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HOME AND HAPPINESS
Over these cold winter days—it’s 27 degrees outside as I write 
this—I’ve been reading The Year of Living Danishly, by Helen 
Russell. The author spent a year in a small town in Denmark 
while her husband took a job with Lego, which is headquartered 
there. She describes many differences between people in the 
UK, where she’s from, and those in Denmark, including the fact 
that Danes appreciate good design because they get early and 
sustained exposure to it in school. This made me at once proud—
have you been to one of Washington’s beautifully designed new 
schools lately?—and sad that we still consider design to be an 

optional add-on topic at school instead of an essential one.
 Russell tries to answer the question of why Danes are so happy—they are 
the happiest people in the world, according to two recent studies—when many 
circumstances of their lives wouldn’t seem to support that. Among other things, 
Denmark is bitterly cold and dark in the winter, and they have one of the world’s 
highest rates of taxation.

 It’s not a spoiler to tell you that the underlying reason Russell finds for the Danes’ 
happiness is that they feel taken care of. While taxes there are high, they pay for a 
range of services—from healthcare to job retraining to housing—that many Americans 
worry about endlessly. The struggles typical of those at the bottom of the economic 
ladder, she writes, are much less of a concern in Denmark than they are in countries 
such as the United States because of those services.
 Of course, whether the Danish approach to taxation and services would work—or 
even be possible—in the United States is a matter of fundamental debate, and one 
might admire what the Danes have accomplished while concluding that their approach 
wouldn’t work here. But setting that question aside, I found Russell’s mention of 
housing timely, because it focused my thoughts on Washington’s own new program 
for affordable housing.
 The District should get points as a city for thinking big—just look at its new 
libraries and schools (many of which have been covered in these pages), as well as 
its ambitious environmental and energy goals. Add to that the city’s new affordable 
housing program, which calls for using various tools, including market incentives and 
public-private partnerships, to create 12,000 new affordable units by 2025. The ultimate 
goal is for 15% percent of the housing in each ward to be affordable. 
 The program is ambitious to say the least. Some of AIA|DC’s members have told 
me that achieving the program’s goals might simply be impossible. Time will tell. But 
in the meantime, the adoption of those goals is evidence that city leaders are focusing 
significant attention and resources on the issue.
 ARCHITECTUREDC is similarly shining more of a light on the topic. In past years, 
our annual residential issue has been filled largely with single-family houses. This 
year’s residential issue, which you currently have in your hands, includes some 
projects of that kind. But it also includes more coverage of multifamily buildings, 
including two with affordable housing components, as well as a renovation of a very 
modestly sized apartment near the Southwest Waterfront.
 Home means different things to different people, but it’s a constant that if you 
have one, you’re probably happier than if you don’t. Architects are embracing diverse 
meanings of the concept of home by designing beautiful, functional, and sustainable 
residences of various types, as you will see in this issue. We hope you enjoy reading 
about them all, in the comfort of your own home.
 As always, we love hearing from you, so please feel free to drop us a line.

Mary Fitch, AICP, Hon. AIA
Publisher
mfitch@aiadc.com
@marycfitch
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Doorways:Doorways:

At the DAC

This exhibition, presented in DAC’s Suman Sorg Gallery, 
includes 35 mixed-media artworks depicting places 
documented by the late architect Donald Beekman Myer, 
FAIA, from his travels around the world. Among places 
represented are Cuba, Colombia, Croatia, France, and 
Morocco. With this exhibition, we celebrate Don’s memory 
and the artistic talents he shared with family, friends, and 
colleagues throughout the community.
 A native of Cleveland, Don was an architect, author, 
preservation advocate, volunteer, and accomplished artist 
who lived in Washington since the early 1960s. He served as 
assistant secretary of the U.S. Commission of Fine Arts, clerk 
of the works at the Washington National Cathedral, and a 
member of the faculty at the Catholic University of America 
School of Architecture and Planning. He was involved 
with numerous community and professional organizations 
around the city. A member of Studio 155, Don had his 
artwork exhibited at the Corcoran Gallery of Art, Adah Rose 
Gallery, Athenaeum, Cosmos Club, Delaware Art Museum, 
Studio Gallery, United States Botanic Garden, and VisArts in 
Rockville as well as at the District Architecture Center.

Gallery Hours
Monday–Wednesday:  10am–7pm
Thursday–Friday:  10am–5pm
Saturday–Sunday:  Closed
 

Celebrate Don Myer’s legacy by joining us for Adore a Door, 
a self-initiated creative expedition around Washington, DC. 
On your own time, dash to a doorway near you—one that is 
decorative, rustic, or otherwise special to you—and document 
it via photography, drawing, painting, or sketching. Any 
medium is fine, and any method is suitable.

 Create an artwork no larger than 8.5 in. x 11 in. and send 
us a high-res JPG of the final image along with your name, 
Instagram handle (if applicable), name of the doorway’s 
building or landmark (if known), and the neighborhood where 
it resides. We’ll post submissions on Instagram throughout 
the exhibition, which is on view February 11-June 5, 2020.

The fine print: Send artwork to Scott Clowney at sclowney@aiadc.com  
and Louis Duva at lduva@aiadc.com. By submitting, you agree that 
you are the sole author of the artwork and you give us permission to 
publish your image. 

Calling all Architects, Artists, 
Crafters, and Creators!

Artistic Reflections of Place  
by Donald Beekman Myer, FAIA
February 11-June 5, 2020

Works by Donald Beekman Myer, FAIA Courtesy of AIA|DC
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Finely Detailed Weekend Retreat 
Reflects a Beautiful Simplicity
by Ronald O’Rourke

Diamond  
in the Rough
Diamond  
in the Rough

A gin and tonic is a refreshing drink for beating the 
heat on a warm summer day pretty much anywhere 
you might be. But it might just taste a little better if you 
enjoy it while lounging on the “gin and tonic deck” at 
the beautifully conceived small weekend cabin in the 
countryside that Joanna Schmickel, AIA, designed for 
herself, her husband John Szczygiel, and their  
two dogs.
 The project is located about 80 minutes west of  
Washington. “The cabin sits on a rise in the Shenandoah 
Valley between Great North Mountain of the Appalachian  
range to the west and Massanutten Mountain to the 

east,” Schmickel said. “The view east takes in the 
winding North Fork of the Shenandoah River at the 
foot of the slope, a bucolic farm in the valley on the 
opposite bank, and the Massanutten Mountains on the 
east side of the valley. Since we’re at the end of a ridge, 
it feels like we are on the prow of the land with  
a 270-degree view.”
 The cabin’s modern design “borrows the recognizable  
form of simple hay structures seen on farms throughout  
the valley,” Schmickel said. Compactly designed, the  
one-bedroom residence (with a den that can be converted  
into a second bedroom with a Murphy bed) has only 

Project: Shenandoah Valley Cabin, 
Strasburg, VA 

Architect: Joanna Schmickel, AIA, Principal,    
    cox graae + spack architects
Structural Engineers: Linton Engineering
General Contractor: Houseworks, LLC

Shenandoah Valley Cabin, with the  
“gin and tonic deck” at left.

All photos © Chris Ambridge, AIA
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700 square feet of enclosed space, but features ample 
expanses of glass and a lot of outdoor decking for 
relaxing, taking in the view, and knocking back a few 
simple but satisfying cocktails.
 A favorite aspect of the design for Schmickel and 
her husband “is how it presents the views for you to 
discover and enjoy,” she said. “As you rise up the hill 
from the main road, the view is obstructed by the grade 
and the house itself, and the front door is frosted glass. 
The view then reveals itself after you enter. The house 
has floor-to-ceiling windows along the wall facing the 
valley. This creates a wonderful sensation as you step 
through the house toward the gin and tonic deck, with 
the beautiful river and lush valley stretched out before 
you to the east.”

 As you explore the cabin, she added, “other 
interesting views reveal themselves. From the master 
bedroom, you can spy local wildlife traversing the 
small meadow to the south, and from the small kitchen 
window you can look west to see the Great North 
Mountain of the Appalachian range. Even the outdoor 
shower has a stunning view of the valley.”
 Schmickel is a principal at cox graae + spack 
architects (cg+s), a firm that mainly designs schools and  
other civic and institutional buildings, including some 
that have been covered in these pages. “I’ve done a few 
residential projects in my 33-year career, but most of our  
work at cg+s work is institutional,” she said. “I’ve worked  
on many schools, recreation centers, churches, etc. This 
project was different, since it was for my husband and me.”

Entry façade.

House with steps down to deck.
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 But the undertaking wasn’t a completely foreign 
one either, she added. “We’ve done a few renovations 
on our home in Arlington—a 1901 farmhouse—so 
I knew what it was like to design something for 
ourselves. The pace of work on this project was 
constant but not urgent, so I felt that we had the 
opportunity to enjoy the journey. It helped that the 
builder was very involved and we really liked working 
together. Although the project had a different kind 
of program and a different scale, it was similar to 
my work at cg+s in terms of the way we think about 
making buildings.” She also had a little support from 
her colleagues. “I didn’t bring the project into the office, 
but two architects helped with drafting of the permit 
documents—Derek Banocy, AIA, and Lexa Rio, AIA.”
 In a small project like this one, the details matter. 
“The design parti [i.e., the basic design concept] 
was simple, so the effort turned to the execution of 
details,” Schmickel said. “I put a lot of attention into 

maintaining a simple, clear idea, focusing on how 
materials came together, and selecting materials that 
worked in the context of the site, so as to meet the 
vision and the budget.” For example, “we selected a 
siding material that is dimensionally stable so that the 
corners could be mitered without corner trim.”
 A subtle but powerful element in the cabin’s 
design is the use of a datum, meaning a line that runs 
through the design as a central organizing device. The 
cabin’s datum is a horizontal line at the seven-foot level 
on both the exterior and interior that helps give the 
scheme an effortless sense of harmony.
 “I spent a lot of time working out how the different 
materials worked to the seven-foot datum,” Schmickel 
said. “On the outside, the datum organizes doors, 
windows, and siding. The siding is eight inches high 
below the datum, and then changes to a faster rhythm 
of four-inch siding above it.” On the inside, meanwhile, 
“the datum organizes the various materials—the 

The house as seen from the deck.

Attached porch.
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Attached porch. Guest room with  
Murphy bed concealed.

Guest room with Murphy bed open.



board-formed concrete wall behind the fireplace stove, 
wood planks of the sliding cedar panels, the built-in 
cedar millwork and sliding painted wood doors, and 
the tile in the kitchen and bathrooms. The builder and 
I spent a lot of time confirming joint lines and general 
coursing of materials so that everything worked. He 
and his wife both studied architecture at Virginia Tech, 
so he had great tolerance for—and a shared interest 
in—the fussy details of an architect.”
 In terms of sustainable design, “we met all 
applicable energy codes, but didn’t pursue LEED 
certification,” Schmickel said. “The shed’s envelope is 
well insulated and very tight. We have heated concrete 
floors, but on days with sun, we almost never need to 
turn on the heat. Between the thermal mass of the floor 
and good insulation, the cabin is very comfortable in 
the winter. We use air conditioning in the summer 
on the hottest days, but if there is a slight breeze, 
cross-ventilation aided by ceiling fans keeps the space 

comfortable. Being on a ridge, the breezes tend to be  
a lovely feature of the site. We use our own well water  
and have an AdvanTex septic system, an environmentally  
sustainable wastewater treatment system.”
 The project’s biggest surprise “wasn’t the building 
design, but the infrastructure,” Schmickel said. “We 
knew we needed to dig a well, get power to the site, 
and build a septic system. We expected the biggest 
challenge was going to be power, but we were able to 
bring power from a farm down the road. The power 
company was very helpful getting this done and it 
went off without a hitch.” In contrast, “water turned 
out to be our challenge. We dug a well down to a 
certain depth and didn’t hit water. So we decided to go 
deeper—and at 1,000 feet deep we stopped digging and 
moved to the next well site, which was about 60 feet 
away. Happily, we hit water there at 400 feet. It turned 
out, however, that we needed to treat the water for 
sulfur and magnesium. The space needed for that kind 

Kitchen. Living room.
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of treatment demanded its own building, so we now 
have a five-by-fifteen-foot water treatment shed.”
 Building in the country, she added, is different 
from building in the city. “I found it to be an enjoyable 
experience, but city people get accustomed to having 
public water, power, and sewer [just] feet away in the 
street.” Even so, “while it may seem daunting to bring 
basic services to your property, we found the local 
utility companies and contractors to be responsive and 
knowledgeable.”
 Now that the project is complete, she said, “John 
and I love our time at the cabin. As much as we love 
Arlington, where we live, and Georgetown, where 
I work, and Bethesda, where John works, it’s very 
relaxing to step away from the city for a few days. 
The view is always wonderful and changing with the 

weather and the season. We have two Great Danes, and 
it’s their favorite place—they run through the woods 
and relax at the end of the day by the inside fireplace in 
the winter, or outside fireplace most of the year.”
 As for the name of the gin and tonic deck, which 
is situated a few steps below the cabin, “we do like gin 
and tonics, but wine, beer, and coffee are all allowed 
on the deck,” Schmickel joked. “Early in the design 
process, it was referred to as the gin and tonic deck, 
because it seemed like it was going to be a great place 
to relax at the end of the day. The name stuck, and it’s a 
wonderful place to take in the river and valley below.”
 When you are at the cabin, she said, “you have to 
look very hard to see signs of civilization, and it’s quite 
easy to imagine yourself in a much simpler time. That 
is our favorite thing about the project.”

Living room.
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Respectful Renovation Brings a 
Modernist House Up to Date
by G. Martin Moeller, Jr., Assoc. AIA

A Light TouchA Light Touch

Less than a mile from the principal crossroads of Potomac, 
Maryland, a suburb known for its palatial and often garish 
residences in a panoply of styles, stands a cluster of relatively 
unassuming modern houses. A closer look reveals, however, 
that these are far from run-of-the-mill, builder-grade dwellings. 
Various subtle yet intriguing details and a few larger design 
gestures add great interest to these modest houses and provide 
hints as to their pedigree.
 Many of these houses in Potomac’s Holbrook Lane 
neighborhood were designed by Eason Cross, an architect who 
had studied under Bauhaus founder Walter Gropius at Harvard 
University and had worked in the office of Charles Goodman, 
one of the Washington area’s most prominent architects of the 
mid-20th century. While an associate in Goodman’s office, Cross 
was one of the lead designers for Hollin Hills, the northern 

Virginia enclave famous for its refined modernist houses, which 
was designated a National Historic District in 2013. He later 
co-founded the firm of Cross and Adreon, which completed the 
Holbrook Lane houses in the 1970s.
 The owners of one of the Cross and Adreon houses initially 
approached Balodemas Architects with a very specific request: 
to design a screen wall to divide their living and dining rooms. 
The scope of the project soon grew to include a renovation of the 
dated kitchen. Eventually, the owners decided to take advantage 
of the opportunity to update the entire main living floor. 
 “This was a spec house,” noted project architect Veena 
Shahsavarian, AIA, “but it was an interesting spec house. All of 
the houses [by Eason Cross] are very thoughtfully sited, with 
shared driveways—really situated around nature. We wanted to 
keep the design centered on that connection to the outside.”

Front façade of the Holbrook Lane Residence.  
Note the small bay window off the kitchen at right.

All photos © Anice Hoachlander, except as noted
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 The finished renovation reflects the architects’ 
consistent, thoughtful deference to Cross’s original 
design. Eschewing wholesale change for its own sake, 
Shahsavarian and firm principal Lou Balodemas, AIA,  
retained the house’s basic structure and layout, adding  
no square footage. Significant modifications to the 
exterior were limited to a new, wider entry bridge and  
enlarged windows. On the interior, most alterations 
were modest but tactical, maintaining and, in some  
cases, accentuating aspects of the house’s distinctive 
character while making it feel much more contemporary.
 A small but revealing example is the treatment 
of the main entrance door, which is recessed slightly 
from the outside wall. Prior to renovation, the tops of 
its bracketing interior walls were disengaged from the 
underside of the angled ceiling, creating an awkward 
leftover space above. Now these walls extend all the 
way to the ceiling, eliminating a useless niche while 
accentuating the ceiling’s slope, which is characteristic 
of many houses of its era and enhances the sense of 
volume in the living area.
 More substantial changes included removing a  
wall lined with closets and shelves that separated the  
kitchen from the dining area. The layout of appliances, 
cabinets, and counters in the kitchen was also reorganized  
in accordance with present-day tastes and cooking 
practices. One of the kitchen counters now extends 
along the outside wall of the dining area, visually 
linking the two spaces while providing additional 
storage cabinets. 
 The most significant interior alteration was the 
removal of a set of partial-height walls between the 
living and dining areas that previously framed the 

Project: Holbrook Lane Renovation, 
Potomac, MD 

Architects: Balodemas Architects
Structural Engineers: Stann Structural Engineering
General Contractor: HebNCo Construction

Close-up view of the bay window.

Main entrance, with walls extended to ceiling.

Courtesy of Balodemas Architects

Front façade before renovation.  
Note the narrow windows on  
the main floor, which were enlarged  
during the renovation.
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Renovated kitchen with blue linoleum floor. The bay window is visible in the background.

Dining room viewed from the other side of the stairs leading down to the lower level.

Kitchen before renovation.
Courtesy of Balodemas Architects
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staircase down to the lower level. The peculiar height of these walls—
neither short enough to read as a parapet nor tall enough to define 
distinct rooms—interrupted the visual flow of space and, quite simply, 
looked odd. The architects replaced these partitions with a shorter solid 
wall running along the dining room side and the narrow end of the 
stairwell, plus an open handrail facing the living room. The result is a 
less obtrusive room divider—a variation on the clients’ original goal of 
introducing a screen wall between the two spaces. The staircase itself 
was replaced but remains in the original location.
 The architects’ material choices for the renovation also demonstrate 
their respect for the existing house. “The materials were originally kind 
of cheap on the interior,” conceded Balodemas. “Our goal was to select 
new finishes that felt like they could have been from the original period.” 
Shahsavarian elaborated: “We wanted people to look at certain things 
and ask themselves, ‘Is this original or new?’”
 This strategy is evident in the fireplace and surrounding wall in 
the living room. Previously sheathed in off-the-shelf, low-grade wood 
paneling, it is now covered in richly grained walnut, yielding a much 
more elegant take on the original aesthetic. The owners selected the deep 
green tile that frames the fireplace, transforming it into a worthy focal 
point for the room.
 The vibrant green of the fireplace tiles is not the only pop of color 
in the renovated interior. A blue linoleum floor complements the wood 
cabinetry of the kitchen, while a bank of bright red cabinets at the end of 
the long counter extending from the kitchen provides a vivid backdrop 
for the circular wood dining table.
 To enhance the relationship between interior and exterior, which 
they considered the defining aspect of the house, the architects removed 
several pairs of narrow, vertical windows along the façade facing the 

Living room, with staircase visible in right background.

Stairs to lower level.

Living room before renovation. Note the tall 
walls surrounding the stairs.

Courtesy of Balodemas Architects
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driveway, knocked out the brick piers between them, 
and inserted new, thermally efficient windows into 
the enlarged openings. The result preserves the basic 
rhythm and proportions of the façade, while allowing 
better views and bringing in more natural light. A 
curious little asymmetrical bay window off one end of 
the kitchen was rebuilt, but here again the architects 
added a color accent—a golden yellow inspired by a 
leaf that had fallen from a nearby tree as they were 
visiting the site one autumn. Around the side, next to 
the kitchen, the design team inserted an accordion-
pane window that can be opened wide, allowing 
direct service from the kitchen counter to the adjacent 
outdoor deck. Finally, for the rear façade facing the 
woods, they replaced and rearranged the sliding glass 
doors to maximize views and light.
 Both the original house and the renovation 
exemplify the kind of thoughtfully restrained design 
that one finds in many of the most enduring works 
of modern architecture. Although Eason Cross died 
in 2016 at the age of 90, it seems safe to assume that 
if he could somehow see this house once again, 
not only would he still recognize his own work, 
but would approve of its respectful, even humble 
modernization at the hands of Balodemas Architects.

Living room fireplace.

New accordion window between kitchen and deck.

30 A LIGHT TOUCH









House, Pool, and Garden 
Designed to Fit a Narrow Site

by Denise Liebowitz

Parallel LinesParallel Lines

Linear pool alongside the narrow house.

Photo © Anice Hoachlander34 PARALLEL LINES



“The site told us what to do,” Mark McInturff, 
FAIA, said of a recent project on a pleasant street in 
Northwest Washington. And indeed, the demands 
of this long, skinny corner lot give new meaning to 
the term “site specific design.” In this part of the city, 
the amount of land a building can cover is strictly 
limited by zoning in order to preserve trees and the 
natural terrain. The house that McInturff designed is 
not exceptionally large—the two main living levels 
comprise approximately 3,200 square feet—but it 
occupies every legal inch of the site: back, front and 
sides. Not only that, his clients wanted a 75-foot pool  
to boot.  
 The owners had already purchased the property 
by the time the architect arrived on the scene. “There 
was a small cottage on the site and at first we toyed 
with the idea of reworking it,” McInturff recalled. “I did 
several sketches, but the space was just too tight.” The 
decision was made to replace the existing structure. 
 When the permitting odyssey confirmed 
limitations of the unusually narrow building site, 
McInturff thought of the iconic Charleston “single 
houses” with their long side elevations running 
perpendicular to the street, often with porches or 
verandas opening to a side garden. He conceived a house  
that, like the Charleston houses, would have a similar 
reciprocal relationship with its garden and pool.
 Through a series of double-height glass walls, 
the house opens up almost entirely to the side yard 
accommodating the garden and lap pool. “I have 
probably built 100 pools, but I never built one 75 feet 

Parallel LinesParallel Lines

Project: House/Pool/Garden, 
Washington, DC 

Architects: McInturff Architects
Landscape Architects: Lila Fendrick Landscape Architecture 
and Garden Design
Structural Engineers: 1200 Architectural Engineers
General Contractor: Zantzinger Inc.

Linear pool alongside the narrow house.

Site plan.

Main entrance.

North façade with garden and pool in front.

Photo © Julia Heine/McInturff Architects

Photo © Anice Hoachlander

Courtesy of McInturff Architects
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long,” the architect said. “The house, garden, and pool, 
they all need each other to make sense.”
 Like the Charleston houses, this house flows out 
to its garden via an extended deck and screened porch 
off the main living level. On the second level, a glassy 
interior gallery walkway looks out to the pool, garden, 
and street beyond. A series of projecting louvered 
screens provides privacy from the street without 
obscuring views to the outside. 
 Exterior cladding is a mix of white stucco and 
fiber-cement siding in a restrained palette of white 
and grey. This modern horizontal calm is punctuated 
by several slender red steel elements supporting the 
second-level louvered structure. The horizontality 
of the house and pool is reinforced in the louvered 
screens and steel railings that run the length of the 
wooden deck, and by the fencing that separates the 
pool from the street. 
 The architect points out that due to zoning 
requirements and the significant slope of the lot, the 
site dictated the placement of the pool on the north 
side of the house. To ensure that the garden and pool 
receive as much sunlight as possible, he carefully 
inclined the roofline. 
 Although the pool side of the house is clearly the 
project’s focal point, McInturff is quick to note that the 
other three facades were not neglected. “We worked 
hard on all four elevations; each one faces a neighbor 
and we wanted to respect that.” He recalled that during 
construction neighbors and others would pass by and 
linger on the sidewalk trying to make sense of the very 
skinny and very deep work site. 
 Because landscaping was essential to ensure 
privacy for the pool, garden, and glass-dominated 
house, the McInturff team brought in Lila Fendrick 
Landscape Architects very early in the process. “We 
worked hard to enhance the architectural design 
here,” said Fendrick. Two-tiered hedge plantings 
feature a dense outer row of skip laurel bushes along 
the street edge of the property, backed by an inner 
line of taller tree-form hollies. “In five years those 
hollies will mature and be in scale with the house. 
Views from inside were also very important so that 
the owners could look out on a buffer of trees.” In 
addition to plantings that provide year-round interest 
in the garden, the Fendrick team assisted with grading, 
drainage issues, and site lighting.  
 The interior of the house is a classic McInturff 
light-filled, clean-lined, highly crafted space. The 
principal entry, located on the narrow end of the 
house, extends into an enfilade of open living areas: 
living room, dining room, kitchen, and a guest suite. 
The second floor is set back from the garden façade, 
allowing window walls to extend the full height of the 
house. White oak flooring and exposed steel structure 
set the minimalist stage. The steel elements provide 
rhythm and structure to the sweep of open space. “If 
you make an open modern house you need plenty of 

View from kitchen toward living and dining areas.

Dining and living areas.

Photo © Anice Hoachlander
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Dining area with kitchen in background.

Photo © Anice Hoachlander
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steel to support it,” said McInturff. “Some houses cover 
up that supporting steel—we never do. We use the 
exposed structure and make architecture out of it.”
 The living room features a sleek gas fireplace 
with a continuous ribbon of steel that serves as the 
hearth before spooling into the dining room to create 
a credenza. The owners brought from their previous 
home the dramatic light fixture over the dining table, 
but, in an unexpected gesture, the design team created 
a recessed ceiling pocket from which to hang it. 
 In the kitchen, warm grey wood contrasts with 
pristine white-lacquered cabinetry and a spacious 
island is topped with marble that cascades to the floor. 
Colleen Healey, AIA, NCARB, who served as project 
architect for the McInturff team and is now a principal 
in her own firm, Colleen Healey Architecture, noted a 
carefully crafted custom detail: “The homeowner was 
very specific in her desire for a dish-drying rack above 
the sink, so the cabinets on the wall behind the sink are 

just 12 inches deep to accommodate the built-in rack.”
 Beyond the kitchen are a glass door that opens to a 
screened porch and a guest room with en-suite bath. 
 Upstairs, a gallery walkway provides access to 
three bedrooms, each with its own bath, and a small 
study space is tucked into the landing at the top of 
the stair. The threshold to the master suite is located 
beyond a slight curve in the walkway to afford greater 
privacy. Project architect Healey points out the three 
clerestory windows high on the south-facing wall 
saying, “Because the house is oriented to the north, 
those top-floor windows do a lot of work pulling light 
into the interior.”
 On the lower level, along with utility spaces there 
is a two-car garage, a playroom, and a bath with easy 
access to the pool. 
 “These clients were incredibly trusting of us,”  
said Healey. “That allowed us to be free and not 
second-guess ourselves.”

Master bathroom. Desk on mezzanine.Photo © Anice Hoachlander Photo © Julia Heine/McInturff Architects
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Gallery as seen from second floor. Photo © Anice Hoachlander







Petworth Renovation Evokes 
Early Modern Precedents
by Denise Liebowitz

Craftsman RetooledCraftsman Retooled

Rear façade of the Crittenden Street house.  
Note how the projecting bay evokes the similar  
form on the neighboring house at right.

All photos © Paul Burk Photography,  
except as noted
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Project: Crittenden Street House, 
Washington, DC 

Architect: StudioSmith
Interior Designer: Caryn Cramer
Landscape Architects: Molly Scott Exteriors
Structural Engineers: 1200 Architectural Engineers
MEP Engineers: J + M Engineering
Civil Engineers: CAS Engineering
Kitchen & Bath Cabinetry: Archer Modern
General Contractor: Cunningham and Welsh

“Palm Springs in Petworth,” is how William Smith, 
AIA, describes his recent makeover of a traditional 
craftsman house on a tree-lined residential street. 
Smith, principal of StudioSmith, was responding to 
the needs of his client, Trish Hoppey, who wanted lots 
of natural light, a seamless flow of entertaining spaces, 
a connection to the outdoors, and, of course, a pool. 
“I had been looking for a mid-century modern, but 
couldn’t find anything like that in the neighborhoods 
where I wanted to live,” explained Hoppey. She wanted 
her new home to be a hub for her extended family 
and large circle of friends and a place where she could 
easily accommodate overnight guests.
 What Hoppey did find was a neglected but 
spacious single-family home with good bones and a  
welcoming front porch in a re-invigorated part of the  
city. The surrounding houses are of similar vintage, 
relatively large, on ample lots, and built in varying 
traditional styles. “The street is beautiful with 
comfortable homes and large trees and lots,” explained 
the architect. “I definitely wanted to respect that and  
maintain a street façade that was contextually cohesive.”
 While the street façade remains essentially 
traditional, exterior hints promise a contemporary 
interior: perforated steel mesh steps mount to the porch,  
slender steel elements support the porch roof, and a 
streamlined front door greets the visitor. “When we 
removed the 1950s-era vinyl siding,” reported Smith, 
“we found the original cedar shakes, although they 
were deteriorated beyond use. So to recall the original 
material, we re-clad the front façade with shake siding.”
 But once a visitor passes over the threshold, things  
get really interesting. A light-filled floating stair 
commands the entry. Fabricated of steel, white oak, and 
glass, the stair appears airy and delicate, allowing light 
from above to fill the main living level. The homeowner 
and architect both recount that during an early pre-
renovation walk-through, someone happened to open a 
door to the upper level allowing natural light from attic 

Rear façade of the Crittenden Street  
house before renovation.

Photo © StudioSmith Renovated front façade with new steel columns supporting porch.
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windows to flood the floors below. It was immediately clear that 
the new stair would be designed to channel light to the rest of 
the house. 
 “It was such a team effort,” Smith said of the stair design, 
fabrication, and installation, describing his collaboration with 
fellow architects and old friends Natasha Cunningham and 
Patrick Welsh, who specialize in design/build projects and 
custom metal fabrication.  
 Beyond the stair, the main floor has been cleared of its former  
walls and closed-off rooms and is now an open sweep of living,  
dining, and kitchen spaces defined by a structural steel-supported  
system of metal rods and wood pipes running the length of the 
house. The rod-and-pipe installation establishes a syncopated 
visual rhythm that boldly defines spaces without enclosing them.   

 The living area is dominated by a gas fireplace with a 
floor-to-ceiling concrete surround that meets the wall at a 
narrow, precise reveal backed by steel. Other similarly subtle 
but carefully considered gestures are found throughout the 
house, confirming the meticulous craftsmanship brought to 
the project. As an example, the architect points out the visual 
interest created by the play between the horizontal ribbing of 
the exterior cladding at the entry and the etched linear pattern 
of the translucent glass of the front door and adjacent window. 
 Attention to detail shines especially bright in the two-island 
kitchen. “I’m short,” says the homeowner. “I can never reach 
upper cabinets.” Her new kitchen saves her the stretch. Built by 
custom woodworker Robert Archer, the base walnut cabinetry is 
topped by expansive blue-grey Caesarstone counters and offers 

Stairwell with kitchen visible in right background.
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plenty of casual counter seating. A stainless steel farmhouse 
sink and appliances, a commercial-grade range, and colorful task 
lighting complete the highly functional kitchen. The rear wall of 
the house was pushed out to accommodate a formal dining area 
and informal family space beyond the kitchen.
 At the rear of the house, the Palm Springs vibe surges. 
Sliding glass doors connect the family room to a composite wood 
deck for outdoor seating and dining. Another glass door opens 
from the dining room to a steel mesh bridge and steps down to 
the pool and a continuation of the rod-and-pipe screen motif 
from the interior, here executed in black steel. Concrete and 
slate pavers form the pool deck, and turquoise lounge furniture, 
a dramatic sun shade, outdoor kitchen and bar area, and lush 
plantings all complete the resort ambiance. 

 The massing of the rear façade is unapologetically modernist 
and nicely contrasts the white shakes used on the traditional 
street face of the house with contemporary horizontal gray fiber 
cement cladding.
 From the pool area, slate steps access the lower level of the 
house, which was excavated to make room for guest quarters, 
a small kitchen, and bath. The second floor contains three 
bedrooms, including the master, and two full baths. On the 
attic level, a large and airy bonus room with its own full bath is 
flooded with natural light from multiple windows.
 “We began with a house that had five bedrooms and one 
bath and ended up with a house that has five bedrooms and four 
and a half baths,” homeowner Hoppey reported. The renovated 
home is approximately 4,350 square feet, with the first- and 

View from dining room toward kitchen and family room.

Kitchen and family room with dining room in background.
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second-floor addition accounting for about 800 square feet  
of that. 
 “I love all the natural light Bill was able to bring into the 
house,” said Hoppey. She recalled an afternoon when she gave 
a girlfriend a tour just as the work was wrapping up. “We got to 
the master bath with that massive shower with the big window 
in it. My friend saw it and immediately said ‘wait.’ She ran 
downstairs, got two glasses of wine, and we drank them sitting 
on the shower bench in the sunlight.” 
 Both architect and client report that a real friendship 
has grown from their project. “Bill worked with me to make 
the house work for me—and work beautifully,” said Hoppey. 
“I couldn’t be happier with the outcome—my home and a 
forever friend as well.” Smith concurs: “It has been a terrific 
collaboration and we’ve become really good friends.” 

Bathroom.

Rear yard.

Continuation of custom screen on rear porch.
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Renovation Makes  
the Most of 500  
Square Feet
by Louis Duva

Big Little  
Living
Big Little  
Living

Project: SW Waterfront Residence, 
Washington, DC 

Architects/Interior Designers: reform, llc
General Contractor: Something Different Contracting

Inventive architects, working with open-minded 
clients, are revolutionizing small-scale living in city 
centers. By making better use of often-overlooked 
efficiency units, especially those in older buildings, 
skillful renovations can simultaneously reduce 
unnecessary new construction while expanding 
affordable housing options in cities that desperately 
need them.
 The Washington region is full of such small-scale 
living units, not just in the District but also throughout 
Northern Virginia and Maryland. Mid-to-late-20th-
century housing developments, like those along DC’s  
Southwest Waterfront, provide an opportunity to revisit  
efficiency and studio apartments from the past and 
reinvent them for contemporary living. Through strategic  
design, architects can alter common perceptions of 
small-scale living while adding urban density without 
overcrowding. A denser city means less dependency on 
cars, less waste, greater convenience for residents, and a 
wider array of housing opportunities. 
 Built from 1963 to 1966, Harbour Square is the 
work of a leading female architect of the time, and 
one of the first women to become a Fellow of the 
American Institute of Architects, Chloethiel Woodard 
Smith (1910-1992). One of the major developments in 
the Southwest urban renewal zone, Harbour Square 
remains a catalyst even today, standing as a southern 
bookend to the recently opened Wharf project, and just 
a few blocks from the continuously expanding Navy 
Yard neighborhood.
 Presented with the opportunity to reconfigure a 
ground floor, one-room unit in this historic complex, 
Luis Boza, AIA, NCARB, and Matthew Geiss, AIA, 
NCARB, of the architecture firm reform, llc, were 

Kitchen area with restored original red cabinets.

Main living space.
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Kitchen with entry foyer at rear.

All photos © Pepper Watkins
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struck by both the limitations and prospects of the site. 
“We saw the immediate potential of the space when we 
didn’t enter the apartment through an interior corridor, 
but through a courtyard,” said Boza. They were drawn 
to the street-front aspect and the fact that the front door 
was seldom used.
 Inside, the extent of the work required to adapt 
this unit became apparent. “The space was extremely 
dark and filled with old furniture,” recalled Boza. 
“There were multiple code violations left over from the 
original design, like a lack of ventilation for the stove 
and an electrical panel above the sink, in addition to a 
low-clearance shower.”
 The clients, a married couple who purchased 
the studio apartment two years earlier, share the 
500-square-foot unit. It’s a tight space for two people, 
especially given that the husband stands 6’-8” tall, and 
often works from home, and the wife is a chef who 
wanted ample space for cooking. The design team 
benefited from the open-mindedness of their clients. 
“They had a desire to be in the city,” the team noted. 
Rather than directing the architects on how they 
wanted the space to look, they instead shared their 
vision for its use—working from home, cooking, and 
hosting guests. 
 The team explored various configurations during 
the design phase, eventually landing on a scheme 
in which most built-in elements were pushed to 
the perimeter walls, with cabinets enclosing much 
equipment in order to maintain a calm, simple interior 
aesthetic. “By embedding the different programs like 
cooking, bath, entertainment, sleeping, and storage, 
the limited space is both maximized and highly 
customized for the users,” explained Geiss.

 Construction required stripping the space bare. 
Upgrading the electrical panel and water utilities in 
the 50-plus-year-old building involved temporarily 
shutting down those services in a whole wing of the 
complex. Plus, there was asbestos everywhere, in 
perimeter walls and in the insulation, which needed to 
be remediated before demolition. 
 Another obstacle was the couple’s king-size bed, 
which occupied an incredibly large portion of the space 
in the previous layout. The architects decided that, like 
many other functions, this too could be embedded into 
the wall. It would be stored in a customized vertical 
pull-down cabinet. 
 The apartment was transformed from being 
essentially a dark, cluttered bedroom that happened 
to have a kitchen in it, into a bright, open living and 
entertaining space that happened to have a bed in 
it—or not, when the bed is stashed away. The high-
gloss lacquer surfaces are luminous, and serve to blur 
perceptions of the space’s perimeter. “The intention of 
high-gloss was to create a reflection that would subtly…
expand the space and to make it feel that it goes on 
beyond the cabinets,” explained Boza. 
 By adding pops of color where activity would 
occur, the architects could both demarcate areas of 
function and provide visual accents to create a sense 
of depth, especially when seen from the outside. The 
wood flooring that begins at the sliding door entryway 
turns up again on the back side of the kitchen island 
in the heart of the space, and yellow tilework is used 
as a backboard for the sink, as well as for the bed and 
television program areas. A beloved line of red mid-
century kitchen cabinets was the only thing carried 
over from the old apartment. At the suggestion of the 

Living area with patio visible in background.
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client, the team made them a feature element in the 
kitchen, and the color palette was complete.
 One of the most critical aspects of this project 
is how effective the design team was in balancing 
the economics and efficiency of a small unit. The 
firm takes pride in its inventiveness in taking things 
“off the shelves” and adapting them to semi-custom 
applications. True to form, the enveloping cabinet 
system in this apartment is a standard Ikea line, 
allowing both designers and the client access to a 
system of interchangeable parts without sacrificing 
quality or economics. 
 The ceiling rises up above the wall features, 
visually lifted by a band of light, giving the sense that 
the room is stretching vertically—a real plus when one 
of the occupants is 6’-8” tall. Beyond the glass sliding 
doors, an outdoor courtyard extends the living room, 
further enhancing the sense of scale. 
 Although this unit was unique in many ways—
with a ground floor location and direct access from 
the courtyard—the project illustrates the potential 
of small-scale and adaptive living concepts. The 
team at reform, llc, is optimistic about the future of 
such housing types: “We think there’s a tremendous 
opportunity. There are lots of new residential buildings 
going up, but also many older ones. Lots of people 
discount them, because they don’t think they will 
meet their needs.” Using principles aligned with 
micro-housing and the tiny home movement provides 
a new path towards expanding and improving our 
housing stock by revisiting older, often overlooked 
developments like Harbour Square.

Main space with Murphy bed open.

Bathroom.
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Lively Composition Marks 
Gateway to Burgeoning  
Union Market
by G. Martin Moeller, Jr., Assoc. AIA

Stacked  
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The Highline. A portion of the park connecting the Union 
Market area to the nearby Metro station is visible at left.

Photo © Maxwell MacKenzie Architectural Photographer
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The dramatic demographic shifts that spurred DC’s 
economic decline in the late 20th century and its 
resurgence in the early 21st have been magnified in the 
changing fortunes of certain specific neighborhoods. 
One example is Union Market, an area that was totally 
unfamiliar to many Washingtonians just a few years 
ago, but is now a booming commercial, retail, and 
residential hub centered around a trendy food hall of 
the same name.
 Built in the early years of the Great Depression, 
Union Terminal Market (as it was originally called) 
replaced the old Center Market on Constitution 
Avenue, NW, which was demolished to make way for 
the National Archives Building. Sited between Florida 
and New York avenues and between 6th Street, NE, 
and the railroad tracks leading to Union Station, the 
new complex consisted of a group of low-rise utilitarian 
structures that provided stalls for farmers and other 
vendors. By the 1960s, many of these structures were 
in violation of health and building codes and were 

shuttered by city authorities. Despite the construction 
of a new enclosed farmer’s market—today’s food hall—
the complex attracted fewer and fewer retail customers. 
By the early 2000s, the area was a gritty remnant, 
largely overlooked despite its proximity to Gallaudet 
University, two major avenues, and a busy rail corridor.
 Nowadays, Union Market is a symbol of DC’s 
urban renaissance. Anchored by the food hall, specialty 
shops, restaurants, and a pop-up movie theater, several 

Project: The Highline, 
320 Florida Avenue, NE, Washington, DC 

Architects: Eric Colbert & Associates, PC
Interior Architects: Akseizer Design Group
Landscape Architects: Lee and Associates Inc.
Structural Engineers: Tadjer Cohen Edelson Associates
MEP Engineers: Interface Engineering
Civil Engineers: CAS Engineering-DC, LLC
General Contractor: Clark Construction Group

Photo © Maxwell MacKenzie Architectural Photographer Photo © Maxwell MacKenzie Architectural Photographer

Photo © Maxwell MacKenzie Architectural Photographer

The Highline, at right, with other buildings under 
construction nearby. Note the park between the 
building and the railroad tracks.

Street-level view.

Rooftop pool.
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mixed-use residential buildings have recently been completed. 
The most prominent of these is arguably the Highline, located 
at the southwest corner of the emerging neighborhood, which 
is nearest to the intersection of the two major avenues and the 
nearby New York Avenue Metro Station, making it a major 
gateway to the entire Union Market precinct.
 Designed by Eric Colbert & Associates, PC (ECA), the 
300-unit Highline stands out not only by virtue of its strategic 
location, but also because of its eye-catching design: an 
assemblage of projecting and recessed glassy volumes perched 
atop a two-story brick-and-glass base. The design of the base, 
which contains leasable retail space, alludes to the area’s historic 
low-rise market buildings. The composition of the upper stories 
was inspired by the stacked shipping containers that are often 
piled up along the adjacent railroad tracks. Some architects 
have been designing buildings using actual recycled shipping 
containers for many years now, but the limited range of shapes 
and sizes of those containers imposes significant compositional 
and functional constraints. Here, while the source of inspiration 
is easy to grasp, the actual design is more intricate than would 
have been possible with actual containers. The proportions 
of the assembled volumes and the depths of their projections 
and recesses were derived through repeated digital modeling, 
allowing refinements to the composition while optimizing 
interior layouts.
 In developer-driven projects such as this, architects usually 
feel great pressure to fill out every possible cubic foot of space 
permitted under zoning and other regulations. That’s one of 
the main reasons that so many recent DC buildings tend to be 
disappointingly boxy. One common zoning constraint, which 
varies from site to site, is the cap on allowable Floor Area Ratio 
(FAR), referring to the ratio of a building’s total floor area to the 
square footage of its site. For the Highline, lead designer  
JB Lallement exploited a section of the code that allows limited 
exceptions to the prescribed building perimeter. “We were 
able to compensate for the loss of FAR of every inset by offset 
bay projections beyond the property line, which do not count 
toward FAR,” explained Lallement, citing a technique that has 
become more common in recent DC developments. Having 
thus literally broken the box, “We intentionally kept the façade 
design simple, in order not to compete with, but to complement 
the strong massing articulation,” he said. “Facing southwest,  
we relied on strong shadows to emphasize the ‘ins and outs’  
of the façades.”
 Those ins and outs could have wreaked havoc with the 
interior layout, since most multi-family residential developers 
prefer to keep variations in the individual unit plans to a 
minimum in order to reduce construction costs. “The Highline’s 
unit layouts are fairly typical,” explained Lallement, “however, 
the wide range of unit types is what differentiates it from other 
typical DC apartment buildings. Our client wanted it this way, 
and the building’s irregular massing helped us achieve that.”
 While most new residential buildings in DC with more than 
nine units are required to include a percentage of affordable 
units, the Highline went through the DC government’s Planned 
Unit Development process, which allows for a larger building 
than what is permitted by right on a specific site in exchange 
for certain concessions. One such concession is the provision 
of a larger percentage of affordable units, including some at 

Residents’ amenity spaces.
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more deeply discounted rental rates. For the Highline, 
the clients formed a partnership with Habitat for 
Humanity, allowing some portion of the affordable 
units to be built off-site as houses, reflecting the 
need for larger affordable dwellings than most new 
apartment buildings can provide. 
 The building, as expected nowadays, includes 
a number of tenant amenity spaces both on lower 
levels and on the roof. Creating such shared rooftop 
spaces is complicated by DC’s Green Area Ratio and 
stormwater management requirements, two different 
but overlapping sets of regulations that typically result 
in at least 50% of the roof area on new buildings being 
covered in plants and soil. Mechanical equipment 
takes up still more roof space. Even so, at the Highline, 
ECA managed to provide reasonably generous rooftop 
seating areas, grilling stations, and even an infinity-edge 
pool for residents’ enjoyment.
 Between the Highline and the railroad tracks is a 
narrow swath of land that the clients for the project, 
Level 2 and Clark Construction Group, agreed to 

Apartment unit living area  
with bedroom at right.

Photo © Jeffrey SauersKitchen in one of the building’s micro-units.
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set aside as a landscaped public park providing a 
pedestrian shortcut from the Union Market area to 
the New York Avenue Metro Station (the construction 
of that station along the long-completed Red Line 
served as a catalyst for the redevelopment of the entire 
area). ECA collaborated with Lee and Associates Inc., 
a landscape architecture firm, on the design of the 
terraced park, which complements the architecture of 
the building itself.
 Most major building projects encounter some 
surprises during the construction process, but the 
Highline faced a particularly unexpected challenge as 
the building was nearing completion. “We were almost 
ready for occupancy,” said principal Eric Colbert, AIA, 
“when our clients entered into an agreement to convert 
some of the larger units into co-living spaces. That 
meant adding a bedroom where the living area used 
to be in about a third of the units, plus making other 
necessary adjustments.” Such co-living arrangements, 
which are intended to cater to younger tenants looking 
for a more communal living situation, are not new, 
but are usually designed as such from the start. This 
last-minute change during the Highline’s construction 
forced ECA to rethink many aspects of the affected 
apartments while minimizing disruption to already 
completed units. 
 The Highline’s name, of course, is partially an 
homage to the much-vaunted, raised linear park of the 
same name in New York City. It also refers, however, 
to the site’s proximity to the elevated railroad tracks. 
Seen from passing trains, the project has already 
become a popular landmark—a symbol of a revitalized 
neighborhood, and the thriving city around it. 

Photo © Jeffrey Sauers

Photo © Jeffrey Sauers Photo © Jeffrey SauersLiving/dining area of a larger unit.
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Apartment Complex Links  
the Wharf to Southwest  
DC Neighborhood by Steven K. Dickens, AIA, LEED AP
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Close-up view of the Banks, showing perforated metal balcony railings  
and bush-hammered precast concrete panels.

All photos © Alan Karchmer/OTTO
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From the instant that Phase I of the Wharf opened in 2018, it 
has enjoyed great success, drawing thousands of patrons to 
its entertainment venues, restaurants, ferries, and public park 
spaces; tenants to its offices and rental apartments; buyers to its 
condominiums; and visitors to its hotels. Construction of Phase 
II, accordingly, is currently under way.
 Yet even with Phase II on the horizon, the Wharf remains 
a narrow, linear waterfront strip physically distinct from the 
surrounding neighborhood. In keeping with current-day urban  
design principles, it has a grid of cross streets intended to weave  
it into the existing cityscape. Upon the completion of Phase I,  
however, there wasn’t much to connect to on the other side of  
Maine Avenue: a couple of small office buildings, a church, and 
some amorphous open space associated with the Southwest  
Freeway and Banneker Circle, the terminus of the L’Enfant 
Promenade. Typical of the postwar era in which they were  
constructed, these buildings offer a certain amount of architectural  
interest, but deliberately disengage from the street and sidewalk. 
 Hoffman & Associates, the lead developers of the Wharf, 
built a pedestrian connection to Banneker Circle and upgraded 
landscaping in the open spaces, but the Wharf remains a 
somewhat isolated island of activity. However, connections 
are starting to be made. The first is the redevelopment of the 
Riverside Baptist Church site, at Maine Avenue and 7th Street, 
SW, into a new church and the Banks, an apartment building by 
STUDIOS Architecture.
 The site was part of the urban renewal program that 
transformed the “Near Southwest” neighborhood in the 1960s. 
The Riverside Baptist Church of 1968 (which replaced a 1902 
building a few blocks away, razed as part of the urban renewal 
initiative) was a jaunty A-frame structure that was somewhat 

suburban in character, with a sizable surface parking lot and  
landscaped setbacks from the sidewalks. Unfortunately, by 2015,  
it had serious maintenance problems that were beyond the 
financial capabilities of its modest congregation. Fortunately, its 
location—at the southern end of one of the longest north-south 
arteries of the city, Seventh Street/Georgia Avenue—provided  
a solution.
 The church struck a deal with Hoffman to redevelop the 
site, providing a new church building on part of the site, along 
with an endowment intended to maintain the church’s financial 
viability for at least 50 years. The strategy was to shift from the 
low density that characterized the 1968 complex to a higher, 
truly urban density, more like that of the Wharf. 

Project: The Banks, 
900 7th Street, SW, Washington, DC 

Architects: STUDIOS Architecture 
Architects for Adjacent Church: GBR Architects
Interior Designers: STUDIOS Architecture; Hickok Cole  
  (model room staging only)
Landscape Architects: Landscape Architecture Bureau (LAB)
Lighting Designers: MCLA Architectural Lighting Design
Structural Engineers: Ehlert Bryan
MEP/FP Engineers: Jordan & Skala Engineers
Civil Engineers: Wiles Mensch Corporation
Code/Accessibility Consultants: AON (now Jensen Hughes)
Traffic Consultants: Gorove/Slade
Dry Utilities Consultants: Richter & Associates
Building Envelope Consultants: WSP
Vertical Transportation Consultants: Persohn/Hahn Associates Inc.
Parking Consultants: The Harman Group
General Contractor: HITT Contracting Inc.

The Banks as seen from 7th Street, SW.
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 The site is positioned at the northwestern side of an urban 
renewal superblock that is mostly occupied by Waterside Towers,  
a classic modernist residential design with three, nine-story 
towers and a two-story wing around a central courtyard. At 
the southeast side of the block is the Arena Stage, which has 
two urban renewal-era theaters (the Fischlander and Kreeger) 
completely enveloped by the dramatic Mead Center of 2010 
by Bing Thom Architects (featured in the Spring 2011 issue of 
ARCHITECTUREDC magazine).
 STUDIOS felt that the new apartment building should 
reflect this diverse context—that it should be a bridge between 
the “classic” high modernism of the Southwest urban renewal 
area and the more varied contemporary architecture of the 
Wharf, with a little of the drama of the Arena Stage thrown in 
for good measure. Toward that end, the Banks’ façades draw 
a little from each: they are compositionally simple, like the 
buildings of Waterside Towers, but with some sharper angles 
reminiscent of Arena Stage and a few irregularities evoking the 
Wharf’s self-consciously picturesque façades. The massing is 
similarly transitional between the monumental rectilinearity 

of high modernism and the more layered compositions of the 
Wharf, with a bit of the angularity of Arena Stage.
 Hoffman & Associates also envisioned the building’s 
programming as something in between, and complementing, 
both the Wharf and the Waterside Towers. Unlike the Wharf, 
which draws a conventional mix of young professionals and 
empty-nesters as the central pool of tenants, the Banks is aimed 
at “stroller families,” which STUDIOS principal in charge Brian 
Pilot, AIA, describes as “[y]oung couples just starting their 
families who don’t want to move out of the city but need a little 
more space and more targeted amenities.” Unlike the Wharf, 
with its wide variety of restaurants, bars, entertainment venues, 
and quotidian retail, the Banks’ street-level space is devoted to 
a child care center. There are typical amenities such as a fitness 
center, lobby, and club room with roof deck, but they are modest 
compared to those in most new DC residential buildings: the 
focus here is on elbow room within the apartments and a 
landscaped playground shared by the child care center and the 
building’s tenants.  

Roof terrace.

Lower wing.
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Typical apartment interior.

Tenant amenity space.

Lower wing.
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 This formula, combined with a new church by GBR 
Architects of Alexandria, proved successful—not only in terms 
of architectural expression, but in the critical community and 
agency approvals process. Initially using a more standard-
issue design by a different architect, Hoffman had encountered 
significant resistance from the famously active and opinionated 
Southwest community. “When we came into the project, the 
conventional [development] strategies had been exhausted,” 
commented Ashton Allan, AIA, design principal at STUDIOS. 
“We started with a unique clean slate—we got to set aside the 
pro forma solutions and come at the problem a different way.” 
 STUDIOS started by re-engaging the community. “The 
community process helped us prioritize,” said Hiroshi Jacobs, 
AIA, STUDIOS project designer for the Banks. Immediate 
neighbors in Waterside Towers, quite naturally, were concerned 
about their views being truncated: To minimize that, STUDIOS 
lowered the northeastern wing of the proposed new building 
from nine to seven stories. The community in general was 
concerned that the high modernism of the urban renewal era 
not be subsumed by standard-issue 21st-century design. In 
response, STUDIOS proposed facades that are a clear homage 
to the urban renewal architecture, with precast concrete as 
the primary material, a regular grid of deep openings, and 
geometrically patterned screens as balcony guardrails. 
 The new scheme, embraced by Rev. Dr. Michael Bledsoe, the  
pastor of Riverside Baptist, quickly made it through the community  
review process and the DC Zoning Commission. The new church  
and the Banks are deliberately quite different, with separate 
architectural teams and distinct architectural expressions, but 
they complement each other. The pairing of smaller and larger 
scales—the church is about the height of three stories of the Banks  
and has a much smaller footprint—is reminiscent of similar 
juxtapositions at Waterside Towers and the Wharf. 

 Subtle design moves contribute to the sense of place and 
add distinction. The idea of water appears in multiple ways, 
referring to the near-the-water site as well as the central role 
that water plays in the Baptist faith. Most prominently, adjacent 
to the building entrance, a water wall livens the streetscape at 
the bend in 7th Street, SW. The bush-hammered texture of the 
precast vertical panels between windows evokes water-eroded 
rocks, contrasting with the smooth horizontal panels. More 
abstractly, watery blue accents recur in the interior spaces. 
 Architecture and construction are serious enterprises, to 
be sure, but designers can have a little bit of fun. At the Banks, 
each member of the design team was asked to choose a “spirit 
animal,” and many little decorative animals were purchased 
and placed within the common areas. Quite likely in 15 years or 
so, when wear-and-tear and fashion demands renovations to the 
common areas, the animals will go away. But for now, they are a 
charming, silent tribute to those who created the building. 
 These days, one hears a lot about new buildings “knitting 
an urban fabric back together.” Sensitivity to context, focus on 
the pedestrian experience, and appreciation for the benefits 
of density are principles of much 21st-century architecture to 
date. The original scheme for the new apartment building—the 
one nixed by the community—embodied those principles, 
but perhaps did not go far enough. The programmatic and 
architectural departures from the norm that characterize the 
Banks reflect modest shifts in concept, but they illustrate how, 
when thoughtfully conceived and skillfully executed, small 
differences can add up, the whole becoming larger than the sum 
of the parts. The Banks is a vital step in the integration of the 
Wharf to the adjacent city. 

Views of lobby.
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Split Development Provides  
Both Market-Rate and  
Affordable Housing 
by Ronald O’Rourke

A Fine PairA Fine Pair

Project: The Sonnet/Portner Flats, 
1441 U Street/1440 V Street, NW, Washington, DC 

Architects/Interior Architects: Eric Colbert & Associates, PC
Landscape Architects: ParkerRodriguez Inc.
Structural Engineers: SK&A Structural Engineers
MEP Engineers: Jordan & Skala Engineers
Civil Engineers: VIKA
General Contractor: Clark Construction Group

Depending on whom you ask, housing affordability in Washington  
is either a serious and growing problem or a crisis that has already  
arrived, with many home buyers and renters being driven outside  
the city in search of affordable options. Washington’s population 
is growing more slowly than it was a few years ago, and difficulties  
in finding affordable housing are thought to be one of the causes. 
 Effectively addressing the housing affordability problem will  
likely involve many individual efforts across the city. Regulatory 
actions and creative financing arrangements will play important 

Courtyard of the Sonnet.
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roles, but so, too, will smart design, as shown by the Sonnet and 
Portner Flats, an adjoining pair of new apartment buildings 
in Washington’s U Street corridor designed by Eric Colbert & 
Associates (ECA), a firm that has designed many of the city’s 
stylish new multi-family residential buildings.
 The Sonnet and Portner Flats occupy a 1.1-acre site that 
fronts onto both U and V streets, NW, about halfway between 
14th and 15th streets. A couple of doors down, at the corner 
of 14th and U, is the Franklin D. Reeves Municipal Center, a 
government office building that the city built to help jump-start 
the area’s revitalization. The success of that revitalization effort, 
particularly in the last 20 years, has led to the construction of many  
new residential and commercial buildings in the neighborhood, 
including a number that have been covered in these pages.
 The 1.1-acre site was previously the location of the Portner 
Place Apartments, a three-building affordable housing project 
that the city constructed in 1980. Described as townhome or 
garden apartment buildings, the three-story structures were 
sheathed in brown brick and provided a total of 48, two- and 
three-bedroom subsidized apartments for lower-income renters.
 The Portner Place buildings over time became distressed 
due to deferred maintenance and security issues, and their 
suburban-style design fell out of keeping with the higher-
density urban environment that had developed around them. 
Rather than attempting to extend the buildings’ lives, a decision 
was made to take better advantage of the high-value site by 
replacing them with a new, higher-density development in 
which a market-rate apartment building would help subsidize 
the construction of 96 new affordable apartments, or twice the 
number provided by the Portner Place buildings.
 The resulting redevelopment project was done in 
collaboration with the Portner Place Tenant Association, 
which exercised its right of first refusal under the city’s Tenant 
Opportunity to Purchase Act (TOPA). The association eventually 
assigned its rights under that law to a joint venture team, and 
ECA was then hired to design the new buildings.
 The city’s inclusionary zoning regulation envisions 
individual new rental apartment and condominium buildings 
being built with a mix of market-rate and affordable units. 
Under this approach, separating the affordable units into their 

Street façade of the Sonnet. Sonnet reception area.

Sonnet lobby with ornamental perforated metal screens. 

Sonnet residents’ rooftop amenity space.
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Residents’ lounge on the first floor of the Sonnet. 
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own building might be considered undesirable. The Portner 
Place tenants, however, didn’t want to have their new affordable 
apartments scattered among a larger number of market-rate 
apartments in a building whose amenities would be oriented 
primarily toward more affluent, often childless professionals—
they instead wanted a building of their own that would offer a 
package of amenities tailored to meet the needs of families with 
children. The tenants asked for their new building to include 
the same mix of two- and three-bedroom apartments that had 
been provided by the Portner Place complex, and for their new 
building to be on located on the V Street part of the site, since V 
Street is quieter than U Street.
 The new development achieves all these things. The 
Portner Flats building faces V Street, where it sits next to the 
Berkshire 15 (a new market-rate apartment building designed 
by WDG Architecture), and across the street from the St. 
Augustine Catholic Church and its associated school. The 
Sonnet, meanwhile, faces U Street, with a long wing at its rear 
that extends back to meet a similar but shorter wing projecting 
from the rear of the Portner Flats building. Together, the two 
adjoining buildings span the entire site, enclosing a street-
level outdoor space on their west side that is organized into 
two secure courtyards, one for each building. A single garage 
entrance on V Street, under one end of the Portner Place 
building, leads to a common underground garage for both 
buildings, with 31 spaces reserved for Portner Flats residents 
and management staff, and 120 for Sonnet residents.

 The eight-story, 93,844-square-foot Portner Flats building 
includes 23 studios, 25 one-bedroom units, and—similar to 
the old Portner Place complex—36 two-bedroom units and 12 
three-bedroom units. The studio and one-bedroom units are for 
tenants earning 60% or less of the area median income (AMI), 
while the two- and three-bedroom units are for tenants earning 
50% or less of the AMI. Each apartment features a dishwasher 
and microwave oven, LED under-cabinet kitchen lighting, a 
ceramic-tile surround for the shower and tub, a programmable 
thermostat for controlling a quiet and efficient heating and 
cooling system, access to high-speed cable and internet service, 
and ample closet space.
 The building’s community amenities include secure and 
controlled access, a package locker system, laundry facilities, a 
playground, a multipurpose room, a business center, a fitness 
room, a bike room, and a rooftop deck with an event and 
lounge room and a grilling area. A resident services fund was 
established to maintain the building’s programs for computer 
training, health and wellness, financial counseling, and 
employment assistance. The building was designed to meet 
Enterprise Green Communities standards, and its sustainable-
design features earned it LEED Gold certification.
 The 11-story (plus penthouse) Sonnet, with a total of 
206,998 square feet, includes 288 studio, one-bedroom, and two-
bedroom units and 15,300 square feet of street-level retail space. 
(Locating the development’s garage entrance on V Street helped 
maximize the amount of retail space that could be provided 

Street façade of Portner Flats. V Street entrance to Portner Flats.Photo © Anice Hoachlander
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Portner Flats courtyard.
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on U Street.) As might be expected for a new-built luxury 
apartment building, the Sonnet offers an impressive array of 
apartment features and shared building amenities, including richly  
outfitted common spaces on the ground floor and in the penthouse,  
and a rooftop deck with a swimming pool and a 151-inch  
television screen. The building received LEED Silver certification.
 “A fundamental design challenge at the Sonnet had to do with  
our uncertainty about the future development of the adjacent 
Reeves Center site at 14th and U streets,” said Eric Colbert, AIA,  
founder and president of ECA. “Knowing that there will most 
certainly be a high-density development there, we configured our  
plan [for the Sonnet] to assure that future light, air, and views 
for the apartments facing the east courtyard would be adequate. 
We articulated the adjacent exposed east façade, knowing that it 
will be exposed for many years, but will probably be covered up 
when the [Reeves Center] site is finally redeveloped.”
 The exteriors of the two buildings employ projecting bays 
and shifts in materials and colors to articulate their facades and 
reduce their apparent sizes. The Sonnet’s top two floors are set 
back and executed in darker brick to respond to the somewhat 
shorter height of the building to the west. The façades of both 
buildings incorporate accent panels sporting a fairly bright 
shade of orange, a color not frequently seen in new Washington-
area apartment buildings.
 “I have traveled many times to Latin American countries, 
particularly Brazil, where I observed the exciting use of color 
on buildings,” Colbert said in commenting on the color choice. 
“Washington, DC, buildings, in contrast, seem to incorporate 
a limited palette. Our more dramatic use of color started early, 
with an office building [our firm designed] for So Others Might 
Eat (SOME) at 60 O Street, NW, and continued later on, where 
we incorporated it into a residential condominium project 
at 16th and Church streets, NW. A splash of color can add 
liveliness to a façade.”
 While the exterior schemes of the two buildings aren’t 
identical, they do share a family resemblance. “The wood 
panels and the masonry [in the two buildings] were designed to 
complement one another,” Colbert said. “The color, texture, and 
configuration of the materials were chosen to be complementary. 
We incorporated punched windows into both facades, and 

the profiles of the window frames are the same.” With their 
complementary exterior features, the point where the Sonnet 
ends and the Portner Flats begins is not immediately obvious, 
and the two buildings can easily be read as a single structure.
 The Portner Place tenants were provided with temporary 
apartments during the development’s demolition and 
construction phases, as well as a guaranteed return when the 
new affordable apartments were finished. Portner Flats was 
built first, before the Sonnet, so as to minimize the tenants’ 
period of displacement. Of the 47 Portner Place tenants, 37 chose 
to move into the new building.
 “For 17 years, before market-rate apartment buildings were  
being constructed in DC [again], a majority of our work was 
producing affordable housing for non-profit organizations like  
Jubilee Housing and SOME,” Colbert said. “Through that 
experience, we learned to meet with and understand the needs 
and desires of lower-income residents. That skill came in 
handy while developing plans for Portner Flats. I hope that the 
residents feel that we have done a good job of accommodating 
their priorities.”
 That would seem to be the case—the building is fully 
occupied, with a waiting list of hundreds of applicants. “I moved 
into Portner Place with my mom when it first opened in 1980, 
[when I was] fresh out of high school, and now I live here with 
my son,” said Marlene Frost, as quoted in a 2018 press release 
about the project. “Before the new owners took over, the place 
had started to show its age, but I really love the community and 
was really happy that we were able to stay at the new Portner 
Flats. I really love it now. Everything is on one level, which helps 
with my mobility issues, and I just love my new views on the V 
Street side of the property. The new rooftop garden access is just 
awesome. I really am enjoying the new landscaping and other 
community services as well, and so does my son.”
 The joint venture team, Colbert said, “did an excellent job of  
organizing the residents and the development plan. They took 
maximum advantage of an unusual situation where low-income 
apartments were present in one of the hottest residential 
development areas of Washington.” It was fulfilling, he added 
“to be able to design a project which is consistent with its higher-
density urban context.”

Residents’ amenity space in Portner Flats.
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