rectangular structure, it measures approximately 200 feet from east
to west and 300 feet from north to south. The 9-story building rises 135
feet to the flat portion of the roof. The tower, located in the center of
the north facade, rises to a height of 315 feet above grade.^
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The massive structure is faced with Vinalhaven, Maine, granite, has solid
masonry walls over five feet thick, and is apparently a solid masonry wallbearing structure. The plans indicate that the exterior walls of the building are self-supporting, not supported by steel girders at each floor, as
was customary for tall buildings. The steel columns embedded in the walls
seem only to support the interior floor beams.^ (The above structural information from the paper by Watterson).
The heavy masonry, massing and detailing of the building are typical of
the Romanesque Revival.^ The main Pennsylvania Avenue entrance is defined by
three massive arches with smooth faced voussoirs, ornamented archivolts and
the ciphers US and PO in richly foliated spandrels.% On the second story,
with its contrasting surface of smooth, rusticated masonry, are found three
rectangular windows above each arch. Above the windows is an ornamented
parapet. The entrances on the east and west sides contain one large arch
flanked by two smaller arched openings. The south facade contains a loading
dock.
&k
virhe exterior of the first, mezzanine, and second floors flanking the
entrance, and on the other sides of the building, is of rock-faced masonry.*"
The second: story is separated .from the upper, stories by a molded string
course which continues around the building. Twin arched windows flank the
main entrance. On the second floor are found narrow, rectangular, two-light
windows.
In contrast to the rock-faced masonry of the lower floors, the upper walls
are of smooth, rusticated masonry. Above the main entrance, on the 3rd
story a terrace is cut into the building, allowing the east and west ends
to project, forming wings. Each wing is terminated on both ends by round
towers, with conical roofs topped by stone finials.*1 The windows in the
tower are narrow and rectangular. The fenestration for the 3rd, 4th and 5th
floors is conceived as a unit: rectangular windows on the 3rd and 4th floors
and round-headed windows on the 5th with each bay separated by a pilaster
terminating in a cornice from which springs an arch forming, on the front
'ep.ngs, 2 arcades^and on the sides, 6 arcades. The cornice and the archivolts are of contrasting trim. The ordering of the windows and the placement of the terraces above the entrances is similar for all sides of the
building.
The 6th and 7th floors are separated from the lower floors by a string
course. The fenestration is conceived as a two-story unit terminating in
round-headed windows below the arches which are supported by twin-columned
mullions forming 4 arcades on the east and west wings and 12 arcades on the
_____________(Continued on Form 10-300a)_________________________
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The Joint Committee on Landmarks has designated the Old Post Office and
Clock Tower a Category II Landmark of importance which contributes significantly to the cultural heritage and visual beauty of the District of Columbia. The Old Post Office is one of Washington's few significant Romanesque
Revival buildings on a monumental scale. It was the first Federal building
erected on Pennsylvania Avenue in the area now known as the Federal Triangle. Plans for the building were prepared in 1891 in the office of the
Supervising Architect of the Treasury, W.J. Edbrooke. Many similarly-styled
Richardson-inspired Federal buildings "greeted throughout the country in the
1890's were designed in Edbrooke f s office. At the time of its completion
in 1899 (cost $2,585,835.00), the building with its 315-foot high clock
tower was the third highest in Washington, exceeded only by the Capitol and
the Washington Monument. Its central enclosed court was one of the largest
in the world.
Designed to house the Post Office Department as well as the City Post Office,
the building served as the headquarters of every Postmaster General from
1899 to 1934.%It was there in 1908 that the observance of Flag Day was
initiated by some employees who met on the second floor balcony overlooking
the court and sang homage to "The Star Spangled Banner." Every Flag Day a
complete collection of State flags was displayed from the walls of the central court. Normally on display was the largest (70''4" x 37") correctly
proportioned U.S. Flag in existence. This flag, which hung down nearly 7
stories from the skylighted room, was furled on Flag Day to avoid dwarfing
the smaller State flags.
In 1914 the City Post Office moved to a new building adjacent to Union
Station. The Department remained in its headquarters until 1934 when the
new Post Office Building across 12th Street was ready for their use. The
Old Post Office has since been shared by a number of Federal Executive
Departments and agencies.<^For over 30 years, the Old Post Office has prevented completion of the final
quadrant of the Great Circle on 12th Street, an important element in the
Federal Triangle Plan of 1928-38. Despite adverse architectural criticism
during the early years of the 20th century, this monumental Romanesque
structure, with its heavy stone arches, turrets, dormers, high chateau roof
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7.

Description - Old Post Office Building

sides. Above the machicolated cornice rises the steep slate Chateau roof containing large stone dormers terminating in stone finials%
The tower rises 315 feet above grade from the center of the main facade.
Below the cornice line, its massing is accentuated by a projection of several
feet from the central facade. Above the arched 5th story window is the inscription: ANNO DOMINI MDCCCXGVII (reflecting the architect's optimism that
the building would be finished by 1897.)^From the cornice line the tower
rises as a solid mass with only narrow slits for openings and decorative
arches above the clock face on each of the four sides. Above the clocks are
found
three bay arcades capped by a machicolated cornice from which rise
four turrets, one on each corner, separated by five narrow arched windows.
Above rises the steeply slanting roof. 1^
The interior of the building opens onto a grand court or cortile which is
99 ft. by 184 ft. by 157 ft. high to the cornice line, plus the open trusses
above. The court is ringed by offices that open onto corridors overlooking
the court.fr The court was originally roofed in glass and flooded with light,
but at present has been covered over with insulation material resulting in
a very dark open space^After the building was completed, it was discovered
fhat it did not furnish enough floor space for the needs of the Post Office
Department, and the first floor of the cortile was roofed over with a steel
and glass roof so that it could be heated and used. The interior corridors
on the first floor are lined with marble wainscoting. %> The open cage elevators
are also of interest.^
The Office of Buildings Management, Public Buildings Service, described the
building in 1962 as obsolete and recommended the limitation of improvements
to those required for seven to ten years occupancy. The report warned that an
extension of the life expectancy to an indefinite period would require complete and very expensive modernization.
8.

Significance

and huge clock tower, has long been one of Washington's favorite landmarks.
In recent years, the clock tower, which is visible from a distance of several
miles, has received particular acclaim as an element of great vitality in the
otherwise sterile skyline of the Federal Triangle.
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