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PROJECT SUMMARY 
The National Park Service (NPS), in collaboration with the World War I Centennial Commission 
(WWICC), has submitted concept design plans for the National World War I Memorial. WWICC 
is the project sponsor of the Memorial in accordance with Public Law 112-272, and is responsible 
for planning, developing, and executing programs, projects, and activities to commemorate the 
centennial of World War I through 2018. 
 
Title 30, Section 3091 of the National Defense Authorization Act of 2015 (Pub. Law 113-291) 
designates Pershing Park in downtown Washington, DC, along with the Liberty Memorial in 
Kansas City, as national World War I memorials. The Act further authorizes the WWICC to honor 
the service of members of the United States Armed Forces in World War I.  The WWICC may 
enhance the General Pershing Commemorative Work by constructing appropriate sculptural and 
other commemorative elements, including landscaping. 
 
A two-stage competition was held to select a memorial designer. Stage I included an open call for 
design concepts that was completed in August 2015. The competition jury selected five finalists 
to continue to Stage II, and NCPC heard an information presentation on these finalists in December 
2015. The winning design, “The Weight of Sacrifice,” was selected by WWICC in early 2016. 
Since that time, the sponsor has continued to develop the proposed design. The Commission 
provided comments on the concept design in November 2016. Since that time, the proposal has 
been further developed. 

KEY INFORMATION 
• The Commemorative Works Act (CWA) establishes requirements for building 

commemorative works on federal lands within the District of Columbia and its environs. 
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It applies to lands under jurisdiction of the US Department of the Interior (DOI) and the 
US General Services Administration (GSA). 

• Public Law 113-291 designates Pershing Park in downtown Washington, DC, along with 
the Liberty Memorial in Kansas City, as national World War I memorials. The Act further 
authorizes the WWICC to honor the service of members of the United States Armed Forces 
in World War I by enhancing the General Pershing Commemorative Work by constructing 
appropriate sculptural and other commemorative elements, including landscaping. 

• Pershing Park is located within the 1974 Pennsylvania Avenue Development Corporation 
(PADC) Plan area. The Plan called for a public open space at the site to serve as a transition 
between the more formal landscape of President’s Park and the hardscape of Freedom 
Plaza. 
 

• Pershing Park is located within the Pennsylvania Avenue National Historic Site (NHS). 
 

• Pershing Park is a work of the landscape architect M. Paul Friedberg, and the park has been 
determined individually eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places. 
 

• The Commission provided comments on the concept plans for the memorial in November 
2016. Since that time, the applicant has continued to develop the proposal in response to 
the Commission’s feedback. 

• The Commission of Fine Arts (CFA) reviewed and approved the concept design at its May 
18, 2017 meeting. At that time, the CFA noted the importance of the “visual, auditory, and 
tactile qualities of water – in making this park work successfully as a memorial.”  

 

RECOMMENDATION 
 
The Commission: 
 
Finds the revised scheme retains more elements of the existing park as compared to the previous 
design.   
 
Commemoration 
 
Requests the size of the commemorative wall be reduced to improve views across the park, and 
consider opportunities for better integrating the wall into the existing terracing and steps. 
 
Supports improvements to the legibility of the Pershing Memorial walls; and requests additional 
information be provided describing the proposed enhancements. 
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Water Features 
 
Finds that water features can help activate urban park spaces when designed appropriately. 
 
Requests the applicant evaluate the visual and functional impacts of such features when they are 
both operational and empty of water. 
 
Requests the applicant provide additional details regarding the proposed pool modifications, 
including the design of the proposed pedestrian path, to demonstrate the impacts of any changes 
on the character of the pool and the visitor experience. 
 
Requests the applicant consider integrating a water feature into the commemorative wall, 
consistent with the location and orientation of the existing cascade fountain. 
 
Visibility and Access 
 
Finds the central sunken space surrounded by raised berms is a fundamental feature of the original 
Pershing Park design; and further 
 
Finds the berms and limited entry points from the southern perimeter of the site create challenges 
for pedestrian access and visibility; and therefore 
 
Requests the applicant provide alternatives to improve pedestrian access and visibility from the 
southern perimeter of the site, including widening existing paths and stairs or adding new entry 
points. 
 
Recommends the applicant continue to evaluate opportunities to increase universal access 
throughout the site. 
 
Supports retention of the northern terrace steps and planters as they help to provide a clear edge 
and transition from the Pennsylvania Avenue north corridor. 
 
Park Programming 
 
Requests a plan be prepared that identifies the proposed urban park spaces and potential 
programming or activities that can occur in those spaces. 
 
 

PROJECT REVIEW TIMELINE 

Previous actions 
 

December 3, 2015– Information Presentation on five finalists 
November 3, 2016 – Review of Concept Plans 
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Remaining actions 
(anticipated) 

– Approval of preliminary memorial and site development 
plans 

– Approval of final memorial and site development plans 
 

PROJECT ANALYSIS 
 
Executive Summary 
 
In November 2016, the Commission provided a series of comments on the proposed design of the 
World War I Memorial at Pershing Park. Since that time, the applicant has continued to develop 
the proposal in response to the Commission’s guidance. Staff has analyzed this project based on 
this input, and in consideration of the Commemorative Works Act (CWA) and the Comprehensive 
Plan.  A general principle set forth in the Comprehensive Plan is to protect and improve the open 
space and character of the Monumental Core and the integrity of each memorial and park element. 
Further, the Comprehensive Plan includes policies to enhance the quality of the visitor experience 
to the Nation’s Capital, particularly at major cultural sites. Staff has also evaluated policies related 
to urban design given the memorial’s position within downtown Washington, DC along 
Pennsylvania Avenue, NW. 
 
The Commission has indicated support for several general planning and design principles related 
to the proposed memorial. These include: 
 

• A memorial design that combines urban park and commemorative features successfully, 
integrating park uses and dignified commemorative components in a manner that is 
balanced and enduring. 

• A memorial design that respects the historic, symbolic and civic importance of the 
Pennsylvania Avenue corridor, and preserves the unified streetscape and framed views of 
the US Capitol. 

• Strategies that enhance Pershing Park while rehabilitating or reusing elements of the 
original park design. 

 
Staff has evaluated the concepts based upon these principles, and the analysis has been organized 
to focus on three major aspects of the proposal, including the commemorative elements, urban 
park elements and historic preservation. 
 
Analysis 
 
Overview 
 
The project site is bounded by 14th Street, NW to the east, 15th Street, NW to the west, and 
Pennsylvania Avenue, NW to the north and south. The 1.75-acre site is surrounded by civic and 
governmental uses to the south, including the Commerce Building and Wilson Building.  Sherman 
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Park and Freedom Plaza are located to the west and east, respectively. A variety of commercial 
uses, including several hotels, can be found to the north. 
 
The existing park, designed by M. Paul Friedberg, includes a central, sunken pool with waterfall, 
surrounded by amphitheater-style steps and seating. The west and south sides of the park are 
elevated above the central space to create a buffer from the surrounding city streets.  A small 
gazebo formerly accommodated restrooms and a café. Movable furniture provides flexibility and 
adaptability for park users. The southeastern corner of the park is occupied by the General Pershing 
Memorial. This consists of two ten-foot granite walls engraved with quotes and maps. A statue of 
General Pershing occupies the space framed by these two walls. 
 
Public Law 113-291, Section 3091, enacted on December 19, 2014, authorized the 
commemoration and designated the site as a national World War I Memorial. The park is federal 
property, a component of the Pennsylvania Avenue National Historic Site, and a unit of the 
National Park System administered by the Superintendent of the National Mall and Memorial 
Parks. Located one block east of the White House on Pennsylvania Avenue, NW, the memorial 
may include appropriate sculptural and other commemorative elements, including landscaping, to 
further honor the service of members of the United States Armed Forces in World War I. The 
Secretary of the Interior, through the NPS, on completion of the enhancements will assume 
responsibility for maintaining the work. 
 
Revised Concept 
 
The applicant has submitted a revised concept design for review and comment. Additional designs 
were also explored, but were ultimately dismissed from further development. The revised concept 
proposes three changes to the existing park: 
 

1. As with the previous scheme, a bronze bas-relief commemorative wall is inserted along the 
western edge of the sunken plaza. The wall will occupy the location of the existing waterfall 
element, but is expanded to the north and south for a total width of 65 feet. The top of the 
wall is a pool of water that cascades over the north and south sides, running down troughs 
to the sunken plaza/main pool level. Steps are retained on either side of the wall that access 
the western portion of the site. 

 
2. Second, the existing pool would be retained in plan, but a pathway would be inserted to 

accommodate pedestrian circulation to and in front of the commemorative wall. The 
proposed path would begin on the east side of the pool and turn to follow in front of the 
wall. A strip of water would be located between the path and wall. 

 
3. Finally, the existing café kiosk is removed and replaced with a flagpole located on a circular 

plinth. 
 

Additional minor alternations would be necessary primarily to accommodate pedestrian access, 
while most other elements of the existing park are generally retained in place. This includes the 
Pershing Memorial, landscape berms, and Pennsylvania Avenue North streetscape. 
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Historic Preservation 
 
Pershing Park is a work of the landscape architect M. Paul Friedberg, and the park has been 
determined individually eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places. Further, the 
Commission previously requested the plans clearly denote the existing park elements to be 
retained, and further explore whether additional features could be reused or rehabilitated, including 
the steps, planters, and waterfall. The revised concept retain more elements of the existing park as 
compared to the previously-reviewed design. For example, the previous design altered much of 
the terracing and topography. Changes are generally limited to those necessary for the introduction 
of the commemorative wall, alterations to the pool, including insertion of a pedestrian path, as well 
as general accessibility improvements. 
 
The Commission previously requested a design alternative be evaluated that includes a restoration 
and rehabilitation approach with minimal changes to the existing park features. Staff recommends 
the Commission find the revised scheme retains more elements of the existing park as 
compared to the previous design.  However, as described in the analysis that follows, additional 
revisions may be possible which help minimize impacts on the historic fabric of the park, while 
improving the commemorative and urban park experience. 
 
Commemoration 
 
Bas-Relief Wall 
 
The primary objective of the proposal is the establishment of a memorial to World War I that 
conveys the significance of the war and the scale of American sacrifice. The bas-relief wall remains 
the primary commemorative element in the proposed design. The Wall of Remembrance is 
intended to honor the sacrifice of all World War I servicemen and women. The sculpture consists 
of a series of scenes that are organized temporally, starting with the call of arms, proceeding 
through battle, and concluding with the aftermath of war and the return of loved ones. The 
proposed wall is over 65 feet long and approximately ten feet tall. It expands the footprint of the 
existing waterfall feature to the north and south.  
 
The proposed size and scale of the wall has several implications. As noted above, the length and 
height create a visual and physical barrier to the western portion of the site, not present in the 
original park design. The free flow of space between activity areas is one of the character-defining 
features of the existing park, and it would be altered under the proposed design. Staff notes that 
another important component of the central plaza is the terracing. The applicant should consider 
whether the proposed wall and terracing can be better integrated, and therefore avoid appearing as 
a barrier. Modifications to the design may also allow the steps and seating areas to expand, where 
appropriate. Therefore, staff recommends the Commission request the size of the 
commemorative wall be reduced to improve views across the park, and consider 
opportunities for better integrating the wall into the existing terracing and steps. 
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Staff acknowledges the wall should be scaled appropriately to convey the importance and 
magnitude of the events of World War I. As the proposal is refined, additional information will be 
necessary regarding the design of the wall’s sculptural and interpretative components. This will 
provide an opportunity to understand the scale of the imagery and text, and how they will be 
experienced by visitors. This may also influence the size of the wall. 
 
Pershing Memorial 
 
The existing Pershing Memorial will remain in place. Previously, the applicant has indicated they 
will consider ways to improve the legibility of the memorial walls in support of an approved visitor 
experience.  Additional information will be helpful in understanding these proposed improvements 
as the project advances. Therefore, staff recommends the Commission support improvements to 
the legibility of the Pershing Memorial walls, and requests additional information be 
provided describing any proposed enhancements. 
 
Water Features 
 
The use of water features can help activate public spaces in a positive way. For example, the 
Pershing Park pool and fountain were integral to creating a comfortable oasis in the center of the 
city. The pool and waterfall creating a pleasant environment, while the terraced steps and seating 
allowed park patrons direct access to the water. As such, staff recommends the Commission find 
that water features can help activate urban park spaces when designed appropriately. 
 
At the same time, water features can create a number of challenges, ranging from maintenance to 
their functionality and visual impact when not in operation. For example, many pools in this region 
are not in use for several months during the winter. The original Pershing Park design addressed 
this issue by converting the space into an ice rink. In this case, such a use may not be appropriate, 
but a large empty pool may be detrimental to both the memorial and park experience. Given this 
range of potential issues, staff recommends the Commission request the applicant evaluate the 
visual and functional impacts of such features when they are both operational and empty of 
water. 
 
The revised design retains the footprint of the pool and inserts a circulation path to allow 
pedestrians to view the commemorative wall up-close. Based upon the submission materials, the 
water depth, pool materials and pedestrian path treatments are unclear. The applicant should 
further develop the proposal, while also evaluating pedestrian circulation and safety, including fall 
protection. As such, staff recommends the Commission request the applicant provide 
additional details regarding the proposed pool modifications, including the design of the 
proposed pedestrian path, to demonstrate the impacts of any changes on the character of the 
pool and the visitor experience. 
 
The revised concept also includes a new water feature to be located on top of the commemorative 
wall. Water flows from the pool down the north and south faces of the wall into troughs that 
descend to the main sunken pool. Staff notes that the original park’s cascading fountain poured 
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directly into the pool. The sound and movement of water were important to the feeling and 
association of the park. The oasis that was created served as a respite from the surrounding streets. 
 
The proposed water feature would not have the same effect. The inclusion of a similar water feature 
could help to break up the size and scale of the commemorative wall. It could also be utilized in a 
way that supports the bas-relief narrative.  As such, staff recommends the Commission request 
the applicant consider integrating a water feature into the commemorative wall, consistent 
with the location and orientation of the existing cascade fountain. 
 
Urban Park Elements 
 
Another key objective of both proposals is to create an attractive and functional urban park that 
facilitates a number of park uses, responds to the surrounding context, and accommodates the 
memorial program.  
 
Visibility and Access 
 
The existing Pershing Park is primarily organized around a large central plaza and pool, 
surrounded by elevated berms to the west, south and east. The resulting effect of this design is a 
public space that is relatively sheltered from the traffic of the surrounding streets. This character-
defining spatial organization is also reflected in the Determination of Eligibility1 prepared for 
Pershing Park. Therefore, staff recommends the Commission find the central sunken space 
surrounded by raised berms is a fundamental feature of the original Pershing Park design. 
 
While this spatial organization lays the foundation for a successful park space, several challenges 
require further consideration. First, the elevated berms limit views and pedestrian access from the 
southern portion of the site, including the Commerce and Wilson Buildings. In addition, access 
points are limited to the corners of the site. Staff therefore recommends the Commission find the 
berms and limited entry points from the southern perimeter of the site create challenges for 
pedestrian access and visibility; and therefore requests the applicant provide alternatives to 
improve pedestrian access and visibility from the southern perimeter of the site, including 
widening existing paths and stairs or adding new entry points. Additional wayfinding or 
directional signage, when appropriately integrated into the landscape, may also be appropriate. 
 
Another challenge related to the spatial configuration results from the varied topography found 
across the site. In particular, the central plaza and pool are sunken below adjacent streets, while 
the berms are elevated. Pedestrians must currently navigate steps to access much of the site. As 
such, staff supports efforts to make the park and memorial accessible for those of all abilities. 
Therefore, staff suggests the Commission recommend the applicant continue to evaluate 
opportunities to increase universal access throughout the site. 
 

                                                 
1 Pershing Park Determination of Eligibility, prepared by Tim Kerr, Senior Architectural Historian, Robinson & 
Associates, Inc., and Laura Knott, Historical Landscape Architect, Commonwealth Heritage Group, Inc., July 14, 
2016. 
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Pennsylvania Avenue Corridor 
 
Both concepts retain the alignment of willow oaks along with the northern edge of the park, 
consistent with the Pennsylvania Avenue corridor streetscape. This configuration continues to 
frame views toward the US Capitol. Staff also notes the applicant has also provided additional 
analysis of the PADC streetscape limits, consistent with the Commission’s previous request. The 
revised concept retains the existing steps along Pennsylvania Avenue north, creating a clear 
distinction between the sidewalk zone and central plaza area. Staff recommends the Commission 
support retention of the northern terrace steps and planters as they help to provide a clear 
edge and transition from the Pennsylvania Avenue north corridor. 
 
Park Programming 
 
Finally, staff has noted previously that successful parks accommodate a variety of activities and 
programming. As the design advances, it will be important to confirm how all park and memorial 
spaces might be used. As such, staff recommends the Commission again request a plan be 
prepared that identifies the proposed urban park spaces and potential programming or 
activities that can occur in those spaces. Such a plan will help evaluate the relationship of 
commemorative and park spaces and ensure they can both be effectively accommodated in the 
design. 

CONFORMANCE TO EXISTING PLANS, POLICIES AND RELATED GUIDANCE 
 
Comprehensive Plan for the National Capital 
 
As noted above, the planning comments are designed to ensure the proposal meets basic goals of 
the Comprehensive Plan. 
 
Commemorative Works Act 
 
The Commemorative Works Act (CWA) contains a set of foundational level decision criteria that 
NCPC is required to use when considering site and design proposals for commemorative works. 
Specifically, the CWA states that in considering site and design proposals, NCPC shall be guided 
by a number of criteria, including surroundings, location, material, landscape features, and site 
specific guidelines. As noted above, the planning and design comments are designed to ensure the 
proposal broadly meets the CWA criteria. 
 
Memorials and Museums Master Plan 
 
The 2001 Memorials and Museums Master Plan (“2M Plan”) provides guidance regarding the 
placement of future commemorative works.  In particular, the Plan seeks to reinforce the historic 
urban design features of the city, minimize intrusion on existing memorials, and reduce adverse 
environmental and transportation impacts and enhance positive economic and other effects on 
local neighborhoods. The Plan states that memorials, when properly placed and sensitively 
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designed, can provide a source of community identity and pride, while bolstering revitalization 
efforts. 
 
National Historic Preservation Act 
 
NCPC and NPS each have an independent responsibility to comply with Section 106 of the 
National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA).  NPS initiated consultation with the District of 
Columbia Historic Preservation Office (DC SHPO) on May 1, 2015. Three consulting party 
meetings have been held to date. On December 16, 2015, the five finalist designs were presented, 
along with a draft area of potential effects (APE). Several attendees expressed concern that a 
determination of eligibility (DOE) for Pershing Park had not been completed, and that a 
preservation alternative was not being considered. The DOE was subsequently completed and 
found the park eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places. On September 21, 
2016, the consulting parties reviewed the draft DOE for Pershing Park, and discussed the proposed 
design concept. 
 
On February 8, 2017, a consulting parties meeting was held to review the two new concept plans. 
At that time, several participants noted the additional efforts by the WWICC to explore other 
strategies and to minimize impacts on the historic fabric. Significant discussion focused on the 
character and configuration of the water features in both schemes, and their relationship to the 
memorial and park spaces. A subsequent consulting parties meeting was held on June 28, 2017. 
NCPC will complete the requirements of Section 106 prior to the Commission’s final approval of 
the project.  
 
National Environmental Policy Act 
 
NCPC and NPS will each have an independent responsibility to comply with the National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA); NCPC’s responsibility stems from its approval authority over 
the site and design of the monument. A public scoping meeting was held on May 20, 2015 to 
discuss the memorial authorization and site characteristics. NPS is preparing an Environmental 
Assessment (EA) to identify alternatives and assess the potential impacts of the proposed 
memorial. NCPC is a cooperating agency for purposes of the EA, and NCPC staff provided 
scoping comments on June 2, 2015. These recommended evaluation of a number of topics through 
the NEPA process, including urban design and visitor experience, historic and cultural resources, 
transportation systems and sustainability.  
 
With its current review and action, the Commission is providing comments on the concept design 
for the project. Final NEPA documentation is not required at this time, but will be completed prior 
to the Commission’s action on the final site and memorial design. 
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CONSULTATION 
 
Coordinating Committee 
 
The Coordinating Committee reviewed the proposal at its June 21, 2017 meeting.   Without 
objection, the Committee forwarded the proposed comments on concept design to the Commission 
with the statement that the proposal has been coordinated with all participating agencies. The 
District of Columbia State Historic Preservation Office (DC SHOP) noted that their coordination 
is conditioned upon satisfactory completion of the Section 106 review process, including the 
execution of Memoranda of Agreement, as applicable. 
 
The participating agencies were: NCPC; the District of Columbia Office of Planning; the District 
Department of Transportation; the District Department of Energy and Environment; the DC 
SHPO; the General Services Administration; the National Park Service and the Washington 
Metropolitan Area Transit Authority. 
 
U.S. Commission of Fine Arts 
 
The Commission of Fine Arts (CFA) reviewed and approved the concept design for the new 
memorial at its May 18, 2017 meeting. At that time, the CFA noted the importance of the “visual, 
auditory, and tactile qualities of water – in making this park work successfully as a memorial.” 
They also encouraged the design team to further evaluate the gazebo as a location for potential 
commemorative elements. 
 
National Capital Memorial Advisory Commission 
 
Section 8905(a)(1) of the Commemorative Works Act requires memorial sponsors to consult with 
the National Capital Memorials Advisory Committee (NCMAC) on the selection of alternative 
sites and design concepts prior to submitting the project to NCPC for formal review. The proposed 
memorial will be submitted to NCMAC for review prior to final approval by NCPC. 
 
ONLINE REFERENCE 
 
The following supporting documents for this project are available online: 
 

• Submission Package 
• Project Synopsis 

Prepared by Matthew Flis 
07/06/2017 
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