
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

March 15, 2018 

 

Catherine Dewey 

National Park Service 

Chief of Resource Management 

National Mall and Memorial Parks 

900 Ohio Drive, SW 

Washington, D.C. 20014 

 

SUBJECT:  Comments and Questions on the Latest Design for the World War 

I Memorial in Pershing Park 

 

Dear Ms. Dewey: 

 

At the most recent Consulting Parties Meeting on the World War I Memorial in 

Pershing Park, held on Tuesday, February 13, 2018, the design team for the World 

War I Memorial, presented another revised design for the Memorial and adjacent 

areas of Pershing Park. There were two options presented for some features of the 

design. We note that there was not a name given for the revised design (including 

several options) presented at the February 13, 2018 Consulting Parties Meeting. 

We have therefore referred to it as the “February 13, 2018 Design Concept”. 

 

There was considerable discussion of the revised design, with options, at the 

meeting and many questions were raised. The Consulting Parties were asked to 

submit comments to the National Park Service by March 23, 2018. Elizabeth 

Purcell and John Fondersmith represented the Committee of 100 at the February 13 

Consulting Parties Meeting. 

 

The development of designs for the World War I Memorial in Pershing Park has 

been a long and complicated process. Pershing Park, considered a landmark 

example of modernist landscape architecture, was designed by M. Paul Friedberg 

in 1980 and then Oehme van Sweden added additional landscape elements.  

 

Many of us can remember the attraction and vitality of Pershing Park in summer 

with the pool and the plantings and the special place it was in winter when the pool 

was converted to a skating rink. Unfortunately, for many years the appearance of 

Pershing Park has been diminished because of the draining of the pool and 

deferred maintenance. 
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The review and discussion of the design of the World War I Memorial in Pershing Park by the 

Consulting Parties has been a lengthy and a somewhat contentious process. On one hand, there are a 

number of members of the Consulting Parties who do not want any changes to the historic Pershing Park 

landscape and would like to see the original elements of the design, especially the pool and fountain, 

retained in the World War I Memorial design. The design team for the World War I Memorial has 

presented a range of proposed designs over the last several years. Gradually, these designs have evolved 

to somewhat respect the original design of Pershing Park, though still proposing significant changes. 

 

The Committee of 100 on the Federal City has advocated retaining as much of the original Pershing 

Park design as possible while still accommodating the World War I Memorial in a meaningful way. We 

therefore offer the following observations and recommendations based on the latest design presented at 

the February 13, 2018 Consulting Parties Meeting. 

 

Pool and Walkway Design 

 

The February 13, 2018 Design has an “L” shaped walkway (when seen from the south). The southern 

leg of this walkway is over the pool, separated from the steps on the south by about eight feet of water. 

The other part of the walkway extends north in front of the World War I Memorial Sculpture Wall and 

separated from the Memorial Wall by about 2.5 feet of water. 

 

The Committee of 100 suggests shifting the southern walkway south about eight feet so that it adjoins 

the sloping steps along the south edge of the park. This would mean that the pool would not be broken 

up by a walkway. We believe this change would make the pool more meaningful and be closer to the 

original design. This change would also provide a direct walk from the Pershing Statue area to the 

World War I Memorial Wall and could provide for a stair walkway to the upper level on the west side of 

the Park. 

 

Design of the Memorial Sculpture Wall 

 

The February 13, 2018 Design Concept provides two options for the Memorial Sculpture Wall. 

 

Option A: Freestanding Wall has the wall standing alone with a pool of water on the back or west side of 

the Memorial Wall. The existing steps on the west side of the park would remain. However, people 

sitting on the back side of the wall would not be able to see over the wall to the main part of the park. 

They would be facing a wall that would probably an inscription on it. 

 

Option B: Integrated Wall fills in back of the wall and there is a pool at an upper level with a new bench 

at the upper level. People sitting at that level would apparently have a view over the wall looking east 

into the main part of the park. 

 

Considering views of the wall, the Committee of 100 believes that Option B: Integrated Wall would be 

the best solution. 
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Sculpture Wall Features 

 

At the February 13 Consulting Parties Meeting a separate small model of the Memorial Wall was 

presented. This sculpture wall is to be separated from the north-south walkway by about 2.5 feet of 

water. The sculpture wall model shows a number of metal figures symbolizing the course of World War 

I with many gun barrels, bayonets, etc. sticking out. There was some discussion of the danger this 

presented to people who might lean across the narrow pool to touch the sculpture or even wade in the 

pool to touch the sculpture. There was some indication from the design team that some sculpture 

features could be drawn back in order to lessen the danger. This is a serious question, and we believe 

more attention to the design, height and setback from the walkway is needed. 

 

Interpretation of the Sculpture Wall 

 

The sculpture wall is a symbolic work of art but there is a question of how visitors can understand what 

it means, and how well it represents the progression and meaning of World War I. We believe that the 

area of the present kiosk, which is proposed to be removed and replaced by six flagpoles, might instead 

be replaced by some low-height information features that would in some way explain the wall and the 

“meaning” of World War I. This should complement the information on the walls adjacent to the 

Pershing statue that we hope will have enhanced readability. 

 

Handicapped Access 

 

There was some discussion at the February 13 Consulting Parties meeting about the need for improved 

handicapped access following current standards that were not in effect in 1980 when Pershing Park was 

designed. The Committee of 100 agrees with this need while noting that such access design must be 

carefully considered. One place where additional railings should be considered is at the south end of the 

Memorial Wall, where many people will want to go up and down the stairs. This is especially true if the 

walkway now in the pool can be shifted south, as recommended by the Committee of 100. 

 

Pershing Statue Area 

Some discussion of the Pershing statue would be useful, including if it is to be moved. It would also be 

useful to have more information about what is to be done, if anything, to the walls, etc. around the 

Pershing statue. The walls now provide text and maps but are difficult to read. 

World War I Information 

The bas relief at the west end of the pool is the main World War I commemorative feature. We do have 

questions about how the visitor to the World War I Memorial will gain some appreciation of American 

involvement in the war, as well as the effect on Europe. Will this be handled at the Pershing area at the 

southeast corner of Pershing Park? 

We raised the question at the June 28, 2017 meeting about how information on World War I will be 

provided to visitors by National Park Service rangers in the form of tours, brochures, etc. While we 

understand that such operating matters may come later, we believe it will be useful to think about what 

information will be provided and how providing it might relate to the overall park design. 
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Next Steps 

Despite the additional information provided on February 13, it is clear that a number of questions 

remain. The questions outlined by the Commission of Fine Arts after their February 15 meeting indicate 

that considerable additional design work is needed. We can also expect additional review comments by 

the National Capital Planning Commission, probably in April or May. We hope that before the next 

Consulting Parties meeting many of these issues noted above can be addressed. There are likely 

questions by other Consulting Parties that will also need to be considered.  

We hope that, with the actions of the National Capital Planning Commission and the Commission of 

Fine Arts and the questions and comments of the Consulting Parties, the design of the World War I 

Memorial in Pershing Park can be resolved at the next Consulting Parties meeting. 

Thank you for considering our comments. 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

Stephen A. Hansen 

Chair 

cc:  Marcel Acosta, Executive Director -- National Capital Planning Commission 

 Thomas Luebke, Secretary -- U.S. Commission of Fine Arts 

 Eric Shaw, Director -- D.C. Office of Planning 

 David Maloney--State Historic Preservation Officer for the District of Columbia 

 Edwin Fountain – World War I Centennial Commission 

 Claire Sale -- AECOM 

 


