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1. Name of Property 
Historic name: U.S. Naval Observatory, U.S. Naval Observatory and Hydrographical Office  
Other names/site number: _______________________________ 

      Name of related multiple property listing: __________________ 
      (Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing 
____________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Location  
Street & number: 3450 Massachusetts Avenue NW 
City or town: Washington   State: D.C.   County: N/A 
Not For Publication:   Vicinity:  

____________________________________________________________________________ 
3. State/Federal Agency Certification   

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended,  
I hereby certify that this        nomination  ___ request for determination of eligibility meets 
the documentation standards for registering properties in the National Register of Historic 
Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60.  

In my opinion, the property  ___  meets   ___ does not meet the National Register Criteria.  I 
recommend that this property be considered significant at the following  
level(s) of significance:      ___national                  ___statewide           ___local  

  Applicable National Register Criteria:  

___A             ___B           ___C           ___D         

 

 
    

Signature of certifying official/Title:    Date 

______________________________________________ 

State or Federal agency/bureau or Tribal Government 

 

In my opinion, the property        meets        does not meet the National Register 
criteria.   

     

Signature of commenting official:    Date 

 

Title :                                     State or Federal agency/bureau 
                                                                                         or Tribal Government  

 N/A
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______________________________________________________________________________ 
4. National Park Service Certification  

 I hereby certify that this property is:  

       entered in the National Register  

       determined eligible for the National Register  

       determined not eligible for the National Register  

       removed from the National Register  

       other (explain:)  _____________________                                                                                    

 
                     
______________________________________________________________________   
Signature of the Keeper   Date of Action 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
5. Classification 

 Ownership of Property 

 (Check as many boxes as apply.) 
Private:  

 
 Public – Local 

 
 Public – State  

 
 Public – Federal  

 
 
 Category of Property 

 (Check only one box.) 
 

 Building(s) 
 

 District  
 

 Site 
 

 Structure  
 

 Object  
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

X

 

 

 

X
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 Number of Resources within Property 
 (Do not include previously listed resources in the count)              

Contributing   Noncontributing 
          17                        39              buildings 

 
            8                          2              sites 
 
            0                          1              structures  
 
            3                          1              objects 
 
          28                        42              Total 

 
 
 Number of contributing resources previously listed in the National Register      0              
____________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Function or Use  
Historic Functions 
(Enter categories from instructions.) 

   DEFENSE / naval facility 
   EDUCATION / research facility, laboratory, observatory 
   DOMESTIC / institutional housing 
  

Current Functions 
(Enter categories from instructions.) 

   DEFENSE / naval facility 
   EDUCATION / research facility, laboratory, observatory  
   DOMESTIC / single dwelling, institutional housing 
   RECREATION AND CULTURE / outdoor recreation 

 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

7. Description  
 

 Architectural Classification  
 (Enter categories from instructions.) 
   MID-19TH CENTURY / Greek Revival  
   LATE 19TH AND 20TH CENTURY REVIVALS / Classical Revival  
        LATE VICTORIAN / Queen Anne                                                                                                                 
   MODERN MOVEMENT / Moderne 
   MODERN MOVEMENT / International Style 
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Materials: (enter categories from instructions.) 
Principal exterior materials of the property: ________________________ 

Foundation:  Brick        
  Stone 
  Concrete 
Walls:  Stone 
  Stone – Marble 
  Stone – Granite  
  Brick 
  Metal – Aluminum 
  Synthetics – Vinyl 
  Synthetics – Plastic 
  Wood 
  Concrete 
Roof:  Stone – Slate 
  Metal – Steel 
  Metal – Copper 
  Asphalt 
  Concrete 
  Synthetics – Plastics 
  Other – Built-Up 
 
 

Narrative Description 
(Describe the historic and current physical appearance and condition of the property.  Describe 
contributing and noncontributing resources if applicable. Begin with a summary paragraph that 
briefly describes the general characteristics of the property, such as its location, type, style, 
method of construction, setting, size, and significant features. Indicate whether the property has 
historic integrity.)   
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Summary Paragraph 
 
The U.S. Naval Observatory (USNO) Historic District is located in northwest Washington, D.C., 
and is situated between the bustling corridors of Massachusetts and Wisconsin Avenues. The 
73.685-acre property is directly bounded by Observatory Circle NW to the north, west, and 
south, and Massachusetts Avenue NW to the east. The USNO is surrounded by residential 
neighborhoods, including Glover Park to the west and Woodley Park to the east, and parks, 
including the naturalistic and formal gardens of Dumbarton Oaks Park to the south and heavily-
wooded Woodland-Normanstone Terrace Park to the east. In addition, there are several 
international embassies adjacent to the historic district.  
 
The USNO Historic District boundaries encompass Observatory Circle in its entirety and 
consists of 70 resources, 28 of which are contributing and 42 are noncontributing. Of the 28 
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contributing resources, there are 17 buildings, 8 sites, and 3 objects.  The buildings of the USNO 
Historic District are in good condition and generally retain their integrity.  While individual 
buildings may have been altered, the majority of the buildings dating to the original period of 
construction retain their original design and historic use. The district as a whole retains integrity 
of design, location, workmanship, setting, feeling, association, and materials. In some cases 
where buildings have been demolished, stabilized foundation remnants indicate their historic 
footprints.  These foundations help to convey the historical spatial organization, important to the 
scientific function of facilities within the district, and are counted as contributing sites in the 
historic resources count of this nomination. 
 
The large number of noncontributing resources is mainly due to the number of ancillary 
buildings that post-date the period of significance. The majority of these buildings are 
functionally related to Vice President’s residence. Only one extant primary building (Building 
56) constructed within the district’s period of significance (1888-1977) was found to be non-
contributing due to the loss of integrity. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Narrative Description  
 
The USNO Historic District is comprised of 70 resources built between the late-nineteenth and 
mid-twentieth century. Of these 70 resources, 28 are contributing resources and 42 are 
noncontributing to the district. The 28 contributing resources include 17 buildings, 8 sites, and 3 
objects. The district retains a rich building stock of intact scientific, institutional, and residential 
buildings that largely maintain their original design and materials. With construction dates 
generally dating from 1888 to 1945, the 17 contributing buildings are predominantly Greek 
Revival and Classical Revival in style, with a smaller representation of Queen Anne, Colonial 
Revival, Moderne, International Style, and Modern architectural styles. The majority of 
buildings are one to two stories in height and of masonry or wood frame construction. Typical 
cladding materials include brick, marble, granite, metal paneling, precast concrete panels, and 
wood, vinyl or aluminum siding. The district’s most common roofing materials range from 
traditional and high-style elements such as slate, copper, and standing-seam metal to non-
historic, utilitarian materials like corrugated plastic, asphalt rolls and shingles, or built-up roofing 
systems.1 
 
The 8 contributing sites located within the historic district include the USNO landscape and 7 
USNO-era building remnants or foundations, including: Building 6 (East Transit Circle 
Building); Building 7 (West Transit Circle Building); Buildings 27-30 (various marker 
buildings); and Building 85 (PZT Optical Shelter). The East (Building 6) and West (Building 7) 
Transit Circle Buildings housed specialized telescopes known as transit circles which were 
                         
1 The Navy officially designates all resources, including site or building, within the USNO as “Building #” rather 
than by descriptive name. The narrative description of this nomination will default to the buildings historic name 
with the Navy’s official name in parentheses. However, for reading ease, individual building descriptions will first 
be organized numerically (Building #) and then include the current or historic names in parentheses.  
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imperative in precise timekeeping for the Observers Electronic Laboratory (Building 3), then 
known as the Clock House.  The locations of the four marker buildings were determined by the 
positions of the Transit Circles and indicated due north and south, in addition to sheltering the 
light used to calibrate the instruments within the Transit Circle Buildings. The extant foundations 
of these USNO-era buildings communicate the important spatial planning arrangement between 
the observation buildings and support facilities. Additionally, the landscape of the USNO is a 
contributing site to the historic district as its natural topography was integral in the selection of 
the area for the new observatory in 1881 and its design was executed with consideration of the 
site’s scientific functions. The district retains its characteristically high and rolling landscape 
with circulatory systems, vegetation, and viewsheds that largely date to the original period of 
construction from 1888 to 1893. 
 
Setting 
 
The USNO Historic District is a distinctly circular 73.685-acre property directly bounded by 
Observatory Circle to the north, west, and south, and Massachusetts Avenue NW to the east. The 
once quiet, rolling hills north of Georgetown eventually gave way to the urban development of 
Washington, D.C., which has since encroached and encircled the historic district with residential 
neighborhoods, parks, and adjacent commercial corridors. However, the USNO Historic District 
has maintained its distinctive and gently varied topography, scattered with wooded areas along 
the western side and periphery of the circle.  
 
At the center of the historic district is the original campus, with iconic buildings designed by 
preeminent American architect Richard Morris Hunt.  These first-phase buildings designed by 
Hunt were established from the late 1880s to 1900 and are primarily clad in stone, such as 
marble or granite, or wood and corrugated metal (galvanized iron) siding. Other features within 
this central vicinity include the contributing ca. 1945 flag pole base and noncontributing features, 
such as the non-historic helipad and a WPA-era garden, which has been significantly altered.  
 
The western edge of the historic district is characterized by sparse development due to later 
acquisition of the property parcels. Ravines and creeks once bisected the western portion of the 
campus, but were mostly filled in during the post-World War II period. Such changes did not 
greatly affect the integrity of the landscape as they provided secure locations, like solid footings 
or flood mitigation, for the critical facilities associated with the USNO. The western portion of 
the campus was slowly developed beginning ca. 1960 through the construction of storage and 
maintenance buildings and recreational facilities; however, the area remains heavily wooded 
around these pockets of development. These support buildings are utilitarian and primarily clad 
in brick, corrugated metal, corrugated plastic, or aluminum and vinyl siding. 
 
The northeast quadrant of the USNO is the site of the Vice President’s Residence and consists of 
an eclectic complex of buildings. The complex includes a Queen Anne-style building, a brick 
stable from the Barber Estate era, and additional storage and security buildings around the 
perimeter of the compound. A fence runs from the Gilliss Avenue gatehouse to an area slightly 
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west of the 34th Street NW gatehouse, separating the Vice President’s Residence compound from 
the rest of the Observatory grounds. The Master Clock Display, two digital time displays which 
present the official time of the United States of America to the public, is located at the 34 th Street 
NW entrance which is flanked by World War I-era navy anchors.  
 
The lower-lying southern edge of the historic district was developed during World War II to aid 
expanded wartime efforts. These buildings reflected the growth of the campus operations, such 
as new dining and security facilities, and its scientific development, including the naval 
instrument repair functions, neither of which were diminished by the low-lying terrain at this 
location. These buildings do not adhere to any particular arrangement in relationship to one 
another, nor do they observe one particular style. The buildings display a wide variety of exterior 
materials such as brick, concrete, and EIFS.  
 
Individual Resource Descriptions 
 
All resources are listed by their official USNO designations. In keeping with Naval Facilities 
Engineering Systems Command (NAVFAC) standards, the resources are referred to by facility 
numbers within the installation. Historic and current building names are included in parentheses 
following these designations, followed by date of construction and contributing status. 
 
Building 1 (Administration Building / James Melville Gilliss Building) – 1893 – 
Contributing building 
 
Formerly known as the Administration Building, the Gilliss Building is the most architecturally 
significant facility in the U.S. Naval Observatory Historic District. The Gilliss Building is 
located near the center of the district to the east of the 26-inch Telescope Building on Maury 
Place NW. Richard Morris Hunt designed the building, meant to be the centerpiece of the new 
observatory campus, over the course of seven years and construction took another five years, 
from 1888 to 1893. Upon completion, it served as the central administration building for the 
USNO and has maintained the function ever since. The building consists of staff offices, a 
research library, and two observation spaces. Most of the building is two stories above grade 
with a partially below-grade basement. The exterior of the building reflects these varied 
functions through its assemblage of distinct forms: a cylindrical library, a central temple form 
with wings, a domed tower, and a simple gabled form. Due to the seemingly independent forms, 
the various portions of the building are best considered separately.  
 
On the east end is the James Melville Gilliss Library, dedicated as such in 1996 following a 
renovation. Prior to this date, the space was simply known as the Library within the 
Administration Building. It has a cylindrical form and a low-pitched conical roof. The building 
has a rough-hewn coursed stone base topped by a water table of smooth-dressed stone. Six 
evenly-spaced pilasters line the full-height of the building. Small square basement windows are 
set below the water table in each bay. Above the base, the walls are smooth-dressed stone. Small, 
one-over-one, double-hung, wood windows are centered in each first-floor bay. All windows 
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across the building retain the fenestration pattern and material of the original design. The one-
over-one operable sashes generally appear to be replacement windows. A string course is aligned 
with the first-floor window sills. A belt course marks the second-floor level on the facade. At the 
upper floor, the bays are divided by smaller pilasters. Three square clerestory windows are set 
into each bay. The windows have a decorative tetrakis square design with horizontal, vertical, 
and diagonal muntins. A curved architrave bounds the top of the windows. A stone cornice with 
copper flashing marks the top of the walls. Copper downspouts are mounted on three of the 
pilasters. Decorative copper lighting fixtures are located on the face of the building above the 
first-floor windows. 
 
The central administration portion of the building is comprised of a linear form intersected by 
three taller volumes. The north and south facades are nearly identical with a central temple form 
entrance flanked by two wings. Two shorter rectangular bays are set back on both the east and 
west ends. A hyphen extends from this wing to the Library on the east side. On the west side, the 
building connects to the four-story rectangular elevator tower. The building has a rough-hewn 
coursed stone base with a smooth-dressed water table course. Small rectangular vents are set 
below the water table in each bay. Above the base, the walls are smooth-dressed stone. A belt 
course marks the second-floor level. A string course aligned with the window sills is used at both 
levels. The central bay of the administration portion has a second-story distyle-in-antis temple 
form executed in the Ionic order. This upper floor has a porch with an exterior wall comprised of 
pilasters and full-height glazing divided into three vertical sections. The upper two rows of 
windows have muntins in a tetrakis square pattern. Below the second-story temple form is the 
first-floor entrance. The entrance has an entablature supported by ornamental scroll brackets and 
a wooden door set back a shallow distance from the exterior wall. Decorative iron lighting 
fixtures are located on the side walls of the stone staircase in front of the entrance. The wall is set 
back on to the sides of the entrance. Each side has two paired one-over-one, double-hung wood 
windows. The wings are one bay wide with a single one-over-one, double-hung wood window at 
the first floor and decorative paired windows at the second floor. As noted above, the windows 
appear to align with the original design, although the operable one-over-one windows appear to 
have replacement sashes. The upper windows match the tetrakis square pattern of the clerestory 
windows at the Library wing. A stone cornice with copper flashing marks the top of the walls. 
The roof has a long east-to-west ridge that is intersected with a hipped roof at the wings. The 
roof is finished with standing seam copper roofing. Several pieces of equipment have been 
installed on the rooftop catwalk.  
 
To the west of the central administrative wing of the building is the observation tower. This 
tapered three-story rectangular form is topped by a semi-spherical observation dome, and it has a 
tall rectangular elevator tower on its east side. The observation tower recalls Richard Morris 
Hunt’s earlier design for the base of the Statue of Liberty in form and execution. In contrast to 
the rest of the building, coursed rough-hewn stone walls are used on the upper walls. The belt 
course and string course used elsewhere on the building continue across this portion of the 
building as well. Smooth-dressed stone pilasters create a central bay with three one-over-one, 
double-hung wood windows at the first and second floors. Above the second-floor windows is a 
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shallow projecting cornice. At the third floor, small square double-hung windows display the 
same tetrakis square pattern. The projecting cornice of the tower is topped by a solid crenellated 
railing on all sides. The top portion of the tower provides space for a 12-inch Alvan Clark 
refractor telescope covered by a dome similar to others at the Naval Observatory and has a metal 
panel finish, painted white, with a narrow aperture. The elevator tower to the east extends above 
the third floor of the tower in a simple rectangular extrusion that is partially engaged with the 
observation tower. Windows are located at each floor of the tower and it has a projecting cornice 
at its parapet walls. The exterior of the tower matches the finishes of the administrative portion 
of the building. The time ball, finished in a gold color, is mounted to the side of the elevator 
tower. This historic timekeeping device was previously installed at the Old State, War, and Navy 
Building (since renamed the Eisenhower Executive Office Building) and was relocated to the 
Naval Observatory. Though there have been a handful of changes to the building, such as 
replacement window sashes, the Administration Building continues to convey its original 
appearance and design intent, retaining integrity of location, setting, design, workmanship, 
materials, feeling, and association. 
 
The Transit House on the west end, formerly referred to as Building 8, presents a stark contrast 
to the rest of the heavy masonry pile building as a result of its light, wood-frame construction 
and utilitarian design. The transit house is a rectangular form with a front gable. The roof is 
finished with standing seam metal roofing and the walls have non-original horizontal, aluminum 
siding. The building was originally clad with vertically oriented corrugated metal paneling that 
matched the since-demolished transit houses now known as Buildings 6 and 7. The roof has a 
narrow slit covered by operable doors along its gable ridge. Historically, this operable door 
extended down the north and south sides of the building to allow for observation by the transit 
circle telescope. The vertical doors on the walls have since been obscured by the new exterior 
finish. In addition, the original wall vents across all facades are no longer extant. The west door 
and concrete stair landing were added after the original construction. Tall, narrow double-hung 
simulated divided-light replacement wood windows are located on all facades of the building. 
Based on historic images of the other transit house buildings from the same period, the original 
window fenestration pattern was likely six-over-six. An original metal lighting fixture mounting 
extends from the western corners of the building. The Transit House connects with the rest of the 
building via a single-story, one-bay hyphen. Both the transit house and the hyphen have a rough-
hewn coursed stone base with smooth-dressed stone water table. The hyphen has a low slope 
roof and the walls are finished with aluminum siding. The north and south facades of the hyphen 
have a single metal door. The interior of the Transit House is now used as office space. Although 
several of the building’s original openings have been altered and the exterior finish has been 
replaced, its massing and immediate context remain unaffected. The retention of the building’s 
distinctive roof form and stone base, and the maintained relationships between the surrounding 
buildings, indicate that the building retains integrity of location, setting, design, workmanship, 
materials, feeling, and association and continues to convey its original design intent.   
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Looking north towards south elevation of Building 1. 

Looking south towards northwest corner of Building 1. 
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Building 2 (The Great Equatorial Building / 26-Inch Telescope House) – 1893 – 
Contributing building 
 
Designed by Richard Morris Hunt, the 26-Inch Telescope House, formerly called the Great 
Equatorial Building, is a combination of two architectural forms: a Greek Revival temple and an 
observatory dome. The walls of the Telescope House are constructed of large rough-faced 
Tuckahoe marble stone. The entablature, cornice, water table, and belt course are executed in 
smooth-faced marble. The two roof forms, pedimented gable and semi-spherical dome, present a 
strong contrast.  
 
The northern wing of the building is rectangular in plan and has a temple form. A simplified 
Doric order with triglyphs is employed on the building’s entablature, which wraps across its four 
sides. The north and south pediments have a tympanum finished with rough-dressed stone 
similar to the walls. The symmetrical north facade has a stone stair with flanking knee walls 
leading to a recessed entrance with a large wooden door featuring decorative cross-patterned 
fenestration. A bronze plaque is mounted on the side stone railing wall and indicates its 
dedication to astronomer Asaph Hall. One-over-one, double-hung wood replacement windows 
flank the entrance. The windows maintain the original fenestration pattern, but appear to have 
been originally finished in a dark color rather than the current white. Above the entrance door is 
a louvered exhaust vent and a metal screen filling the central metope. The east side and west 
sides are identical and symmetrical with two one-over-one, double-hung wood windows. The 
central metope on the east and west facades has a window. The small wood basement windows 
are located on the east, west, and north sides. The windows have iron grilles which appear to be 
original to the building. However, the wood sashes may be replacement. The roof is standing 
seam metal gable abutting the stone pediments on the north and south.  
 
The temple form connects to the domed telescope space with a shorter hyphen using the same 
stone wall materials. The hyphen is narrower and shorter than the temple form, with only the 
smooth stone architrave extending for its simple cornice. Narrow double-hung windows are 
located in the center of the east and west walls of the hyphen. At the connection to the circular 
observatory dome, the hyphen walls are chamfered to meet the round walls at a right angle. 
Downspouts are located at the south end of the temple form and at the south end of the hyphen. 
The east hyphen downspout has a round copper scupper.  
 
To the south is the domed observatory space. The rough-hewn stone walls and smooth ashlar belt 
course continue around this circular portion of the building. At the top of the walls, angled stone 
brackets carry a cantilevered stone catwalk and a simple metal railing. Between the brackets is a 
plain frieze with a stone molding at the underside of the catwalk. Four double-hung wood 
windows are oriented to the northwest, southwest, southeast, and northeast. These windows 
appear to have replacement sashes that match the original one-over-one design. The base of the 
metal dome is cylindrical which transitions into a semi-spherical shape at a wide horizontal band. 
The dome is finished with metal panels jointed in both longitudinal and latitudinal directions. All 
surfaces of the dome are painted white. A large roof aperture, which is opened during 
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observation, extends from the side to the top of the dome. The dome rotates 360 degrees to allow 
for observation in any direction. The interior spaces retain many of their original elements, 
including the 1873 Great Equatorial telescope. Of particular note, the height of the floor in the 
main observation space is adjustable to allow for access to the observation equipment.  
 
The 26-Inch Telescope House retains integrity of location, setting, design, workmanship, 
materials, feeling, and association, despite limited areas of in-kind replacement. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Looking northwest towards south elevation of Building 2. 
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Building 3 (Observers Electronic Laboratory / Chester B. Watts Building) – 1892 –  
Contributing building 
 
The Hunt-designed one-story, T-plan Observers Electronic Laboratory is located directly north 
of the Great Equatorial Building/26-inch Telescope House (Building 2) at the precise center of 
the U.S. Naval Observatory Historic District. The central portion is a rectangular volume 
executed in a Greek Revival temple form with a pedimented front gable. The base of the building 
has rough-faced coursed ashlar stone with smooth ashlar marble for the walls above. The front 
stair aligns with the top of the stone base. The side wall of the stair meets the simple belt course. 
This small stone projection wraps around the side of this central bay. The front entrance holds a 
wood door with a decorative glass light but is otherwise unornamented. To the left of the door is 
a wall-mounted bronze plaque indicating the building name as the “Chester B. Watts Building,” 
acknowledging the decades of work of the astronomer who retired from the Observatory in 1959. 
Above the front door is a glass transom covered by a shed roof supported on wooden brackets. 
The stone cornice has an abstracted frieze consisting of a small stone corbel. At the sides of the 
building, the cornice transitions from stone to copper. A louvered attic vent is located in the 
center of the front pediment. On the north side of this center portion of the building is an addition 
from 1932, constructed to provide a new vault for the master clock. The addition is wider than 
the original central bay. It has a hipped roof with peaked gable vents facing east and west. The 
walls are of smooth ashlar stone matching the original building except that the stone is limestone 
instead of marble. All windows are one-over-one, double-hung wood windows with ogee lugs on 
the upper sash. The windows appear to be mix of in-kind replacement and original sashes. 
 
The two wings are symmetrical and extend in the east and west directions. They contain the 
historic Observers’ Rooms and, while designed and constructed integrally with the central 
portion, were originally numbered as Buildings 4 and 5. Each wing is connected by a small, short 
hyphen with a brick foundation, wood siding, and a standing seam metal roof. A single one-over-
one, double-hung wood window with ogee lugs is located at center of each wall. The wings are 
square in plan with a hipped roof. The foundations are rough-faced, random-coursed ashlar stone 
and the walls are covered with wood siding. The hipped roof has peaked gable vents on the south 
and north and south sides and it is finished in standing seam copper roofing. Windows matching 
those elsewhere on the building are located in the center of the north and south facades. Doors 
are located on the outer facades of the two wings and have glass transoms above. All exterior 
doors have been replaced with non-matching doors.   
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A recent construction project renovated Building 3 and included restoration of the exterior 
including historic finishes and the reinstallation of stoops similar to the originals at the ends of 
the Observers’ Rooms. Though the Observers Electronic Laboratory does not retain its original 
side stoops and several original windows and doors, the building’s distinctive massing and 
materials remain the same. The building’s characteristic Greek Revival temple form with a 
pedimented front gable and rough-faced coursed ashlar stone foundation, with smooth ashlar 
stone for the walls above, convey the original design intent; as does the wood siding on the 
Observers’ Rooms and connecting hyphens.  The building retains integrity of location, design, 
setting, workmanship, materials, feeling, and association. 
 
 
  

Looking northwest towards southwest corner of Building 3. 
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Building 6 (East Transit Circle Building Foundation) – 1892 – Contributing site  
 
Stone foundation walls are all that remain of the East Transit Circle Building, designed by 
Richard Morris Hunt and constructed in 1892. The foundation, rectangular in plan, is located 
immediately east of the Observers Electronic Laboratory (Building 3) in the center of the historic 
district. The foundation consists of rough-hewn, random coursed ashlar walls backed with brick. 
The walls extend several feet above grade and are slightly battered. Vent openings filled with 
iron grilles and metal screens are on the east and north sides. Upon removal of the building in 
2006, the interior of the foundation wall enclosure was filled with gravel, and today the area is 
heavily overgrown. Small concrete platforms supporting masonry piers which were used for 
mounting a telescope and a collimator, a device used for adjusting the telescope’s line of sight, 
survive at the interior of the foundation walls. 
 
A recent construction project has stabilized the foundation walls and telescope/collimator piers. 
The overgrown material and gravel bed have been removed. Wildflowers will be planted inside 
the foundation walls. 
 
As a site resource, the Transit House Foundation retains integrity for its location and setting. 
 
  

Looking southwest towards northeast corner of the stone foundation walls at Building 6. 
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Building 7 (West Transit Circle Building Foundation) – 1892 – Contributing site  
 
Stone foundation walls are all that remain of the West Transit Circle Building, designed by 
Richard Morris Hunt and constructed in 1892. The foundation, rectangular in plan, is located 
immediately west of the Observers’ Electronic Laboratory (Building 3) in the center of the 
historic district. The walls consist of rough-hewn, random coursed ashlar backed with brick.  The 
walls extend several feet above grade and are slightly battered. Vent openings filled with iron 
grilles and metal screens are on the west and north sides. Upon removal of the building in 2006, 
the interior of the foundation wall enclosure was filled with gravel, and today the area is heavily 
overgrown. Remaining elements on the interior include small concrete platforms supporting 
masonry piers which were used for mounting a telescope and a collimator, a device used for 
adjusting the telescope’s line of sight.  
 
A recent construction project has stabilized the foundation walls and telescope/collimator piers. 
The overgrown material and gravel bed have been removed. Wildflowers will be planted inside 
the foundation walls.  
 
As a site resource, the West Transit Circle Building Foundation retains integrity of location and 
setting. 
 
 

Looking northwest towards southeast corner of the stone foundation walls at Building 7. 
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Building 16 (Boiler House and Dynamo House / USSS Administration/Computer Center) – 
1891, 1917 – Contributing building 
 
The original Boiler House and Dynamo House, the current USSS Administration/Computer 
Center, consists of two originally separate buildings which were later combined into a single 
building. It is located to the northeast of the Administration Building (Building 1) at the 
intersection of Gilliss Avenue and Maury Place. The Boiler House is the northwestern stone 
portion with a smokestack. It was designed by Richard Morris Hunt and constructed in 1891. 
The southern brick portion, the Dynamo House, was originally a one-story building designed by 
Washington architect Leon Dessez and constructed in 1891. In 1917, two stories were added to 
the Dynamo House and the two buildings were connected via a one-story addition. 
 
The northwest stone portion is one-story with a tall brick smokestack on its northeast facade. The 
building has buttressed stone walls and a low-slope, built-up roof. In addition to the exterior 
stack, the northeast facade has two doors, including a historic, but likely non-original, wood 
paneled garage door at a concrete loading dock. On its southwest side, the building is set into the 
sloping hillside, fully obscuring the ground floor on this facade. The building is currently heavily 
overgrown by various plants at its east elevation.  
 
The southern portion of the building is a square-plan three-story painted brick volume that 
reflects its development across two phases. The original one-story portion has arched openings 
with historic divided-light wood windows on its four-bay wide northeast and southeast facades. 
The openings have decorative arched brickwork as well. A projecting stone course once served 
as the building’s cornice, but now acts as a string course. The northeast facade has two non-
historic entrance doors in one of the arched bays and another is the northernmost bay. The 1917 
two-story addition continues the four-bay width from the original building, but employs brick 
pilasters with punched rectangular paired windows at these upper levels. All windows in the 
1917 addition are one-over-one, non-historic replacement windows and have stone sills. An 
historic photograph from the 1920s suggests that the current fenestration matches the original 
window design and that the building was not originally painted. Above the upper windows is a 
simple frieze that meets the pilasters below a projecting cornice. Brick parapet walls extend 
above the cornice and have pilasters aligned with those below. On the southwest facade, another 
non-historic replacement door is located in the northern bay and a two-story metal fire escape 
connects to a door inserted into a third-story window opening. The building has a low-slope, 
built-up roof. Due to its location bordering the entrance road to the Vice President’s Residence, a 
non-historic metal fence abuts its south and north ends and segregates access to the two sides of 
the building.  
 
Despite the various alterations to the 1891 portion, the whole of the building retains its integrity 
of design dating to 1917. Though changes such as the security improvements for the Vice 
President’s Residence have affected the setting, the building retains integrity of location, design, 
workmanship, materials, feeling, and association.  
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Looking south towards north corner of Building 16. 

Ca. 1982 photograph looking southwest towards northeast elevation of Building 16. (National Archives and 
Records Administration) 
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Building 19 (VP/USSS Administration Building) – ca. 1850, 1938, 1991 – Contributing 
building 
 
This two-story building is located on the north end of the U.S. Naval Observatory Historic 
District fronting Gilliss Avenue to the west of the Vice President’s Residence (Building A). The 
building’s U-shaped plan has evolved over multiple building campaigns. The southern wing is 
the oldest portion and is the sole extant building from the Barber estate, which predated the 
establishment of the Naval Observatory. This original portion was constructed as the Barber 
family stable ca. 1850.  The western wing was constructed in 1938 by the Works Progress 
Administration (WPA). The northern wing and eastern addition were completed in 1991.  
 
The exterior walls are brick, painted white, with segmental arches at windows and doors. The 
windows are single six-over-six, simulated divided-light replacement windows. The fenestration 
pattern recalls the divisions of the original windows. Typically the windows have concrete sills, 
painted white. Numerous openings have been altered on the original wing, including the addition 
of new windows and the removal and infill of historic carriage doors and windows. For the most 
part, the windows are regularly spaced with several doors located on the west and north facades. 
Also, on the north facade are several non-historic overhead garage doors. All entrance doors are 
non-historic replacement metal doors. Cantilevered pediments extend from the main entrance on 
the east side and the north entrance. A hipped slate roof covers the building with the exception of 
the low slope membrane of the central portion of the 1991 addition. Five square-plan cupolas 
with pyramidal roofs embellish the building’s intersection points and wings. The cupolas are clad 
in replacement materials, including bronze-colored metal paneling, and have louvers on all sides. 
As the building has undergone several iterations and alterations, its historic form has evolved. 
The original Barber-era stable is the southern wing of the current building and retains its massing 
and materials, though nearly all openings have been infilled or replaced. The 1938 WPA addition 
similarly possesses its original massing and materials with changes to all window and door 
openings. Even with these alterations the building continues to convey its historic scale and the 
majority of its historic materials, particularly those dating to the WPA era. Though no longer 
used for horses or automobiles, the building continues to convey its historic use as a storage 
facility via its proportions, pattern of fenestration, and arrangement of spaces. Therefore, the 
building retains integrity of location, design, materials, and workmanship.  
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Looking east towards southwest corner of Building 19. 

WPA photograph looking southwest towards north elevation of ca. 1850 portion of Building 19. 
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Building 25 (Portable Transit House) – ca. 1893 – Contributing building 
 
This small, one-story building is located due west of the Simon Newcomb Laboratory (Building 
78) south of Maury Avenue. The simple massing of the Portable Transit House consists of a 
nearly-square volume with a shallow front gable facing east. The only opening in the exterior 
facade is a historic paneled wood door centered on the building’s east facade. Metal rails extend 
through the exterior wall on the east and west facades and serve to support the operable roof 
during observations. The exterior finishes have been altered over time and now consist of vinyl 
wall siding and translucent corrugated plastic roof panels. In addition, the roof form was changed 
from shed to the current shallow gable in the mid-twentieth century. The building remains 
equipped with a small 6” telescope, although it is infrequently used for astronomical observation.  
This building no longer retains integrity of materials, design, and workmanship, due to the loss 
of exterior fabric and alteration to its overall form. However, the building retains its integrity of 
location, setting, feeling, and association due to its continued use.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking southwest towards northeast corner of Building 25. 
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Building 27 (North Marker House Foundation) – ca. 1899 – Contributing site  
 
The square brick masonry and concrete foundation wall was constructed ca. 1899 as a part of the 
North Marker House which was used to align the transit circle telescope in the historic West 
Transit Circle House (Building 7). This remnant is located due north of the Building 7 site and 
near the end of Hill Road. In 2006, the building was demolished, but the foundation and 
instrument pier were left intact. The site now consists of brick walls on a concrete footing and a 
brick pier for a lighting fixture, with a non-historic electronic instrument in place of the former 
marker location. As a site resource, the North Marker House Foundation retains integrity of 
location and setting.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Looking south towards north elevation of Building 27. 
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Building 28 (Marker House Foundation) – ca. 1900-08 – Contributing site  
 
The square brick masonry and concrete foundation wall was constructed ca. 1900-08 as a part of 
the South Marker House which was used to align the transit circle telescope in the historic West 
Transit Circle House (Building 7), This remnant is located due south of the Building 7 site and 
along Maury Avenue. In 2006, the building was demolished, but the foundation and instrument 
pier were left intact. The site now consists of brick walls on a concrete footing and a brick pier 
for a lighting fixture, with a non-historic electronic instrument in place of the former marker 
location. As a site resource, the Marker House Foundation retains integrity of location and 
setting. 
 
 
  

Looking southwest towards northwest corner of Building 28. 
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Building 30 (South Marker House Foundation) – ca. 1900-08 – Contributing site  
 
The rectangular brick masonry and concrete foundation wall was constructed ca. 1900-08 as a 
part of the South Marker House which was used to align the transit circle telescope in the historic 
East Transit Circle Building (Building 6). It is located due south of the Building 6 site and west 
of the Simon Newcomb Laboratory (Building 78) off of Davis Road. In 2006, the building was 
demolished, but the foundation and instrument pier were left intact. The site now consists of 
brick walls on a concrete footing and a brick pier for a lighting fixture, with a non-historic 
electronic instrument in place of the former marker location. As a site resource, the South 
Marker House Foundation retains integrity of location and setting. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Looking southeast towards northwest corner of Building 20. 
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Building 31 (Prime Vertical West Marker House Foundation) – ca. 1893 – Contributing site  
 
The rectangular brick-on-concrete foundation was constructed ca. 1893 as a part of the Prime 
Vertical West Marker House which was used to align the telescope in the former Prime Vertical 
Building located due north of Building 3. The foundation is located due west of the site of the 
Prime Vertical Telescope Building on the east side of Observatory Lane. The building was 
demolished with the foundation and instrument pier left intact. The site now consists of brick 
walls of short, varying courses on a concrete footing and the stone instrument pier. The stone 
pier has been displaced and has the potential to fall off of the base. As a site resource, the Prime 
Vertical West Marker House Foundation retains integrity of location. 
 
 
 

Looking south towards north elevation of Building 31. 



 
 
United States Department of the Interior  
National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places Registration Form  
NPS Form 10-900     OMB Control No. 1024-0018      

 
U.S. Naval Observatory  Washington, D.C. 
Name of Property                   County and State 
 

Section 7 page 26 
 

Building 34 (Vice President Grounds Maintenance Shed) – ca. 2000 – Noncontributing 
building 
 
This open-shed building is rectangular in plan and located to the southeast of the VP Grounds 
Maintenance Shed (Building 35) near Goldsborough Avenue. The walls and roof are clad in 
corrugated metal panels. Treated wood posts are set into the ground support the wood-framed 
roof structure. The western portion has a concrete slab that steps down to the unfinished eastern 
side.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking northwest towards southeast elevation of Building 34. 
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Building 35 (Vice President Grounds Maintenance Shed) – ca. 2000 – Noncontributing 
building 
 
This small outbuilding is located to the northwest of VP Grounds Maintenance Shed (Building 
34) off of Goldsborough Avenue. The shed has a rectangular footprint and single-slope roof. A 
door is located on southeast facade. The exterior is clad in vinyl siding and asphalt shingle 
roofing.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Looking west towards southeast corner of Building 35. 
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Building 36 (USSS Storage Shed) – ca. 2000 – Noncontributing building 
 
This small outbuilding is located to the south of Gate House (Building A8) adjacent to the 
entrance to the Vice President’s Residence area at Hill Road. The wood-framed shed is set on 
concrete blocks on top of a concrete slab. The walls are finished with vertical plywood siding. 
The gambrel roof has asphalt shingles. A garage door is located in the southwest facade and the 
southwest side has a pair of wood doors centered on the facade. The entrance door is flanked by 
double-hung, aluminum-sash windows with inserts mimicking four-over-four-lights. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Looking north towards southwest corner of Building 36. 
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Building 37 – USSS Storage Shed – 1914, ca. 1990 addition – Noncontributing building 
 
The long, narrow, one-story USSS Storage Shed is located directly to the south of the VP/USSS 
Administration Building (Building 19). The east portion is the original portion of the building 
and the west addition extended the building significantly. A vertical seam in the exterior wall 
communicates the size of the original building as does the distinct texture of the masonry used – 
smooth brick on the original and a textured brick on the addition. The brick walls are painted 
white. An overhead garage door is located on the east facade and the north facade has several 
metal doors and louvers. The roof is gabled and finished with copper standing-seam panels. This 
utilitarian building is considered noncontributing due to loss of integrity as a result of extensive 
alterations completed outside the period of significance.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Looking north towards south elevation of Building 37. 
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Building 39 (24-inch Equatorial Telescope) – 1932 – Contributing building 
 
The 24-inch Equatorial Telescope building is located to the south of Quarters D (Building 74) on 
the north side of Observatory Lane. It is octagonal in plan and topped with a semi-spherical 
dome. The walls of the base are clad in vertical corrugated metal siding. The dome, including the 
observation aperture, is finished in smooth metal paneling. The building sits on a concrete 
foundation. A concrete staircase consisting of four risers and a black, metal railing on the west 
side leads to the only entrance, located on its southeast facade. Building signage reading “39” is 
located above the entrance. The entrance is inset from the exterior walls and has a pair of out-
swinging metal doors with single, square glass lights. Each of the eight sides is vented by five 
square louvers along the base and top of the metal walls, except where interrupted by the 
entrance door. The louvers appear to be replacements installed after 1982, by which time the 
openings had been infilled. In addition, a row of louvers was originally located at the base of the 
dome and have since been removed and infilled. At the base of the walls, the corrugated metal 
siding stops at the louvers, where flat metal panels fill these areas, and resume above and below 
these horizontal bands. The building is painted an off-white on all metal surfaces and a blue-gray 
on all concrete surfaces. Electrical and mechanical equipment is located at the northeast side of 
the building. The remaining exterior metal cladding, although believed to have been replaced, 
continues to reflect the original installation. The 24-inch Equatorial Telescope building retains 
integrity of design, setting, workmanship, and feeling.  
 
 

Looking northwest toward southeast elevation of Building 39. 
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Building 43 (Quarters D Garage) – 1932 – Noncontributing building 
 
This small, one-story utilitarian outbuilding is located to the north of Quarters D (Building 74) at 
the end of Hill Road. The building has a rectangular footprint with a front-facing gable. Several 
alterations have been made to the building since its construction: lean-to extensions were added 
to the side and rear as well as the installation of new exterior finishes, including vinyl siding and 
asphalt roll roofing. A non-historic overhead garage door was installed in the opening on the 
south side of the building.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking southeast towards northwest corner of Building 43. 
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Building 44 (Quarters B&C Garage) – 1928 – Noncontributing building 
 
This small, one-story utilitarian outbuilding is located to the southwest of Quarters B&C 
(Building 72). The building has a rectangular footprint with a front-facing gable. A door with 
transom is centered on the southwest facade and a window is centered on the northeast facade. 
Several alterations have been made to the building since its construction. A lean-to extension 
was added to the rear and new exterior finishes were installed, including aluminum siding and 
asphalt shingle roofing. In addition, a non-historic overhead garage door was installed on the 
northeast side of the building.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking southeast towards northeast elevation of Building 44. 
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Building 45 (Flagpole) – ca. 1945 – Contributing object  
 
The flagpole is located directly south of the James Melville Gilliss Building (Building 1) in a 
small traffic circle island on Maury Place. The square plan base has ogee moldings which line 
the base of the four paneled sides. A decorative vertical rope molding lines each vertical corner 
and a conge molding is employed at the top of the base. The north side panel has a United States 
Navy seal located in its center. The base and seal are blue, gold, and white. The flagpole extends 
vertically from the decorative base to a cross bar at its two-thirds height. The cross bar recalls a 
ship mast in form. The current steel pole replaced an earlier wooden one installed on the same 
base. The replacement of the pole itself modified the design and appears to have occurred within 
the last fifty years based on aerial photographs. Due to the replacement of the pole itself, the 
flagpole retains integrity of location, workmanship, setting, and materials.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Looking northwest towards southeast corner of Building 45. 
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Building 46 (Quarters B&C Garage) – ca. 1980 – Noncontributing building 
 
The small, one-story utilitarian Quarters B&C Garage is located to the southeast of Quarters 
B&C (Building 72). The building has a rectangular footprint with a front-facing gable. An 
overhead garage door is centered on the northeast facade. The exterior is clad in vinyl siding and 
asphalt shingle roofing.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking south towards north elevation of Building 46. 
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Building 50 (Atomic Clock) – 2007 – Noncontributing building 
 
This one-story scientific building is located to the north of the Standby Generator Building 
(Building 54) on the west side of Davis Road overlooking the sloping former creek bed to the 
west. The taller central volume is formed by multi-directional shed-roof forms. The two shorter 
wings have shed roofs extending to the north and south. In tandem with metal screen walls and 
fencing, these north and south wings obscure various building systems equipment located to the 
west of the building. The exterior is clad in exterior insulation and finishing system (EIFS) and 
asphalt shingles. The roof, gutters, and downspouts are green in color. Two wide horizontal 
bands line the central volume in alignment with the cornice of the wings and the cornice of the 
central portion of the building. Concrete foundation walls are visible along the base of the 
building. Two entrances are located on the east facade at the corners of the larger central volume. 
Each entrance has a pair of metal doors with a narrow glass light. The rear entrance has a pair of 
metal doors and is located on the north side of the building. The building has no windows. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking west towards east elevation of Building 50. 
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Building 52 (Public Works/NOSBY Lab) – 1940, 1993 – Contributing building 
 
This large, three-story building is located near the south end of the historic district at the 
intersection of Davis Road and Observatory Circle. Designed by the U.S. Navy’s Bureau of 
Yards and Docks (BYD), the predecessor to today’s NAVFAC, the Public Works/NOSBY 
Laboratory was executed in a Modernist style and is the largest building in the Naval 
Observatory Historic District. The large rectangular volume utilizes concrete walls punctuated by 
horizontal groupings of windows with narrow portions of wall between. Aside from a series of 
horizontal recessed bands aligned to the window sills and heads, the building is unornamented. 
The walls are now covered by a painted exterior insulation finishing system (EIFS). Metal wall 
flashing caps the top of the exterior walls. The roof is a low-slope built-up system bound by short 
parapet walls. There are numerous pieces of building systems equipment located on the building 
roof. At the base of the building, a narrow light well with a concrete floor and concrete retaining 
walls is located along three facades so as to accommodate the ground floor windows at the 
sloping grade.  
 
At the northeast facade, a metal storefront entrance door with sidelights and transom is located 
off-center towards the northern end of the building. The entrance is covered by a tapering 
cantilevered concrete slab. Similar to the southwest facade, the northeast facade is nine bays 
wide, the majority of the openings on this facade consist of groupings of four windows while the 
outer bays have groups of two or three windows. The southeast facade is symmetrical with two 
center bays of four windows each and flanking bays three windows in width. On the southwest 
facade, a loading dock stretches across the seven central bays. A concrete slab cantilevers from 
the building face to cover the full width of the loading dock. Numerous doors of varying types 
are located at the loading dock for access to back-of-house spaces. A concrete surface parking lot 
abuts the raised concrete loading dock. The northwest facade was altered with the construction of 
the west addition in 1993. Its narrow connector hallway obscures one bay of the original 
northwest facade but otherwise the fenestration follows the patterns seen elsewhere on the 
building. This hall connector has a tall glass block wall on its southwest facade. The square plan 
addition is constructed of similar materials and fenestration as the original building.  
 
Despite the alterations to its exterior, the building has been determined to be contributing as it 
retains its original form and general appearance. In addition, its use as an instrument repair shop 
during World War II contributes to the building’s historic significance. A current construction 
project is underway that, among other alterations, is expected to remove the EIFS cladding from 
the exterior of the building. At the time of this report, the building retains integrity of location, 
design, setting, and association.  
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Looking northeast towards south elevation of Building 52. 
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Building 54 (Standby Generator Building) – 1918 – Contributing building 
 
The small, one-story Standby Generator Building is square in plan and located to the west of the 
Police Station/Cafeteria (Building 59) off of Davis Road. The roof is pyramidal in form and 
features deep, flared exposed eaves. The wood-framed building was constructed on a concrete 
foundation. The east facade has a centered entrance door with two flanking one-over-one, 
double-hung windows. The north, west, and south facades had two window openings each, 
however excepting one window on the south facade, all have since been replaced with louvered 
vents. The exterior finishes have been altered over time and now consist of aluminum siding and 
asphalt roll roofing. Building 54 retains integrity of design, location, and setting.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking southwest towards northeast elevation of Building 54. 
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Building 56 (NSA North Potomac Headquarters) – 1944 – Noncontributing building 
 
The three-story NSA North Potomac Headquarters is located on Observatory Circle near the 
south entrance to the U.S. Naval Observatory Historic District. The rectangular building is four 
bays wide and twelve bays long with irregularly-spaced fixed paired windows. The entrance is 
located on the narrower southwestern facade and marked by an entrance pavilion supported on 
round concrete posts. A parged and painted concrete block foundation wall finish extends from 
grade to the first-story where it transitions to an engineered modular brick veneer, maroon in 
color, for the upper two floors. Beige brick rowlock courses aligned with the window sills act as 
a string course on all sides of the building. A frieze of square beige tiles marks the top of the 
walls between window openings. An outer hipped standing seam metal roof transitions to a low-
slope membrane roof at short metal-clad parapet walls. The elevator shaft extends through the 
hipped roof adjacent to the entrance and is capped with a pyramidal standing seam metal roof. In 
1998, the building underwent an extensive renovation designed by Thompson Wright Architects. 
As a result, it has been heavily altered from its original design and is determined to be a 
noncontributing resource. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking northeast towards southwest elevation of Building 56. 
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Building 59 (Police Station/Cafeteria) – 1942, ca. 1965 – Contributing building 
 
This large, rectangular one-story building was constructed in 1942 on Davis Road to the north of 
the Public Works/NOSBY Laboratory (Building 52). The design is executed in the International 
Style with contemporary design elements, including an emphasis on horizontality via its long, 
flat roofs and bands of windows. The building’s rectangular volume is complicated by multiple 
roof planes, typically with deep eaves, and a recessed corner entrance at the south end of the 
building. The walls are brick masonry laid in common bond. Most of the fenestration is 
comprised of the original wood windows arranged in window walls with instances of punched 
windows. The original awning screen windows are extant in some locations. Several locations 
have non-historic replacement storm windows.   
 
The northeast facade presents a taller central block with two shorter wings. A pair of entrance 
doors is located slightly off-center and is flanked by a series of tall windows with horizontal 
muntins and vertical mullions. At the south end, a band of windows wraps the corner and spans 
across the entire southeast facade. At the southwest facade this band of windows extends around 
the corner to meet the angled entrance wall. Two circular windows flank the corner entrance. A 
pair of metal doors with small, single glass lights replaced the original multi-light glazed 
entrance doors. The ca. 1965 addition has a group of windows and a metal door on its southwest 
side. To the north of the addition, are a series of windows, a metal door, and a loading dock on 
the southwest facade of the original building. The northwest facade is comprised of a taller 
western portion and a shorter eastern portion. The masonry on this facade has several infills and 
patches. At present, there is a pair of double metal doors and a small window in the shorter 
portion of the facade and a single metal door in the otherwise blank taller portion of the north 
facade. The interior of the building has been renovated extensively since its construction.  
Despite limited changes to various exterior elements, Building 59 retains integrity of location, 
design, materials, setting, workmanship, and feeling. 
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Looking southwest towards northeast corner of Building 59. 
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Building 61 (Transient Observer’s House) – 1943 – Contributing building 
 
This one-story domestic building (Building 61) is located southeast of the Administration 
Building (Building 1) on Maury Avenue. The small cottage is rectangular in plan and a hipped 
asphalt shingle roof covers the building. The north side of the roof extends at the same pitch to 
cover the full-width front porch. The building is supported on brick foundation walls laid in 
common bond and with brick piers at the porch. The foundation walls have a decorative 
crawlspace vent in a flattened diamond shape created by gaps within the masonry coursing. At 
the porch, wooden lattice fills the areas between the brick piers. The exterior of the building is 
clad with aluminum siding and all windows are one-over-one, non-historic replacements. The 
two longer east and west facades have three identical windows and the two narrower north and 
south facades have two windows. The original wood window trim remains visible at all 
locations. Centered on the north facade is a non-historic replacement door with diamond-shaped 
glass light. The front porch has four square posts. The two central posts are closely-spaced and 
create an entrance, above which is located a stenciled sign reading “61." A simple wooden 
railing with square balusters lines the three sides of the porch. The floor of the porch is built of 
painted wooden boards. Building 61 retains integrity of design, location, and setting.  
 
   
 
 
 
 

Looking southeast towards northwest corner of Building 61. 
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Building 62 (Garage Annex) – 1943 – Noncontributing building 
 
The one-story utilitarian Garage Annex is located east of Quarters F (Building 73) and fronts 
onto Hill Road. The building has a rectangular footprint with a side-facing gable. Five overhead 
garage doors are located on the long northeast facade and three doors are located in the 
southwest facade. Initially constructed as a temporary building, the exterior finishes have since 
been altered and now consist of aluminum siding and asphalt shingle roofing.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking south towards northeast corner of Building 62. 
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Building 72 (Quarters B&C) – 1897 – Contributing building 
 
This two-and-a-half-story double house is located to the east of the Administration Building 
(Building 1) on Maury Place.  The two residences were designed by local Washington architect 
William J. Marsh as a single building with mirrored plans. The building housed astronomers and 
was placed to allow easy access to the scientific buildings. Quarters B & C exhibits Victorian-era 
design flourishes common to the Queen Anne architectural style. To this end, the building has 
projecting volumes, steeply pitched hipped roofs, elaborately corbelled brick chimneys, textured 
stone lintels and sills, and dormers of varied design.  
 
The exterior walls are brick masonry with ornamental brickwork. A string course, two units in 
height, occurs below the first floor window sills. All windows are replacement wood windows 
which appear to mimic the original fenestration patterns, per historic photographs. The cornice 
features a frieze with dentils executed in corbelled brick coursing. The rear chimneys project 
from the face of the building, interrupting the decorative brick cornice. The northeast facade is 
symmetrical with an enclosed corner porch that is partially engaged with the building. The porch 
has a hipped slate roof connecting with a Tuscan order entablature on paired pilasters located at 
the corners and center of the porch. Large square brick piers support the concrete porch floor. 
Wooden frames with lattice infill are located between the porch piers. The rear elevation of 
Quarters B porch has a door and a wooden staircase. Paired windows with decorative shutters are 
located at each level on both sides of the party wall. A single window with shutters is located 
above the porch on the building’s front facade. A dormer with slate facing is centered above the 
paired windows and a small dormer is located on the center of the front facade of each house. 
The front room chimney is shared across the party wall and rises well above the steeply pitched 
hipped roof.  
 
The side elevations are three bays in width. Two single windows are located on the side facade, 
one second-story window and another between floors at the staircase. A dormer on the upper 
hipped roof is centered on the facade. The rear bay projects forward and has a gable end faced 
with slate. Paired windows are centered on this bay as well as a small rectangular window in the 
gable. The rear of the building is symmetrical; each house has two hipped-roof dormers set 
between its shared and dedicated chimneys. Paired windows are located on opposite sides of the 
party wall with several single double-hung windows next to these, including a small rectangular 
window. All windows on the rear of the building and the single windows at the sides have stone 
sills and brick segmental arches. A small porch with shed slate roof is located at the rear door of 
each house. Quarters C has a wood porch with wood railing, while Quarters B has a concrete 
floor and steps with its painted metal pipe railing. Both rear porches have a concrete stair to the 
basement level. A steel fire escape is built at the center of the rear facade to allow egress from 
the upper floors from both houses. 
 
Despite some changes, Quarters B & C retains integrity as a result of its intact overall design as 
well as its close proximity and relationship to the observatory’s most prominent buildings.  
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Looking south towards northeast corner of Building 72. 

Ca. 1982 photograph looking south towards northeast corner of Building 72. (National Archives and Records 
Administration) 
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Building 73 (Quarters F) – 1946 – Contributing building 
 
The two-story residence is located at the northwest boundary of the historic district on Rodgers 
Lane. The exterior walls are constructed of concrete block with a stucco finish and later clad 
with vinyl siding. The original broad rectangular volume is covered by a shallow side gable roof. 
The front facade has a one-story porch addition with a single-slope standing seam metal roof 
located at the main entrance of the building. The porch roof is supported by four simplified 
Tuscan columns. At the northeast end of the front facade is an enclosed porch located at the 
original entrance to Quarters G. Fenestration typically consists of non-historic, double-hung 
replacement windows. The west end of the building has a vinyl-clad chimney centered on the 
side gable. The rear ell addition is set even with the west facade of the original building. The ell 
has a shallow gable end roof as well as several double-hung windows and a fixed picture window 
at the first floor. The rear of the building has double-hung windows of varying shapes, including 
several paired windows. A small one-story, gable-end addition extends from the center rear. 
Canvas awnings have been installed on the west and south sides at door openings.  
 
Quarters F & G (Building 73, now known as Quarters F), was originally constructed as a duplex 
residence for married naval officers in 1946. The original building was two stories and had 
simple rectangular massing, but was soon changed due to rampant complaints of the size and 
quality. By 1952, the duplex had been converted into a single residence and a two-story addition 
was attached to the rear (south façade).  These major alterations were completed within the 
period of significance and Quarters F retains integrity.  
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Looking southwest toward northeast corner of Building 73. 

Looking south toward north elevation of Building 73. 
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Building 74 (Quarters D) – 1901 – Contributing building 
 
Located due north of the 24-inch Equatorial Telescope building (Building 39) at the end of Hill 
Road, this two-story building was constructed in 1901. The original Foursquare design is still 
apparent, though portions have been obscured by several additions, resulting in an irregular form 
of outer one- and two-story volumes of multiple styles around the original central block. The 
west addition was constructed sometime before 1965 as a one-story wing that was expanded 
vertically in ca. 1970. It appears that the entire building was re-clad with wood weatherboard at 
this time. The original hipped roof porch on the west side of the building was enclosed and the 
roof replaced with an exterior terrace and one of the two second-story windows was replaced 
with a door to allow access to the new exterior space. During the same period, the south one-
story sun room wing was added. The east porch addition dates to before 1965. It was heavily 
altered sometime after 1982 to change the fenestration pattern and eliminate the stair and 
entrance door. The late twentieth century east addition alterations also removed an original 
window location on the north elevation of the main body of the house and replaced it with a door 
and smaller window. The upper portions of the roof have pyramidal hipped roofs and the lower 
portions have shed roofs. All exterior walls are clad in vinyl siding and all roofs are finished with 
asphalt shingles. Fenestration typically consists of non-historic, replacement double-hung 
windows with some instances of fixed picture windows and groups of windows in pairs or 
triplets. All windows had shutters until their removal in the late twentieth century.  
 
The recessed front entrance is located in a one-story addition executed in a Colonial Revival 
style on the south facade. The roof of this addition serves as a second-story porch lined by a 
wooden railing with decorative metal balustrade. The one-story volume wraps from the entrance 
around the east facade of the building and is punctuated by several grouped windows. Above this 
one-story addition, the east side has a protruding semi-hexagonal bay and a roof dormer. A tall 
brick chimney with corbelled cap is visible from this facade as well. The north facade has two 
one-story shed roof additions constructed in front of its stepped two-story facade. A wooden 
deck extends from the northwest corner of the building. The west facade has a series of staggered 
two-story volumes with varied hipped roof heights.  
 
Although altered, the building largely retains its original form which dates to the district’s period 
of significance.  Building 74 retains integrity of design, materials, workmanship, and association.  
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Looking southwest toward northeast corner of Building 74. 

Ca. 1965-1966 Photograph looking southwest toward northeast corner of Building 74. (USNO Archives) 
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Building 75 (Public Works Shops Building) – ca. 1960 – Noncontributing building 
 
This one-story rectangular plan building is located directly north of the Public Works Shops 
Building (Building 76) along Morgan Lane. The simple utilitarian building has a front gable end 
on its west facade. The roof has extended eaves and is finished with standing steam metal. All 
walls are clad in vinyl siding. The west facade has an overhead rolling door. The north and east 
facades have original steel awning windows. An exterior exhaust flue and other building systems 
equipment are placed on the east side of the building. The south facade has two non-historic 
doors with glass lights and an operable louver is located on the wall between them. Metal 
channels extend from the eaves of the roof at the east and west ends to connect the Public Works 
Shops Buildings to one another (Buildings 75 and 76).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking southwest toward northeast corner of Building 75. 
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Building 76 (Public Works Shops Building) – ca. 1960 – Noncontributing building 
 
This one-story rectangular plan building is located directly south of the Public Works Shops 
Building (Building 75) along Morgan Lane. The simple utilitarian building has a front gable end 
on its west facade. The roof has extended eaves and is finished with standing steam metal. All 
walls are clad in vinyl siding. The west facade has a pair of metal doors. The south and east 
facades have original steel awning windows. An exterior exhaust flue and other building systems 
equipment are placed on the east side of the building. The south facade has two non-historic 
doors with glass lights and an operable louver is located on the wall between them. Metal 
channels extend from the eaves of the roof at the east and west ends to connect the Public Works 
Shops Buildings to one another (Buildings 75 and 76).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking southwest toward northeast corner of Building 76. 
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Building 77 (AC Facility) – 1961 – Noncontributing building 
 
This one-story utility building is located to the east of the Public Works/NOSBY Laboratory 
(Building 52) at the intersection of Davis Road and Observatory Lane. The small square plan 
building consists of concrete masonry unit walls painted white with metal parapet flashing and a 
built-up low slope roof. A pair of metal double doors is located on the southeast facade. A large 
louver is located on the northeast facade. The northwest facade has a small louver and a roof 
access ladder.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking northwest toward southeast elevation of Building 77. 
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Building 78 (Simon Newcomb Laboratory) – 1932, 1961 – Contributing building 
 
The oldest one-story portion of the Simon Newcomb Laboratory was constructed in 1932 as the 
Astrographic Laboratory. The 1932 portion of the building is symmetrical with stripped detailing 
typical of the Art Deco style. In 1961, a Moderne-styled addition consisting of a central two-
story portion and flanking one-story wings was added to the eastern side of the original building. 
A shorter and narrower single-story hyphen moderates between the two forms. The exterior of 
the 1961 addition is clad in limestone panels on a brick substrate and it has a low-sloped, built-up 
roof. The symmetrical central two-story block is seven bays wide and the one-story side wings 
have one window placed off-center toward the main block. All windows are non-historic 
replacements, with inserts mimicking three-over-three-light configurations to match the original 
windows. The primary facade faces the open lawn shared with the Administration Building and 
contributes to the definition of this key landscape feature. A small curved concrete panel acts as 
a visual transition from the roof of the shorter wings into stepped pilasters on the side of the two-
story form. The narrow sides have a single window flanked by fluted panels. The hyphen is a 
single bay wide and its windows match those on the 1932 building. The original building is 
seven bays wide and four bays deep. All four sides of the building have a stepped water table. 
The east facade, now obscured by the hyphen, was five bays wide. The symmetrical western 
facade is the rear of the original 1932 Astrographic Laboratory; it is one-story tall and seven bays 
wide. The central door is a non-historic replacement metal door and several window openings on 
the building have been infilled with matching wall panels. 
 
The Simon Newcomb Laboratory retains integrity of location, design, setting, workmanship, 
feeling, and association.  

Looking southwest toward northeast corner of Building 78. 
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Building 79 (Maintenance Shed) – ca. 2000 – Noncontributing building 
 
This one-story prefabricated Maintenance Shed is located north of the intersection of 
Observatory Lane and Morgan Lane. A sign notes “Butler” as the manufacturer of the building 
and is located at the peak of the gable end. The walls and roof are clad in corrugated metal. The 
building is constructed on a concrete foundation. The west side of the building has two overhead 
garage doors of different widths and an entrance door with a small metal canopy. Bollards are 
located at the sides of the garage doors. The east side of the building has an entrance door with a 
metal canopy and HVAC equipment.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking northeast towards southwest corner of Building 79. 
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Building 83 (Emergency Generator Building) – ca. 1969 – Noncontributing building 
 
The Emergency Generator Building is a one-story L-shaped building set into a small ravine on 
the east side of Davis Road and directly south of the Simon Newcomb Laboratory (Building 78). 
The narrow building has gable ends on the south and west sides. Metal entrance doors and large 
metal vents are located on the west and north sides. Large louvers were also installed on the east 
side. The building is clad in aluminum siding and asphalt roof shingles. Several small windows 
have been infilled. Large pieces of utility equipment have been installed to the west and south of 
the building. The east leg of the building is an addition to the original north wing.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking northeast towards south and west elevations of Building 83. 
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Building 85 (PZT Optical Shelter Remnants) – ca. 1970 – Contributing site  
 
The remnants of the PZT Optical Shelter is located to the east of the 24-inch Equatorial 
Telescope House (Building 39) near the end of Observatory Lane. The ruin consists of a round 
foundation wall at grade and a brick, concrete, and metal equipment base. The base shows 
significant weathering from exposure over time. The optical shelter was associated with two 
other buildings connected to the since-removed Photographic Zenith Tube.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking southwest toward northeast corner of Building 85. 
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Building 87 (Telescope House) – ca. 1972 – Contributing building 
 
The cylindrical Telescope House has a semi-spherical dome roof and is located to the northwest 
of the 24-inch Equatorial Telescope House (Building 39) near the end of Observatory Lane. The 
walls of the one-story building are clad in two bands of metal panels, which are painted white 
and attached with exposed fasteners. The dome has a large observation aperture and is 
constructed of metal panels. The roof panels extend slightly over the wall panels and have rubber 
gaskets at their seams. The dome is painted a light silver color. A small metal door is located on 
the southeast of the cylinder. A through-wall air conditioning unit is installed on the north side. 
A metal bracket extends from the building toward the northwest. The wall panels are patched in 
several locations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking south toward north elevation of Building 87. 
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Building 91 (Vice President’s Residence Public Works) – ca. 1999 – Noncontributing 
building 
 
The two-story rectangular Vice President’s Residence Public Works Building is located to the 
southwest of VP/USSS Administration Building (Building 19) near Goldsborough Avenue. The 
exterior walls are clad in painted textured brick veneer and the hipped roof has composite 
roofing tiles. The lower story is set partially into the ground. Two overhead garage doors and a 
metal entrance door are located on the east facade. The upper story has one-over-one windows 
on all facades and an entrance door on the west side. A wooden deck was built at grade at the 
upper entrance.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking east toward west elevation of Building 91. 
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Building 92 (Wisconsin Gate Guard House) – ca. 1991 – Noncontributing building 
 
The small, one-person rectangular Wisconsin Gate guard house is located at the western entrance 
to the historic district on Observatory Lane. Bronze-colored metal panels and storefront glazing 
comprise the wall surfaces. A flat membrane roof covers the building. The vicinity of the guard 
house has several pieces of security elements, including fencing, operable gates, lights, and 
security cameras, as well as utility equipment. As the gate is no longer commonly used, the 
building exhibits neglect including a broken window and deterioration.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking northwest toward southeast corner of Building 92. 
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Building 93 (South Gate Guard House) – ca. 2001 – Noncontributing building 
 
The South Gate Guard House is located at the southern entrance to the historic district at Davis 
Road and Observatory Circle. The design of the building is complimentary to the adjacent NSA 
North Potomac Headquarters (Building 56) with brick and beige brick veneer and a green 
standing seam metal hipped roof. Bronze-colored storefront and glazing comprises the upper half 
of all exterior walls. The north and south facades have a metal door with glass light. The guard 
house is located on a small traffic island with bollards and signage in the vicinity. Several pieces 
of security equipment are installed on the building.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking northeast toward southwest corner of Building 93. 
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Building 94 (Gilliss Gate Guard House) – ca. 2005 – Noncontributing building 
 
The rectangular Gilliss Gate Guard House is located at the eastern entrance to the historic district 
on Gilliss Lane. Green-colored metal panels and storefront glazing comprise the wall surfaces. 
The north side has a metal door. A hipped standing seam metal roof covers the building. The 
vicinity of the guard house has several other security elements, including fencing, operable gates, 
lights, and security cameras, as well as utility equipment.  
 
The noncontributing building is within the Vice President’s Residence and under security of the 
U.S. Secret Service. The survey team was not granted permission to photograph the building at 
this time, therefore, an image could not be provided for the nomination. 
 
Building 95 (Hazardous Waste Building) – 1991 – Noncontributing building 
 
The small shed Hazardous Waste Building is located east of the Public Works Shop Building 
(Building 76) along Morgan Lane. It is used to store hazardous materials in a secure exterior 
location. The simple building was built on a concrete slab foundation and has concrete block 
walls arranged to create three storage bays. A wood-truss roof structure supports the asphalt-
shingle-clad shed roof. Metal chain link gates are located in the two smaller southern bays with 
wood doors at the openings into the larger northern bay.  
 
 
 

Looking northeast toward south elevation of Building 95. 
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Building 96 (Antenna Control Building) – 1986 – Noncontributing building 
 
The small plastic enclosure is called the Antenna Control Building and is located directly north 
of the Portable Transit House (Building 25) along Maury Avenue. The structure stands on steel 
supports which rest on a concrete slab. The rectangular volume tapers slightly as it rises. With 
the exception of a door on the south-facing elevation and a building number sign, the exterior is 
blank. The building was constructed to be temporary equipment housing. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking northwest toward southeast corner of Building 96. 
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Building 97 (34th Street Main Gate Guard House) – 1994 – Noncontributing building 
 
The 34th Street Main Gate Guard House is located at the northern entrance to the historic district: 
the intersection of 34th Street and Massachusetts Avenue. It is the largest of the guard houses in 
the U.S. Naval Observatory Historic District. The rectangular plan building has partial-height 
concrete walls, painted white, with metal storefront on three sides. Brick and concrete wing walls 
extend to the north and south. A hipped roof with deep eaves covers the building and has 
composite tile finish. The vicinity of the guard house has several security elements, a sidewalk 
with pedestrian gate, a small parking area, and a circular planter with etched stone entrance 
signage.  
 
The noncontributing building is within the Vice President’s Residence and under security of the 
U.S. Secret Service. The survey team was not granted permission to photograph the building at 
this time, therefore, an image could not be provided for the nomination. 
 
Building 99 (Gilliss Gate Carport) – 1993 – Noncontributing structure 
 
The open parking structure is located to the immediate west of the Gilliss Gate House (Building 
94) on Gilliss Avenue. A gable roof with corrugated metal panels is supported on round steel 
posts. A concrete pad at grade is used as a parking area.  
 
The noncontributing structure is within the Vice President’s Residence and under security of the 
U.S. Secret Service. The survey team was not granted permission to photograph the structure at 
this time, therefore, an image could not be provided for the nomination. 
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Building 111 (World War I Anchor) – installed 1954 – Contributing object 
 
This World War I naval anchor is located on the west side of the 34th Street entrance. The anchor 
type was used on “flush deck” naval destroyer ships during World War I. The anchor is painted 
white and set on top of a small concrete pad. The object retains integrity as it has not been altered 
and remains located at its original flanking position of the entrance gate.  
 
Building 112 (World War I Anchor) – installed 1954 – Contributing object 
 
This World War I naval anchor is located on the east side of the 34th Street entrance. The anchor 
type was used on “flush deck” naval destroyer ships during World War I. The anchor is painted 
white and set on top of a small concrete pad. The object retains integrity as it has not been altered 
and remains located at its original flanking position of the entrance gate. 
 
 

Looking northeast toward southwest portion of Building 111. 111 and 112 are identical, therefore only 
one picture is provided. 
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Building 113 (Digital Time Display) – 2005 – Noncontributing objects  
 
Located at the 34th Street entrance to the U.S. Naval Observatory are two digital time displays. 
These dot-matrix displays present the official time of the United States of America to the public 
as determined by the Master Clock. The clocks are one of the few public features of the 
restricted-access campus. The displays are housed in a black metal frame with white text reading 
“USNO MASTER CLOCK.” The time is depicted via red-colored dot matrix display under a 
transparent cover.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking west toward west elevation of Building 113. 
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Building 117 (Seabees Shops and Storage Shed) – 1986 – Noncontributing building 
 
The narrow one-story L-plan Seabees Shops and Storage Shed is located north of the Public 
Works Shops Building (Building 75) along Morgan Lane. The building is supported on a 
concrete foundation. All exterior walls are clad in vinyl siding. The peak of the gable roof runs 
along its long axes and is finished with asphalt roll sheets. Several openings are located in the 
south and west facades, including multiple sets of double metal doors and garage doors.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking east toward west elevation of Building 117. 
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Building 149 (Salt Storage Facility) – 1993 – Noncontributing building 
 
The tall one-story Salt Storage Facility is located to the south of the Hazardous Waste Building 
(Building 95) off of Morgan Lane. The utilitarian building is constructed on a concrete slab with 
vinyl-clad, wood-framed walls over painted concrete block knee walls. The gable roof is covered 
with asphalt shingles and has exposed eave ends. The front gable wall has two overhead doors 
mounted to the exterior of the building. Through-wall vents are located at the upper walls on the 
otherwise blank north, east, and south sides. Vinyl siding has fallen off or is broken in several 
locations.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking southeast toward northwest corner of Building 149. 
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Building 150 (Barber Mansion Foundation) – ca. 1852 – Noncontributing site 
 
The foundation of the Barber Mansion is located near the present-day Observer’s Electronic Lab 
(Building 3). The brick foundations once supported a large, ornate Italianate mansion with a 
square tower. The remains of the Barber Mansion include two-wythe-thick foundation walls and 
the remnants of a brick chimney located several feet below the existing grade. The Barber 
Mansion was demolished in 1890 to allow for the construction of the Prime Vertical House to the 
north of Hunt’s Administration Building (Building 1). The foundation for the Barber Mansion 
was partially uncovered as a part of the construction of the New Master Clocks Building and has 
since been backfilled.  
 

 

Brick foundation remnants of Building 150. 
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Ca. 1892 photograph looking north toward Building 150 in the background. 

1882 Annual Report of the USNO documenting Building 150 (red circle) and Building 151 (yellow circle). 
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Building 151 (Smokehouse Foundation) – ca. 1834-1881 – Noncontributing site 
 
The remains of the Smokehouse Foundation consist of a brick or dirt floor encompassed by 
stacked stone walls and short brick walls which run the perimeter of the additions of the 
building. The Smokehouse was most likely constructed ca. 1834-1881 by William Cox. 
Built into a hillside, the rectangular stone building faced northeast and measured approximately 
17'-0" x 14'-8" with the walls averaging 20" thick. Interior walls and two additions consisted of 
brick, extending from the north and south of the building approximately 4'. The interior of the 
building consisted of a brick floor at the north side of the building, extending to the north 
addition, and a dirt floor for the remainder of the smokehouse. Smoldering fires could take place 
on the brick floor where ashes could then be cleaned out after use. The Barber family continued 
to use the smokehouse until the property was sold to the U.S. Navy for the USNO. The building 
was likely demolished ca. 1892 when the Barber Mansion was demolished. The Smokehouse 
Foundation was partially uncovered as a part of the construction of the New Master Clocks 
Building.  
 
 
 

 
 
 

Brick foundation remnants of Building 151. 
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Building A (Quarters A / Superintendent’s Residence / Residence of the Vice President of 
the United States) – 1893 – Contributing building 
 
The three-story Queen Anne-style Residence of the Vice President of the United States is located 
in the northeast quadrant of the Naval Observatory Historic District off of Goldsborough 
Avenue. The building is asymmetrical and employs a rich array of architectural techniques and 
forms. The initial rectangular volume with a corner tower was made more complex by several 
additions. It was designed by architect Leon Dessez for the Naval Observatory Superintendent. 
In 1923, Congress appropriated it for the Chief of Naval Operations. In 1974, Congress passed a 
law making it the official residence of the Vice President of the United States. 
 
The exterior of the Vice President’s Residence has painted brick walls and a steeply pitched 
hipped slate roof. The brick walls are laid in a running bond pattern with a soldier belt course at 
the floor level. The masonry is embellished with jack arches at windows and door openings, a 
decorative belt course at the turret, and an elaborately textured corbelled cornice. Hidden gutters 
are connected to non-historic downspouts with scupper boxes, all painted white to match the 
masonry.  
 
The south facade is stepped slightly to create three bays of different widths and it is punctuated 
by a cylindrical turret, which is capped by a weathervane. The front entrance has a one-story, 
hipped-roof porte cochere which extends at an angle from the building. A large lantern is 
suspended from the center of the porte cochere’s beadboard ceiling. The porte cochere connects 
to the porch in the eastern bay on this facade. The porch wraps around the circular turret on the 
southeastern corner and continues along the entire east facade. Both the porte cochere and porch 
have a Tuscan entablature supported on paired wood columns. These columns rest on brick bases 
at the porte cochere and on paneled wood bases at the porch. The porch is supported on brick 
piers with wood lattice work between the piers. The floor of the porch is wood. The wooden 
beadboard ceiling is installed in a concentric pattern at the turret. A turned post balustrade 
bounds the porch between the columns. Above the porch, the east bay is a copper-clad wall with 
three paired windows. The two western bays are brick with paired or tripled windows at each 
floor. There are three hipped roof shingle-clad dormers, including a semi-octagonal dormer 
adjacent to the turret.  
 
The west facade is nearly symmetrical across its three-bay width. A dormer and a fluted chimney 
extend above the hipped roof. The north facade of the building presents an irregular collection of 
volumes and fenestration, including two wall dormers and one eyebrow dormer. The two-story 
rear wing is a complex aggregation of forms. A small corner porch is located in a rectangular 
volume capped by a mansard roof with side wall dormers. One-story wings are located to the 
north and south of the rear wing. To the south is a sun room. The north garage was added in 
1928. It has a front parapet wall and low slope membrane roof. Tall fluted masonry chimneys are 
located on the north and east facades. The east facade includes the side view of the turret as well 
as a recessed second story bay with a paired window. An original second-story porch was 
enclosed during one of the many renovations.  
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Windows vary across the building. Many are paired in groups of two, three, or four, along with 
several single windows. Typically, the grouped windows are divided by narrow brick piers. 
Paneled shutters painted a forest green color accompany most windows, but are decorative. All 
windows are non-historic replacements and were installed during previous security renovations. 
 
The most extensive changes to the residence are connected to its setting. Similar to elsewhere in 
the Naval Observatory Historic District, communications and security equipment have been 
added to the building. In addition, the residence and its surrounding area is now separated from 
the active scientific portion of the campus, significantly changing its surrounding context. 
Although the setting has been extensively altered, the building retains integrity, most clearly in 
its design, materials, workmanship, and association.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking southwest toward north elevation of Building A. 
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Looking north toward south elevation of Building A. 

1893 Dessez drawing of the south elevation of Building A. (USNO Archives) 
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Building A1 (Guard Post #1) – ca. 2000 – Noncontributing building 
 
The one-story Guard Post #1 is located at the northern gate entrance to the Vice President’s 
Residence area from Goldsborough Avenue. A large pedimented front gable is supported by half 
height Tuscan columns on brick walls. The walls have a brick base with an upper metal 
storefront on all four facades. A metal door is located on the south side. The roof is finished with 
composite tiles. A circular vent is centered in each tympanum. 
 
The noncontributing building is within the Vice President’s Residence and under security of the 
U.S. Secret Service. The survey team was not granted permission to photograph the building at 
this time, therefore, an image could not be provided for the nomination. 
 
Building A2 (Guard Post #2) – ca. 2000 – Noncontributing building 
 
The one-story Guard Post #2 is located to the southeast of the Vice President’s Residence 
(Building A). It is a temporary structure placed on a concrete slab. The exterior walls are metal 
panel with glazing. A single metal door is located on a side facade. A gabled standing seam 
metal roof covers the building. 
 
The noncontributing building is within the Vice President’s Residence and under security of the 
U.S. Secret Service. The survey team was not granted permission to photograph the building at 
this time, therefore, an image could not be provided for the nomination. 
 
Building A3 (Guard Post #3) – ca. 2000 – Noncontributing building 
 
The one-story Guard Post #3 is located to the southeast of the Vice President’s Residence 
(Building A). It is a temporary building placed on a concrete slab. The exterior walls are metal 
panel with glazing. A single metal door is located on a side facade. A gabled standing seam 
metal roof covers the building. 
 
The noncontributing building is within the Vice President’s Residence and under security of the 
U.S. Secret Service. The survey team was not granted permission to photograph the building at 
this time, therefore, an image could not be provided for the nomination. 
 
Building A4 (Guard Post #4) – ca. 2000 – Noncontributing building 
 
The one-story Guard Post #4 is located to the northeast of the Vice President’s Residence 
(Building A). It is a temporary building placed on a concrete slab. The exterior walls are metal 
panel with glazing. A single metal door is located on a side facade. A gabled standing seam 
metal roof covers the building.  
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The noncontributing building is within the Vice President’s Residence and under security of the 
U.S. Secret Service. The survey team was not granted permission to photograph the building at 
this time, therefore, an image could not be provided for the nomination. 
 
Building A5 (Guard Post #5) – ca. 2000 – Noncontributing building 
 
The one-story Guard Post #5 is located at the northern gate entrance to the Vice President’s 
Residence area from Goldsborough Avenue. A large pedimented front gable is supported by half 
height Tuscan columns on brick walls. The walls have a brick base with an upper metal 
storefront on all four facades. A metal door is located on the south side. The roof is finished with 
composite tiles. A circular vent is centered in each tympanum. 
 
The noncontributing building is within the Vice President’s Residence and under security of the 
U.S. Secret Service. The survey team was not granted permission to photograph the building at 
this time, therefore, an image could not be provided for the nomination. 
 
Building A6 (Vice President’s Pool House) – 1991 – Noncontributing building 
 
The one-story Vice President’s Pool House is located to the east of the Vice President’s 
Residence (Building A). The cruciform plan is covered by hipped roofs of two heights which are 
clad in composite tile. The exterior walls are brick with areas of wood paneling. The walls are 
painted white to match the main house. Two-over-two vinyl windows are used throughout and 
most have operable wood shutters. The main entrance door is wood and has a full glass panel 
with simulated divided lights. The door faces the main house on the west side of the building. A 
small molding lines the upper wall below the flat board frieze. The building was renovated in 
2019.  
 
The noncontributing building is within the Vice President’s Residence and under security of the 
U.S. Secret Service. The survey team was not granted permission to photograph the building at 
this time, therefore, an image could not be provided for the nomination. 
 
Building A8 (Guard Post) – ca. 1976 – Noncontributing building 
 
The square Guard Post is located at the entrance to the Vice President’s Residence area from the 
west at Hill Road. The white-colored metal cladding has molded panels on the lower walls with 
glazing and an upper cornice on all sides. The roof is pyramidal. It resembles a shingled roof but 
is executed in four stepped silver-colored metal panels joined at the ridges.  
 
The noncontributing building is within the Vice President’s Residence and under security of the 
U.S. Secret Service. The survey team was not granted permission to photograph the building at 
this time, therefore, an image could not be provided for the nomination. 
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Building A9 (Guard Post #13) – ca. 2000 – Noncontributing building 
The rectangular Guard Post #13 is located at the entrance to the Vice President’s Residence area 
on Wilkes Avenue. White-colored metal panels and storefront glazing comprise the wall 
surfaces. Metal doors are located on the east and west sides and have an applied molding. A side 
gable roof clad with standing-seam metal covers the building. The vicinity of the guard house 
has several other security elements, including fencing, operable gates, lights, and security 
cameras, as well as utility equipment.  
 
The noncontributing building is within the Vice President’s Residence and under security of the 
U.S. Secret Service. The survey team was not granted permission to photograph the building at 
this time, therefore, an image could not be provided for the nomination. 
 
Building A10 (Guard Post) – ca. 2000 – Noncontributing building 
 
The rectangular Guard Post is located at the entrance to the Vice President’s Residence area at 
the paved path to the west of Wilkes Avenue. White-colored metal panels comprise the lower 
half and upper cornice of the all sides of the gate house with insulated glazing units set into 
upper half of the wall panel system. A metal door is located on the north side. A gabled standing 
seam metal roof covers the building. The vicinity of the guard house has several other security 
elements, including fencing, operable gates, lights, and security cameras, as well as utility 
equipment.  
 
The noncontributing building is within the Vice President’s Residence and under security of the 
U.S. Secret Service. The survey team was not granted permission to photograph the building at 
this time, therefore, an image could not be provided for the nomination. 
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Building B70 (Maintenance Garage) – ca. 1985 – Noncontributing building 
 
The one-story rectangular plan Maintenance Garage is located north of Seabees Shops and 
Storage Shed (Building 117) off of Morgan Lane. The exterior walls are clad in brick veneer and 
painted off-white. The north-facing facade has three garage doors, a metal louver, and a metal 
entrance door. The east and west walls are blank while the south wall has a single metal louver. 
The hipped roof has an asphalt shingle finish.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking southwest toward northeast corner of Building B70. 
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Building B71 (USSS Garage) – ca. 1995 – Noncontributing building 
 
The one-story rectangular plan USSS Garage is located north of Maintenance Garage (Building 
B70) off of Morgan Lane. The exterior walls are clad in brick veneer and painted off-white. The 
southern facade has four garage doors and a metal entrance door. The east and west facades are 
blank with the exception of metal louvers. The north facade has a single louver and a metal door. 
The hipped roof has shallow eaves and an asphalt shingle finish.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking northeast towards southwest corner of Building B71. 
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Building F1 (Quarters F Garage) – ca. 2000 – Noncontributing building 
 
The small, one-story utilitarian Quarters F Garage is located northeast of Quarters F (Building 
73) along Rodgers Lane. The building has a rectangular footprint with a front-facing gable. 
Exterior finishes consist of vinyl siding and asphalt shingle roofing. An overhead garage door is 
located on the northwest side and a window is centered on the northeast facade.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking southeast toward northwest elevation of Building F1. 
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Building F2 (Quarters F Storage Shed) – ca. 1995 – Noncontributing building 
 
The small, one-story utilitarian Quarters F Storage Shed is located to the southeast of Quarters F 
(Building 73). The building has a rectangular footprint with a side gable. Exterior finishes consist 
of vinyl siding and asphalt shingle roofing. A wooden door is located on the northwest facade.  
 
 
 
  

Looking northeast towards south elevation of Building 52. 
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USNO Landscape – Contributing site 
 
The nature of the scientific work conducted at the institution, as well as the topography of the 
land, largely dictated the development and character of the Observatory grounds. The bucolic 
campus has developed gradually and retains buildings from every major period of development.  
The landscape of the USNO has been maintained to retain viewsheds and keep sight lines clear 
between buildings for the use of telescopes. Therefore, trees are infrequent between and around 
the primary scientific buildings, while the largely undeveloped areas, like the western side of the 
circle and the perimeter, are heavily wooded. The historic district is characterized by curvilinear 
roadways and walkways, the spatial relationships between buildings, and intentional landscape 
choices. A majority of the buildings are accessible via roads which provide circulation within the 
grounds and directly to storage facilities, garages, recreational areas, and employee parking lots. 
Many of the historic district’s oldest buildings are accessible only by walking using sidewalks or 
paths. The concrete sidewalks and brick-paver paths provide direct routes and most frequently 
radiate from the Administration Building (Building 1) to the cluster of scientific buildings at the 
center of the historic district. The landscape of the USNO, extant during the period of 
significance, retains integrity to convey a sense of time and place, and is related to the overall 
significance of the USNO.   
 
The USNO historic district’s topography and geography historically featured hills, woods, 
ravines, and creeks, which combined to make it an ideal location for the new Observatory when 
the property was acquired in 1881. At the time of selecting a new site, the area’s natural 
landscape provided an unobstructed view of the horizon, and its undeveloped surroundings 
allowed for sufficient isolation from the urban environment. Today, the district retains its 
distinctive topography of rolling and rising hills scattered with wooded areas along the western 
side and periphery of the circle. Although some of the greatest changes to the topography during 
the USNO’s history include the infill of the ravines and creeks at the western edge of the district, 
such changes were made during the period of significance and enabled the USNO to protect 
critical facilities from flooding.  
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_________________________________________________________________ 
8. Statement of Significance 

 
 Applicable National Register Criteria  
 (Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property for National Register  
 listing.) 

 
A. Property is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the 

broad patterns of our history. 
  

B. Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in our past.  
 

C. Property embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of 
construction or represents the work of a master, or possesses high artistic values, 
or represents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components lack 
individual distinction.  
 

D. Property has yielded, or is likely to yield, information important in prehistory or 
history.  

 
 
 

 
 
 Criteria Considerations  
 (Mark “x” in all the boxes that apply.) 

 
A. Owned by a religious institution or used for religious purposes 

  
B. Removed from its original location   

 
C. A birthplace or grave  

 
D. A cemetery 

 
E. A reconstructed building, object, or structure 

 
F. A commemorative property 

 
G. Less than 50 years old or achieving significance within the past 50 years  

 
 
 

X

X
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Areas of Significance 
(Enter categories from instructions.)  
  SCIENCE  
  POLITICS/GOVERNMENT  
  ARCHITECTURE 

 
Period of Significance 
  1888-1977 

 
 Significant Dates  
   1888-1893  
   1934 
   1952 
   1977 
  

Significant Person 
(Complete only if Criterion B is marked above.) 
  N/A  

 
 Cultural Affiliation  
   N/A  
  
 Architect/Builder 
   Hunt, Richard Morris 
   Dessez, Leon   
        Marsh, William J. 
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Statement of Significance Summary Paragraph (Provide a summary paragraph that includes 
level of significance, applicable criteria, justification for the period of significance, and any 
applicable criteria considerations.)  
 
The U.S. Naval Observatory Historic District is significant under National Register Criterion A, 
in the areas of Science and Politics/Government, and under National Register Criterion C, in the 
areas of Architecture and Landscape Architecture. The historic district is comprised of 70 
resources built between the late-nineteenth and mid-twentieth centuries. Of these 70 resources, 
28 are contributing resources, which are further divided into 17 buildings, 8 sites, and 3 objects. 
The historic district contains a rich stock of scientific, institutional, and residential buildings, 
sites, and objects that largely retain their integrity and historical associations. 
 
In the area of Science, the Observatory is nationally significant for its crucial role in 
timekeeping, navigation, and astronomy.  Its scientific contributions to positional astronomy and 
precise timekeeping have been essential to the U.S. Navy’s accomplishments in the twentieth 
century, while also a serving as a fundamental source of information to the general public in the 
areas of timekeeping and astronomical data.  The Observatory maintains the Master Clock of the 
United States, which provides time for the nation, a vital service for cities and railroads during 
the rapid industrialization and urbanization of the early twentieth century, and a continuing 
service adapted to modern use in communication and global positioning systems. The U.S. Naval 
Observatory is the only institution in the United States, and one of very few in the world, with a 
focus on practical services, rather than theoretical astronomical research. To that end, the USNO 
was home to a number of significant innovations in scientific instrumentation and methodology. 
 
In the area of Politics/Government, the Observatory is nationally significant as the official 
residence of the Vice President of the United States. 
 
In the area of Architecture, the Observatory is nationally significant for its buildings designed by 
Richard Morris Hunt and locally significant for its buildings designed by Leon E. Dessez and 
William J. Marsh. The USNO is locally significant for Landscape Architecture, for its bucolic 
campus with distinct circular plan, circulatory system, high elevations, open spaces, and 
advantageous vistas of the surrounding landscape; all of which are closely associated with the 
historic scientific functions of the site. 
 
Period of Significance 
 
The USNO Historic District’s period of significance extends from 1888 to 1977.  The beginning 
date corresponds to the year when Richard Morris Hunt’s master plan for the Naval Observatory 
was completed and construction of the plan’s original nine buildings was underway. The end 
date of 1977 corresponds to the year that the Naval Observatory Superintendent’s house 
(Building A) was first continuously occupied by the Vice President of the United States 
following a 1974 Act of Congress naming the house the official “temporary residence of the 
Vice President of the United States.” Although the Naval Observatory continues to operate on 
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the site and continues to contribute to the fields of astronomy and timekeeping, this 1977 change 
in use to one the original campus buildings represents a notable event and thus serves as an 
appropriate end date for the period of significance. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Narrative Statement of Significance (Provide at least one paragraph for each area of 
significance.)   
 
Criterion A (Properties associated with events that have made a significant contribution to 
the broad patterns of our history) 
 
Science 
 
The USNO is eligible under Criterion A at the national level in the area of Science for its crucial 
role in timekeeping, navigation, and astronomy. The USNO is the leading authority in the United 
States for astronomical and timing data required for such purposes as navigation at sea, on land, 
and in space.  Its work includes determining the positions and motions of the Earth, Sun, Moon, 
planets, stars and other celestial objects; providing astronomical data; determining precise time; 
measuring the Earth's rotation; and maintaining the Master Clock for the United States.  The 
USNO is vital to the Navy and Department of Defense and is also used extensively by other 
agencies of the government, industry, and the public at large.  From its early days at the original 
site in the Foggy Bottom area of Washington, D.C., the USNO has been hailed for its scientific 
achievements and for accomplishing increased accuracy in their operations. The historic district 
is significant for the importance and continuity of the USNO’s work in positional astronomy and 
timekeeping. The Naval Observatory is one of a select few institutions worldwide, as well as the 
only one of its kind in the United States, that pursues positional astronomy, which has long been 
used to establish precise time and continues in use today to inform current GPS coordinate 
systems. During the two World Wars, the USNO’s mission expanded to include the maintenance 
and repair of chronometers and other nautical instruments, an essential role for navigation. 
Although the Observatory no longer performs this task, the institution’s work continues to 
inform modern navigation, communication, and intelligence systems to the Navy and other 
government agencies. The historic district’s buildings, sites, and surrounding landscape are 
representative of past accomplishments in astronomy and naval support, and the USNO is 
significant for its continuing involvement in these critical national efforts. 
 
Technological Advancements at the U.S. Naval Observatory  
 
The USNO is best known by the general public as the location from which comes the official 
time.  In the early days at the current location time was calculated by an observer using a transit 
circle telescope to record the exact time that a selected star crossed the meridian.  Beginning in 
1934, the Observatory determined time with a photographic zenith tube (PZT), a specialized 
instrument that pointed straight upward toward the zenith and automatically photographed 
selected stars crossing the meridian at that point. This provided a measure of the Greenwich 
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Mean Time (now called Universal Time) based on the rotation of the Earth.  Improvements in 
clock technology soon proved conclusively that the Earth's rotation was not uniform, and a new 
uniform time scale known as "Ephemeris Time" came into use in 1952.  Ephemeris Time, 
determined by observing the position of the Moon relative to the stars, was first undertaken with 
the dual rate moon camera, invented by William Markowitz at the USNO. The first such camera, 
built in the USNO instrument shop by George Steinacker, was placed in operation on the USNO 
12-inch refractor in June 1952.2 In 1957, the frequency of the cesium atom was determined at the 
USNO, providing the link between astronomical and atomic time.3 This system of Atomic Time, 
which provides the basis for our modern standard of time, was established at the USNO in 1958.4  
As a result of this and continued work, the USNO developed the world's most accurate atomic 
clock system, accurate to better than a billionth of a second per day. Increasingly accurate and 
reliable time information is required in many aspects of military operations. Modern navigation 
systems depend on the availability and synchronization of highly accurate clocks.  USNO is the 
exclusive provider of the reference time-scale for the Department of Defense satellite-based 
Global Positioning System (GPS).   
 
The current Master Clock system incorporates dozens of cesium clocks, hydrogen masers, and 
USNO's proprietary rubidium fountain clocks, designed and built by the in-house clock 
development team.  The USNO-designed fountain clocks represent the world’s most advanced 
clock technology, with day-to-day variations measured at the femtosecond (10-15 second) level.  
The development of atomic clocks brought about the introduction of a much more accessible 
time - the atomic time scale based on the vibration of the cesium atom.  Since June 1972 atomic 
time has been kept synchronized with universal time by the addition or subtraction of a "leap 
second" whenever necessary (perhaps once in 5-7 years).5 
 
In order to develop accurate time and to disseminate it to users, USNO has maintained a Time 
Service Department since 1880.  In the days before the Civil War, the Observatory installed a 
time ball atop the telescope dome at the Foggy Bottom site. The time ball was dropped every 
day (except Sunday) precisely at noon, enabling those in Washington to set their timepieces. 
Ships in the Potomac River could also check the rates of their chronometers before putting to 
sea.  Following the opening of the Time Service, a time signal was transmitted via telegraph lines 
to the Navy Department, and also activated the bells in all of the Washington fire stations at 7:00 
a.m., 1200 p.m., and 6:00 p.m. every day. This service was later extended via Western Union 
telegraph lines to provide accurate time to railroads first in the northeast and eventually across 
the nation.  

                         
2 Steven J. Dick, Sky and Ocean Joined: The U.S. Naval Observatory, 1830-2000 (Cambridge  
University Press, 2003), 480. 
3 Ibid., 486. 
4  United States Naval Observatory, United States Naval Observatory, (U.S. Department of  
Defense, 1976), 6. 
5 T. Jones, Splitting the Second: The Story of Atomic Time, (Institute of Physics Publishing, 2000). 
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Early in the 20th century, the USNO’s time signal became available via wireless receivers. In 
November 1913 the Paris Observatory, using the Eiffel Tower as an antenna, exchanged 
sustained wireless (radio) signals with the USNO, using an antenna in Arlington, Virginia, to 
determine the exact difference of longitude between the two institutions.  This was the beginning 
of a system of radio time that now spans the globe, constantly improved and increasingly 
automated through the century.  Today, the USNO disseminates time via voice, telephone 
modem, LORAN, Network Time Protocol (NTP), GPS, and two-way satellite time transfer 
(TWSTT). 

The Nautical Almanac Office fulfills its essential function of predicting the positions of celestial 
bodies. Utilizing transit circle observations from USNO and around the world, the Nautical 
Almanac Office computes and prepares the vital annual U.S. navigational publications, the Air 
Almanac and the Nautical Almanac.  These publications are produced in cooperation with Her 
Majesty's Nautical Almanac Office, United Kingdom Hydrographic Office.  In 1968 the Office 
created navigational charts for the Apollo lunar missions.  These charts flew on all of the 
missions that went to the Moon.  
 
In the production of the almanacs, the USNO must accurately predict the positions of stars and 
planets for decades into the future. In the case of the planets, this prediction requires a very 
precise knowledge of their orbits, and involves a research effort of formidable magnitude, 
requiring some of the most accurate mathematical calculations made in any field of science. The 
planets in turn, through their gravitational force, have an influence on the motion of the Earth, 
and therefore precise knowledge of planetary masses and positions is essential to accurately 
predict the future positions of the Earth in space, its motion, and orientation.  USNO also 
distributes astronomical data by computer.  This led to the development of the Multi-year 
Interactive Computer Almanac (MICA), a 250-year computer-based almanac available for 
Windows-based operating systems. A computerized celestial navigation package is available to 
Department of Defense clients.  
 
The USNO, both at Foggy Bottom and at the present site occupied since 1893, and along with 
the U.S. Naval Observatory Flagstaff Station (NOFS), near Flagstaff, Arizona, is one of the 
world's leading astronomical observatories.   In 1873, USNO installed the largest refracting 
telescope in the world, the 26-inch "Great Equatorial", still in use today and now located in 
Building 2 just west of the present main building. In 1877, astronomer Asaph Hall discovered the 
two satellites of Mars, Phobos and Deimos, with the 26-inch telescope. Simon Newcomb, the 
Superintendent of the Nautical Almanac Office from 1877 to 1897, was one of the premier 
American scientists of the 19th century. 
 
The determination of the fundamental celestial coordinate system, against which the motions of 
all other celestial bodies must be measured, was carried out during the 20th century at USNO by 
two transit circle telescopes, the nine-inch (operated from 1894 to 1945) and the six-inch, 
designed by William Harkness and mounted in 1899. The catalogs produced by these 
instruments were fundamental in the sense that, in addition to selected stars, observations were 
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also made of the Sun, Moon, planets, and asteroids. These solar system objects were used to 
determine the positions of the celestial equator and vernal equinox, which defined the orientation 
of the fundamental celestial coordinate system. The six-inch transit circle produced six 
fundamental star catalogs beginning in 1924. This instrument incorporated many changes in 
technology to improve its accuracy including digital readouts of the micrometer measures, and 
computerized data acquisition and telescope control.  In 1956 a new seven-inch transit circle was 
installed to replace the nine-inch.  
 
The quest for greater accuracy with the equatorial telescopes has been carried out by 
improvements to the 26-inch, as well as by the addition of new specialized telescopes. In 1935 a 
40-inch (1-meter) Ritchey-Chretien aplanatic reflecting telescope, one of the first of its kind, was 
completed by George W. Ritchey, a pioneer in telescope design who spent four years at the 
Naval Observatory on this project. The Hubble Space Telescope is based on this optical design.  
 
In 1963 a new 61-inch astrometric reflector was installed at the NOFS, designed and constructed 
under the direction of Naval Observatory Scientific Director Dr. Kaj Strand.  It was a pioneering 
design and it remains the first, the biggest, and the most accurate of its kind ever built. The 61-
inch, which has a focal length of 50 feet, has, since its inception, carried out the world's largest 
program of determining stellar parallaxes; that is, accurate geometrical determinations of 
distances to nearby stars. For this program 35 to 40 photographic plates were taken of each star, 
and the plates were measured with an automatic measuring engine in Washington, the main parts 
of which were made of massive blocks of granite, and which determined star positions on 
photographs to a precision of better than one micron. 
 
In the meantime, the 26-inch, was engaged throughout the 20th century in a program to observe 
natural satellites and double stars; almost 30,000 visual measures of double stars were made in 
this program between 1961 and 1990 using a technique known as "speckle interferometry". The 
technique is ideally suited to the nearly 150-year-old optics of the great telescope, and are 
relatively unaffected by the urban location of the Observatory. Several thousand stars are 
measured annually, and the database of such observations, added to the visual observations 
dating back over a century, provide for the most concise double star catalog in the world. 
 
Highly accurate Earth orientation (rotation rate and polar motion) determinations are now made 
using radio telescopes that track quasars and active galactic nuclei, powerful sources of radio 
energy some five to fifteen billion light-years distant. To accomplish this, the Very Long 
Baseline Interferometry (VLBI) system is used. The VLBI system regularly uses USNO's 
dedicated radio telescope in Hawaii as well as sites in other countries.  The VLBI correlator 
needed to analyze these observations is located at USNO. The extragalactic reference frame 
produced by these observations is now the most accurate celestial coordinate system.  
 
Hampered by significant light pollution in the nation’s capital, the Washington, D.C. facility 
does limited observational work.  While the Observatory's primary observational work is 
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primarily conducted at the U.S. Navy’s higher elevation NOFS, the USNO continues to be a 
major authority in measuring the precise time as well as the Earth’s orientation. 
Today, the USNO is the preeminent authority in the areas of timekeeping and celestial positional 
observing, as well as determining and distributing the timing and astronomical data required for 
accurate navigation and fundamental astronomy. 
 
Politics/Government 
 
The USNO is eligible under Criterion A at the national level for Politics/Government as the 
official residence of the Vice President of the United States.  Building A (also known as Number 
One Observatory Circle) originally served as the USNO Superintendent’s Quarters.  In 1923, 
Congress appropriated the residence for the Chief of Naval Operations. In 1974, Congress 
designated Building A as the official residence of the Vice President.  Prior to this designation, 
Vice Presidents and their families lived in their own homes, but the cost of security at these 
private residences led Congress to establish a permanent residence.  Congress first considered the 
establishment of an official Vice President’s residence with hearings in 1966.6  Several potential 
locations were put forth at the time, including the Sewall-Belmont House on Capitol Hill.  
Representative Kenneth Gray, the subcommittee chairman in charge of public buildings and 
grounds, determined that the USNO provided the best option for a vice-presidential residence.  
Congress eventually decided to postpone the issue due to the ongoing war in Vietnam and 
budgetary considerations.  Hearings resumed in 1974 and Congress determined that One 
Observatory Circle at the USNO as the ideal location for the site of the Vice President’s official 
residence.  Though the Navy objected, the Secret Service testified that it provided an ideal 
location from a security standpoint.7 Although Building A was made available to the Vice 
President in 1974, then-Vice President Gerald Ford became president before he could move into 
the residence. Ford’s Vice President, Nelson Rockefeller funded many upgrades to the house, but 
primarily used it for official entertainment.  It was not until 1977 that Walter Mondale became 
the first Vice President to reside there full time and every vice president since has used the home 
as a permanent residence.8 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                         
6 Charles Denyer, Number One Observatory Circle: The Home of the Vice President of the  
United States (Klein Publishers, 2017), 10. 
7 Ibid., 12. 
8 Dick, Sky and Ocean Joined, 356. 
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Criterion C (Properties that embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or 
method of construction, or that represent the work of a master, or that possess high artistic 
values, or that represent a significant and distinguishable entity whose components may 
lack individual distinction) 
 
Architecture 
 
The USNO is eligible under Criterion C at the local level in the area of Architecture as the work 
of a master and as an exemplary architectural collection which exhibits distinct phases of growth 
and development. The USNO is significant for its design by famed American architect, Richard 
Morris Hunt. The USNO expresses a particular phase in the development of the master's career, 
as it represents Hunt’s first federal government work as principal architect and serves as a 
departure from the disciplined opulence of the Gilded Age architecture for which he was 
renowned; distinctive within the master architect’s impressive body of work. Additionally, the 
district reflects two distinct periods of development, the late-nineteenth century and the World 
War II era, interwoven with gradual small-scale development.  The district contains scientific, 
institutional, and residential buildings exhibiting an eclectic mix of Greek Revival and Classical 
Revival architectural styles, with a smaller representation of Queen Anne, Colonial Revival, 
Moderne, International, and Modern.  Locally-celebrated architects William J. Marsh and Leon 
Dessez both designed prominent USNO buildings, including Dessez’s Queen Anne-style 
dwelling, which later became the official residence for the Vice President of the United States. 
The architecture of the historic district exhibits high artistic value with distinct massing, classical 
elements in design, excellent building materials, and an intact surrounding landscape. The 
following architects’ backgrounds informs and contextualizes their designs within the USNO.  
 
Richard Morris Hunt 
 
Richard Morris Hunt is widely regarded as one of the most influential American architects of the 
late nineteenth-century and served as a leading figure in establishing architecture as a profession 
in the United States.  Over the course of his career, Hunt designed over 220 projects for private 
residences, public buildings, universities, libraries, religious institutions, and commercial 
districts.9 Richard Morris Hunt’s work is imbued with Beaux-Arts tradition while incorporating 
modern building practices and collaborating with America’s great sculptors and landscape 
architects of the era. Hunt’s extraordinary career is representative of his passion and commitment 
to the profession as he founded the first American architectural atelier and co-founded the 
American Institute of Architects.  
 
Born in 1827 in Vermont, Hunt was the son of two well established and distinguished New 
England families. After the death of Hunt’s father in 1832, the family relocated to Europe 

                         
9 “Parks, Palaces, and Public Buildings: Richard Morris Hunt and American Architecture,” accessed September 14, 
2020 at https://flaglermuseum.us/parks-palaces-and-public-buildings; “Richard Morris Hunt: Background and Select 
Bibliography,” Library of Congress, compiled by Elizabeth Terry Rose, updated February 2013.  
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resulting in Hunt’s deeply European-influenced training and education. Hunt became the first 
American architectural student trained in the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris, the principal 
architectural school in the world. Following his rigorous education, Hunt worked under architect 
H. M. Lefuel from 1846 to 1855 and assisted in designing the Pavilion de la Bibliotèque located 
on the north side of the New Louvre.10  
 
In 1855, energized and inspired by recent experiences, Hunt returned to the United States eager 
to elevate the state of architecture in a relatively unformed artistic landscape. Hunt’s early 
buildings were located in New York and included the first Parisian-style apartment houses which 
were instrumental in persuading middle- and upper-class New Yorkers to convert to apartment 
living. Additionally, Hunt established the first atelier of its kind in the United States which 
offered students a systematic instruction of architecture that incorporated formal intellectual, 
technical, and professional principles. Hunt’s undoubtedly Beaux-Arts-inspired education 
impacted American architecture and professionals with mid-nineteenth-century French 
rationalism in their designs.  Hunt continued to spearhead endeavors within the profession as one 
of the founding members and leader of the American Institute of Architects.11  
 
Hunt’s most iconic work includes several Gilded Age mansions in Newport, Rhode Island, such 
as Marble House (1892), Ochre Court (1893), Belcourt Castle (1894), and The Breakers (1895); 
the Biltmore Estate (1895) in Ashville, North Carolina; the Administration Building at the 1893 
World’s Columbian Exposition (1893; demolished); the pedestal for the Statue of Liberty (1886); 
the New York Tribune Building, New York City (1875; demolished); and the entrance wing of 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City (completed posthumously in 1902).  
 
The USNO represents Hunt’s first federal government work as principal architect and his only 
executed designs in the nation’s capital.  For the USNO, Hunt designed a group of ten buildings 
set within a carefully planned campus, sympathetic to the direction and degrees between the 
interrelated buildings (discussed further in the following Landscape Architecture section).  Some 
of the buildings were utilitarian in nature, such as the boiler house and dynamo buildings.  For 
the main scientific buildings, Hunt applied a higher degree of architectural decoration and 
treatment of material, though markedly subdued from that of the lavish mansions for which he is 
celebrated.  In order to accommodate the operational needs of the observatory, Hunt displayed 
both restraint and practicality in his design of Building 1 (Administration Building / James 
Melville Gilliss Building). The building is divided into four parts; a central administrative block, 
a library rotunda on the east, and a telescope tower and transit shed on the west. Each section is 
articulated to emphasize its respective function with a refined, yet restrained, architectural 
treatment.  According to authors Scott and Lee, “Hunt employed many strategies of avant-garde 

                         
10 “Richard Morris Hunt: Background and Select Bibliography,” Library of Congress. 
11 Leland Roth, “Hunt, Richard Morris (1827-1895),” North Carolina Architects & Builders: A Biographical 
Dictionary, 2009, accessed August 19, 2020 at https://ncarchitects.lib.ncsu.edu/people/P000278; “Richard Morris 
Hunt: Background and Select Bibliography,” Library of Congress. 
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French rationalist thinking in his design for the Naval Observatory, the architectural expressions 
of which are rare in America.”12 
 
Leon E. Dessez 
 
Born in 1858, Leon Dessez was a lifelong citizen of Washington and attended private and public 
schools within the District of Columbia. At nineteen, Dessez began an architectural 
apprenticeship at the firm of Hornblower and Poindexter, a predecessor of Hornblower and 
Marshall. Joseph Hornblower, one of Washington’s most influential and active architects of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, became Dessez’s mentor. Following his 
apprenticeship, Dessez began employment with the Army Corps of Engineers where he produced 
drawings for the Washington Monument and he later held a position as assistant to the architect 
at the Navy Yard. 
 
In 1886, Dessez founded his own firm with an office in the Corcoran Building at 15th and F 
Streets NW. With the city experiencing rapid growth in the late-nineteenth century, Dessez took 
advantage of these opportunities and quickly gained recognition for his commercial and 
residential architecture. His most prominent private residences were commissioned by well-
known clients such as Henry and Lucinda Cady and U.S. Senator Francis Newlands. Dessez’s 
most significant career opportunity sprung from his connection with Newlands, the founder of 
the Chevy Chase Land Company and the developer of the suburbs of Chevy Chase, D.C. and 
Maryland. Impressed by Dessez’s portfolio, Senator Newlands offered him a position as Chief 
Architect for the Chevy Chase Land Company. Dessez accepted the position and remained Chief 
Architect, and later Director, until his death in 1918.13  
 
Alongside his Chevy Chase work, Dessez continued work at his private firm and produced his 
most significant commissions in the late 1880s and early 1890s. In 1887, Dessez was a founding 
member of the Washington Chapter of the American Institute of Architects. In 1893, Dessez 
designed the Raleigh Hotel, a luxury hotel, at Pennsylvania Avenue and 12th Street NW. That 
same year, Dessez won a commission to design the Superintendent’s House for the Naval 
Observatory. Dessez’s design for the Queen Anne-style Superintendent’s House recalled 
classical stylistic elements with modest massing which allowed openness for light and air.14 This 
emphasis on circulation would become a defining feature of Dessez’s buildings.  
 

                         
12 Pamela Scott and Antoinette J. Lee, Buildings of the District of Columbia (Oxford University Press, 1993). 
13 “’The Chevy Chase’ To Receive Exterior Renovation Award,” Historic Chevy Chase, USNO Library; “Leon 
Emile Dessez,” DC Architects Directory, prepared by EHT Traceries. October 2010; Miner Normal School 
(Washington Normal School #2), National Park Service, National Register of Historic Places, Washington, D.C. 
1991; Albert W. Atwood, “The Romance of Senator Francis G. Newlands and Chevy Chase,” Records of the 
Columbia Historical Society, Washington, D.C., 1966/1968, vol 66/68, p 294-310. 
14 Gail Cleere, The House on Observatory Hill: Home of the Vice President of the United States, (U.S. Government 
Printing Office, 1989), 37-49; “Leon Emile Dessez.” DC Architects Directory. Prepared by EHT Traceries. October 
2010. 
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In the 1890s, Dessez began to receive commissions to design public buildings in the District of 
Columbia. Such commissions put him into direct contact with Snowden Ashford, the city’s first 
Municipal Architect. Ashford was a renowned designer who supervised all local public buildings 
constructed within the District between 1895 and 1921. Dessez’s career flourished as he 
produced designs for several firehouses and hospitals. One of his final projects included initial 
revolutionary concepts for the “Psychopathic Ward” of the Gallinger Municipal Hospital in 
southeast Washington. Dessez transformed the architecture of penal institutions by incorporating 
well-lit, well-ventilated, and fire-safe buildings, an approach which embodied the open-air 
movement. Ultimately, the Chevy Chase project outlived Dessez as he died from influenza 
during the 1918 pandemic.15 
 
Throughout his career, Dessez adhered to his belief that all buildings should be constructed to 
ensure the safety and health of its inhabitants. In addition to his practice, Dessez provided pro 
bono services to develop Washington, D.C.’s building codes and oversaw the design process and 
construction of school buildings. Throughout his career he incorporated cutting-edge building 
technology and design techniques, such as steel reinforced concrete and open-air design 
practices. As a result, Leon E. Dessez’s work is highly regarded in the region and four of his 
designs are listed in the NRHP. 
 
William J. Marsh 
 
William J. Marsh was born in 1864 in Washington, D.C. He was a pupil of the public-school 
system before studying under private instructors in Boston and artist E. C. Messer in 
Washington. Marsh gained his most invaluable experience in architecture and construction at the 
preeminent local firm, Hornblower and Marshall. Marsh served as head draftsman and 
confidential assistant for eight years at Hornblower and Marshall. During his tenure at the firm, 
Marsh met his future partner, Walter G. Peter.  
 
In 1892, Marsh established his own private practice and was subsequently hired by the USNO to 
perform a construction review of the Administration Building (Building 1). In 1895, the Naval 
Observatory commissioned Marsh to design a new on-site living quarters for staff astronomers. 
Marsh’s design became Building 72, or Quarters B and C, and was constructed from 1895 to 
1897.  
 
As construction of Building 72 concluded, Marsh entered into partnership with Walter C. Peter. 
Marsh and Peter’s earliest commission, the Evening Star Building (1899), was perhaps the most 
notable of the partnership. The thirteen-story Beaux Arts-style building was clad with white 
                         
15 S.J. Ackerman, “Architect of the Everyday,” The Washington Post, November 6, 2005. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/11/04/AR2005110401595.html; Sally Berk, 
Firehouses in Washington, D.C., National Register of Historic Places Property Documentation Form, D.C. Historic 
Preservation Office, 2006. 
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marble and overlooked Pennsylvania Avenue near the Capitol Building. Their successful 
partnership led to residential design commissions for the city’s elite, particularly in the Sheridan-
Kalorama and Kalorama Triangle neighborhoods; their most recognized works in these 
neighborhoods include the Aldis B. Browne House (1908) and John S. Flannery House (1915) 
which were executed in the Colonial Revival style.  
 
Marsh and Peter furthered their repertoire by designing several commercial, public, institutional, 
and religious buildings in Washington, D.C. The firm’s commercial buildings include the 
banking house of the Union Trust Company (1900, demolished) and the Farmers and Mechanics 
Branch of Riggs Bank (1921-1922) which prominently bestrides the northeastern intersection of 
Wisconsin Avenue and M Street NW in Georgetown. Throughout the early twentieth century, 
Marsh and Peter managed a myriad of institutional and religious building projects: remodeling 
and expansion of the Walter Reed Hospital in 1908, design and construction of the Takoma 
Branch Library in 1911, and design and construction of the First Church of Christ Scientist in 
1913. Meanwhile, Marsh and Peter continued to develop the latest advances in school design and 
facilities planning when designing Syphax School (1901), the Edmonds School (1903), the 
Randall School (1906), and the Cardozo School (1907).16 
 
William J. Marsh continued to design a wide variety of projects until his death in 1926. Today, 
both Marsh’s independent and Marsh and Peter partnership designs are valued for the innovation, 
boldness, and artistry. Marsh’s work is widely recognized locally in Washington, D.C. and two 
of Marsh’s designs are listed in the NRHP. 
 
Landscape Architecture 
 
The USNO Historic District is eligible under Criterion C at the local level in the area of 
Landscape Architecture. The topography of the USNO, which played a substantial role in its 
selection as the new site for the observatory, is characterized by its high elevations, open spaces, 
and advantageous vistas of the surrounding landscape. These characteristics were all necessary to 
allow for proper execution of the USNO’s scientific work and astronomical observation.  Since 
its relocation from the Foggy Bottom area to this current site in the early 1890s, the USNO has 
utilized the topography and natural setting of the area. The elevation of the site provides the 
scientific buildings higher vantage points than the surrounding neighborhoods as the district sits 
approximately 276 feet above Massachusetts and Wisconsin Avenues.   
 
The distinctly circular plan of the USNO campus is also directly related to its significant historic 
scientific function. Unlike many of its contemporaries, the mission of the USNO has always been 
rooted in practicality, rather than abstract astronomical exploration. In support of its mission, 
Hunt and the Navy carefully planned the campus to be sympathetic to direction and degrees 
between the many interrelated buildings. Such planning prevented buildings from obstructing 

                         
16 William Johnston Marsh,” DC Architects Directory; Allan B. Slausen, “William Johnston Marsh” from A history 
of the city of Washington, its men and institutions, The Washington Post, 1903. 
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observation points and increased the ability of instruments to achieve accurate and precise 
measurements. The arrangement of buildings was largely dictated by not only the topography, 
but most importantly the functions inside and between buildings. The sensitive timekeeping 
equipment and the associated telescopic observation required minimal vibrations and visual 
interference to function. At the precise center of the site is the historic Clock House, where the 
original master clock was kept. It was from this point that the campus’s 1,000-foot radius was 
established. The other early scientific buildings are located in a close proximity to this center 
point. Other ancillary buildings, such as the pairs of Marker Houses, used to align the transit 
circle telescopes, were located to the north and south of the historic East and West Transit Circle 
Buildings.  
 
The USNO Historic District landscape continues to retain such natural features and key elements 
of its original design to convey its significant historical associations dating to the district’s period 
of significance.17 
 
Integrity 
 
The USNO Historic District’s period of significance is 1888 to 1977, which encompasses the 
site’s initial date of construction to when Building A was first used as the official residence of 
the Vice President. Individual buildings have been altered for changes in function or equipment, 
however, the USNO Historic District, as a whole, retains integrity of location, design, setting, 
materials, workmanship, feeling, and association. Additionally, the historic district retains key 
spatial characteristics, such as sightlines between buildings. 
 
The district retains its characteristically high and rolling landscape with roads, pathways, 
vegetation, and viewsheds that largely date to the district’s original period of construction. The 
most distinctive changes occurred in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries when the 
ravines were filled and streams were covered along the western side of the grounds. Such 
changes did not greatly affect the integrity of the landscape, as they provided secure locations for 
the function of critical structures associated with the Observatory. Most major changes occurred 
within the period of significance and the historic district retains its integrity of location, setting, 
and feeling. 
 
Additional Historic Context  
 
Pre-USNO Site History 
 
Preceding occupation by the Naval Observatory, the site was a part of the rolling countryside 
above Georgetown. The land’s earliest known owner was in 1702 when the tract of land was 
patented as part of the “Pretty Prospects” estate of Ninian Beall, followed by George Beall.18 At 
                         
17 Marstel-Day, Historic Landscape Survey, United States Naval Observatory, Washington D.C., 82-83. 
18 Carlton Fletcher, “Northview,” Glover Park History, https://gloverparkhistory.com/estates-and-farms/north-
view/north-view; Priscilla W. McNeil, “Pretty Prospects: The History of a Land Grant,” Washington History, 
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an unknown date the property passed to William Cox who likely constructed a brick house on the 
property due to his recent marriage to MaryAnn Dawson in 1817. In 1832, William Cox’s 
trustee, Richard Smith, sold two tracts of land, 32 acres and 46 acres, from the estate to Brooke 
Mackall Sr. for $2000.19 In August 1834, Mackall sold a 143-acre portion of his tract to John 
Adlum who gifted the 143 acres of Pretty Prospect to his new son-in-law, Cornelius Barber.20 In 
June 1839, Cornelius’ wife, Margaret Adlum Barber, acquired an additional 75 acres of Pretty 
Prospect from Brooke Mackall for $3000.21 The Barbers inherited remnants of Mackall’s Pretty 
Prospect, including right-of-way to a nearby stream and a brick house and barn which were 
located just north of where the present-day Clock House (Building 3) now stands. The Barber 
family renamed the property Northview and developed the property into a working farm.  
In the early 1850s, the Barbers commissioned construction of an elaborate Italianate mansion at 
the highest point of the property. Land maps and photographs indicate that the fashionable 
mansion was surrounded by manicured lawns, orchards, and winding carriage paths. 
Outbuildings included a brick stable, carriage house, slave quarters, smoke houses, hay sheds, 
hen houses, corn cribs, and ice houses. During the construction of the family’s new house, 
Cornelius secured the right-of-way on the south side of the Barber lot 258 and north of nearby 
Michael Weaver’s property. The lane to Northview was known as “Barnard’s Road,” the future 
Observatory Lane.22 In 1853, Cornelius Barber suddenly died, leaving Margaret and their eldest 
son and sole-surviving child, John, to run the estate. With the help and labor from 15 enslaved 
people, 20 bondsmen and their children, and her son, Margaret maintained the 73-acre estate 
with its mansion and outbuildings for the following three decades.  
 
After years of ill-suited locations, the United States Navy sought a new location for its 
observatory. On March 8, 1881, a commission formed by Congress purchased the 73-acre Barber 
estate from Margaret for $63,000 to serve as the site of the new observatory. The Observatory’s 
new site boasted a particularly high elevation and was surrounded by sparsely populated or 
settled countryside. The commission selected, and the United States Navy supported, the location 
because of its theoretical natural protection from future city encroachment due to deep and 
lengthy ravines and streams associated with Rock Creek. In addition, the Navy intended to buy 
surrounding acreage to ensure that the Observatory’s most sensitive instruments were the furthest 
away from vibrations from street traffic. Margaret, a genteel dowager, owned a townhouse in 
Georgetown and a 1,000-acre farm in St. Mary’s County, Maryland, and she split her time 
between the two after selling Northview. 
 

                         
Fall/Winter 2002. Note that the original mortgage used the name “Pretty Prospects.” In later years, the “s” was 
dropped and the property was referred to in the singular as “Pretty Prospect.”  
19 Carlton Fletcher, “Northview.”  
20 Carlton Fletcher, “Northview”; Fletcher, “Historical Sketches of Glover Park, Upper Georgetown, and 
Georgetown Heights,” Glover Park History, https://gloverparkhistory.com/geography/maps-places-
features/georgetown-heights/. 
21 Fletcher, “Northview.” Glover Park History, https://gloverparkhistory.com/estates-and-farms/north-view/north-
view/. 
22 Priscilla W. McNeil, “Pretty Prospects: The History of a Land Grant,” Washington History, Fall/Winter 2002.  
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Prior to construction, in 1881 the U.S. Naval Observatory surveyed the existing buildings and landscape. 
(USNO Archives) 

In 1882, the Annual Report of the U.S. Naval Observatory documented the extant Baber Estate including 
the mansion, stable, and various outbuildings near present-day Observatory Lane. (USNO Archives) 
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Origins of the Naval Observatory 
 
The Naval Observatory resided in various locations near Capitol Hill and in Foggy Bottom prior 
to relocating to quiet Georgetown Heights, the former name of the neighborhood north of 
Georgetown.23 Established in 1830, the institution functioned as the Depot of Charts and 
Instruments and later evolved into the Naval Observatory. Before the establishment of the Depot 
of Charts and Instruments, the U.S. Navy lacked the ability to test the accuracy of their tools and 
relied on nautical charts and instruments purchased from foreign governments or private dealers. 
Furthermore, there was no existing system in place to store and reinstall instruments from 
decommissioned naval vessels causing many of the devices to become defunct in the interim. 
 
Beginning as early as 1825, President John Quincy Adams desired Congressional approval for 
the funds to establish a national observatory. At this time, there was no institution of its kind in 
the western hemisphere. The need was clear: eight out of ten ships were set to sea without the 
calibrated equipment needed to determine longitude at sea. President Adams continued to 
advocate for a national institution, yet partisan politics blocked any bill that would appropriate 
funds for the construction or maintenance of a permanent observatory.  
 
Amid these chaotic and inept practices, in 1830 Lieutenant Louis M. Goldsborough suggested to 
the Secretary of the Navy “that a suitable place be designated to serve as a general depot for all 
chronometers, instruments of reflection, theodolites, circles, telescopes, charts, etc. belonging to 
the Navy.”24 On December 6, 1830, the Secretary of the Navy ordered the establishment of the 
Depot of Charts and Instruments, to undertake the duties outlined by Goldsborough. The Depot 
of Charts and Instruments relocated several times in pursuit of a location with optimal conditions 
for astronomical observations. In 1831, Goldsborough established the Depot on G Street NW. 
Within two years, however, Goldsborough left to fight in the Seminole War and Lieutenant 
Charles Wilkes was placed in charge of the Depot of Charts and Instruments. Lieutenant Wilkes 
declared that the G Street NW location was much too “vaporous” and used his own funds to 
move the Depot to Capitol Hill, northwest of the Capitol Building, in several houses built by 
George Washington.25 After years of an itinerant existence, the Depot moved closer to 
Goldsborough’s mission when the Secretary of the Navy in 1839 authorized the purchase of 
equipment needed for observations in astronomy, magnetism, and meteorology. 
After increasing responsibilities over the last decade, in 1842, Congress appropriated $25,000 for 
a new building to house the growing collection of valuable supplies and instruments. Lieutenant 
                         
23 Carlton Fletcher, “Historical Sketches of Glover Park, Upper Georgetown, and Georgetown Heights”; Report of 
the Superintendent, United States Naval Observatory, Georgetown Heights, Washington, September 28, 1893; 
Georgetown Courier, May 25, 1867; Evening Star, July 2, 1875, p 4; Evening Star, March 13, 1926, p. 30. 
References to the neighborhood of Georgetown Heights begin as early as 1867. The neighborhood extended from 
the city of Georgetown to Fulton Street NW, and was a rural location frequented by artists seeking panoramic views 
of the wooded and hilly land.  
24 Officers’ Letters to the Secretary of the Navy, Vol. IX, p. 53, Files of the Navy Department, cited in Gustavus A. 
Weber, The Naval Observatory: Its History, Activities and Organization (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 
1926), 9-10.  
25 Cleere, The House on Observatory Hill. 
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James Melville Gilliss supervised the construction of a new observatory at 24th and E Streets 
NW, overlooking the Potomac River from a hilltop in Foggy Bottom. The institution was known 
by various names including the Naval Observatory, the National Observatory, and the 
Hydrographical Office. Construction of the new Naval Observatory building was completed in 
1844 and Gilliss, who expected to be named Superintendent for his efforts, was not recognized 
and was surpassed by Lt. Matthew Fontaine Maury. Gilliss criticized Maury’s lack of formal 
training in astronomy and predilection for hydrography and feared that he did not possess the 
interest or will to properly advance the national interests.26 
 
Maury’s tenure as Superintendent was marked by his professional interest in oceanography. In 
1854, the institution was designated the U.S. Naval Observatory and Hydrographical Office. 
Additionally, Maury emphasized the institution’s advancements in astronomical instruments 
producing an unparalleled worldwide reputation. During this era, the Secretary of the Navy 
requested that the Observatory install a time ball atop the 9.6-inch telescope dome. The time ball 
was an instrument that dropped every day at noon and enabled inhabitants to set their clocks and 
was a precursor of the Observatory’s Time Service. Beginning in 1865, the Time Service 
signaled time via telegraph lines to the Navy Department as well as the city’s fire bells at 0700, 
1200, and 1800. Eventually, this service extended to Western Union telegraph lines to provide 
accurate time for railroads throughout the country.  
 
In 1861, Maury resigned as Superintendent to join the Confederate Navy and Gilliss replaced 
him. Under the leadership of Superintendent Gilliss, the institution completed thousands of 
celestial observations allowing American astronomers to rely on domestic knowledge rather than 
European scientists. In response to the disparate missions and need for more physical space, the 
Hydrographic Office and Naval Observatory were separated during this period as well. The late-
nineteenth century activities at the observatory produced innumerable astronomical discoveries. 
The Naval Observatory was also home to world records, including the 1873 arrival of the largest 
refracting telescope in the world.  The Great Equatorial telescope is over 32 feet in length and 26 
inches in diameter at its largest end. The name of the telescope indicates that it is intended to 
observe in all directions. The 26-inch lens was made by Clark and Sons of Cambridge 
Massachusetts. It was the largest telescope in the world upon completion and is the largest 
refracting telescope still in operation today.  
 
Construction of the New Naval Observatory 
 
After nearly fifty years, the site’s foggy conditions were deemed unsuitable for the Naval 
Observatory’s ongoing astronomical work. On February 4, 1880, Congress passed an act 
providing a commission to select a new site  
 

                         
26 Giliss privately expressed his concern of Maury’s appointment of superintendent: “If it is to be an observatory, 
Maury is not the man to be at its head, unless he has an entirely different taste from that induced by his previous life 
and labours.” Gilliss to Loomis, 18 October 1844, in Reingold, Science in Nineteenth-Century America, p. 138. 
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If practicable, upon an even degree of longitude west of Greenwich, and to 
possess the relative advantages of facility of access from the City of 
Washington, healthfulness, clearness of atmosphere, freedom from 
obstruction for the horizon, and freedom from objectionable vibrations from 
traffic or other causes, with ability to have sufficient water supply.27  
 

The commission began its search for a location offering higher ground and seclusion and on 
March 8, 1881, the commission purchased a site in northwest Washington for the new 
Observatory. Formerly the Barber Estate, the site boasted a particularly high elevation and was 
surrounded by sparsely populated countryside. Many buildings from the Barber estate were 
extant at the time of the government’s purchase of the property and would remain empty for 
approximately a decade. The ice house and corn crib were located near the present-day 
intersection of Goldsborough and Gilliss Avenues. Two hay sheds were located near the present-
day Administration Building (Building 1) and the gate house to the Vice President’s Residence 
(Building A1). The Italianate mansion was located near the present-day Observers Electronic 
Lab (Building 3) and was used by the Superintendent as a summer residence before its 
demolition in 1893.  
 
Though the government purchased the land in 1881, construction did not begin until the late 
1880s. Prior to the site’s purchase, the Navy held a limited competition for the design of the 
buildings for the new site. An 1892 American Architect and Building News article states that the 
competition was won by C.A. Didden, a Washington, D.C. architect, who subsequently prepared 
a complete set of drawings. However, when Admiral Rodgers died in 1882, the new 
administration purportedly dismissed the competition winner and appointed Richard Morris 
Hunt, a more prominent architect, to design the nation’s premier observatory. However, the 
historic record suggests that Hunt was hired earlier and not as a result of changing 
administrations as working plans of the Observatory list Hunt’s name as early as 1881. The 
USNO was Hunt’s first federal government work as principal architect and his only executed 
designs in the nation’s capital. Congress appropriated the first round of funds in 1886 for the new 
USNO. In October 1887, the USNO superintendent reported that Hunt’s plans were “nearly 
complete” and in October 1888 a construction contract was awarded to P.H. McLaughlin & 
Company for the original ten buildings designed by Hunt.28 However, work progressed slowly 
and the contract was forfeited due to failure to make satisfactory progress.   

                         
27 21 St. L., cited in Weber. Gustavus A. Weber, The Naval Observatory: Its History, Activities and Organization 
(The Johns Hopkins Press, 1926), 31.  
28 Dick, Sky and Ocean Joined, 312. 
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1881 map indicates planned footprints of Observatory buildings and existing ones such as the Barber mansion. 
Richard Morris Hunt’s name is visible at the upper right edge of the map. (USNO Archives) 

Early construction of the Administration Building at the USNO, ca. 1890. (USNO Archives) 
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In 1890, the structure and roof of the Main Administration Building (Building 1) were complete 
and portions of the Barber Estate were in mid-demolition to make way for the Prime Vertical 
House (Building 9). Several Barber outbuildings such as the ice houses, corn crib, and hay sheds 
were demolished at this time with the carriage house and stable left standing. The old carriage 
path on the Barber estate became the precursor to Observatory Lane and functioned as the 
entrance to the USNO until the extension of Massachusetts Avenue was compete.  From 1890 to 
1891, numerous delays occurred including a deferred marble arrival, failed cement quality 
control tests, and the general contractor forfeiting their contract on September 8, 1891.  
 
From 1891 to 1893, ten Hunt-designed buildings were completed: the Administration Building 
(Building 1), the attached South Transit House (originally Building 8 and now considered part of 
Building 1), the Great Equatorial Building  (Building 2), the Clock House (Building 3), the East 
and West Observers’ Rooms (originally Buildings 4 and 5; now considered part of Building 3), 
the East and West Transit Houses (Buildings 6 and 7), the Prime Vertical building (Building 9, 
demolished ca. 1970), and the Boiler House (Building 17, now part of Building 16). These are 
the only buildings in Washington, D.C. designed by Richard Morris Hunt. There are no existing 
competition drawings by Richard Morris Hunt located in the USNO archives; however, there are 
working plans by Hunt located in the Navy’s Department of Public Works.  
 
During this initial phase of development, additional buildings designed by other architects were 
constructed on the campus. The Superintendent’s Residence (Building A) and a brick building 
later known as Dynamo House (Building 17) directly adjacent to the Boiler House (Building 16) 
were designed by locally renowned architect, Leon Dessez. In 1893, construction was completed 
on the Queen Anne-style residence for the Superintendent, Captain Frederick McNair. 
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Prominently placed, Dessez’s work became the grandest residence of the Observatory and cost 
$20,000. Captain Frederick McNair, the first intended inhabitant of the Queen Anne-style home, 
advocated for three additional dwellings for resident astronomers and their families so that his 
staff could easily attend to their instruments throughout the day and night. In 1895, the Navy 
fulfilled his requests and commissioned local architect William J. Marsh to complete on-site 
housing for the astronomers. Marsh’s large Queen Anne-style double house came to be known as 
Quarters B & C (Building 72) and is located due east of the Main Administration Building. Prior 
to designing Quarters B & C, Marsh was already working at the Observatory. He had prepared a 
special report on Building 1 to examine the construction errors of the building. The U.S. Naval 
Observatory’s James M. Gilles Library and Archives indicate that Marsh produced two sets of 
specifications for the Quarters B&C in 1895 and 1896. In 1897, the large duplex was completed 
and occupied by staff astronomers. Constructed as a large duplex residence at the eastern portion 
of the Naval Observatory, the new on-site housing consisted of brick construction with a 
symmetrical primary facade, rectangular footprint, and two enclosed, raised, hipped-roof 
entrance porches at either end. 
 
 
 
 

A ca. 1930 photograph of the southeast corner of the Superintendent’s Residence. (USNO Archives) 
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Additional housing was constructed or retrofitted from existing buildings to accommodate on-
site housing for staff. The Old Magnetic House was moved from its original site in Foggy 
Bottom and modified in the 1880s. The building became known as the Bachelor’s Quarters and 
was located in the vicinity of the present-day cafeteria and police station (Building 59) before its 
demolition in 1937.  Furthermore, the Navy retained the original Barber stable and carriage 
house to use as a residence for the Superintendent’s driver and his family along with a stable for 
livestock and carriages.  
 
Other secondary buildings such as Marker Houses, or Meridian Marks (Buildings 27, 28, 29, 30) 
were located due south and north of the two Transit Circle Buildings (Buildings 6 and 7). The 
1891 site map indicates two Marker Houses, Buildings 28 and 30. However, historic photographs 
and The Superintendent’s Report for Fiscal Year 1899 indicate that the Marker Houses were not 
constructed until then and not in 1891. The report states that “a house for the new transit circle 
has been erected,” yet it does not indicate whether this was the north or south Marker House.29 
However, because only two Marker Houses were shown on the 1891 map suggest that Buildings 
27 and 29 were built before their southern counterparts, Buildings 28 and 30. The two remaining 
Marker Houses for the Transit Houses, Building 28 and Building 30, were constructed ca. 1900-
1908 and ca. 1893, respectively.  
                         
29 Superintendent’s Report for Fiscal Year 1899, USNO Library.  

A rendering depicts the USNO after its initial construction. The Administration Building, attached South 
Transit House, the Great Equatorial Building, the Clock House, the East and West Transit Houses, the 

Prime Vertical House, and Superintendent’s Residence are all visible in the background. The buildings in 
the foreground are no longer extant. (USNO Archives) 
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To protect the rapidly growing campus and the invaluable technology stored within the 
buildings, Congress passed a joint resolution on August 1, 1894 that prohibited any highway 
construction within a 1000-foot radius from the center of the Clock House. The legislation 
ensured that the heat, smog, and other atmospheric changes associated with urban development 
would have a minimal impact on the visibility through the telescopes at the Observatory. Though 
the resolution established the identifiable circle in concept, it did not require that all parcels 
within the circle be owned by the Naval Observatory. Maps from 1891 and 1901 show that the 
Naval Observatory did not yet resemble Observatory Circle as it is known today. An 1891 map 
indicates portions at the western edge belonged to Theodore Barnes and Robert Weaver, both of 
whom owned slaughterhouses and tanneries on the property as well as Weaver’s Industrial Home 
School (1875). John Barber, the sole surviving son of Cornelius and Margaret Barber, owned 
.425 acres near the present-day Wisconsin Avenue gate. The southeastern perimeter belonged to 
Normanstone Estate and the northwestern perimeter was a part of Dumbarton Estate. By 1901, 
all properties within Observatory Circle were either in the process of being purchased by the 
government or condemned. The federal government owned nearly all aforementioned properties 
with the exception of the lands of the Industrial Home School.  
 
As the first phase of construction reached completion at the beginning of the twentieth century, 
the Naval Observatory’s landscape experienced minimal changes. Only those roads within the 
immediate vicinity of the Administration Building were heavily graded, filled, curbed, and 
paved. Observatory Lane had been macadamized which included grading and paving, and new 
street lamps and a gate were installed. The entire roadway circle was enclosed by 1893 and the 
primary entrance was established on the east side of the campus at Massachusetts Avenue, 
pending its grading and paving that same year.30 The remaining grounds were still rough, 
wooded, and bisected by ravines and tributary streams off of Rock Creek.  
 
Development of Buildings Prior to World War II 
 
The Naval Observatory grew gradually after its initial development in the 1880s and 1890s. 
Small buildings were constructed to house new instruments in clusters nearby their primary 
building counterparts. The construction of further buildings overlaps, by no coincidence, with the 
golden age of the Naval Observatory at the beginning of the twentieth century as world-wide 
events, discoveries, and expeditions projected the Naval Observatory into congressional favor. 
The advent of World War I produced initial changes to the physical landscape of the Naval 
Observatory as the institution’s longstanding role in the maintenance, repair, and testing of 
instruments for naval ships and airplanes increased dramatically. Small laboratory buildings were 
constructed in a linear orientation to the south of the Administration Building. These buildings 
were ultimately replaced by the Astrographic Laboratory (1932). Two additional stories were 
constructed atop Building 16 (1917) to accommodate the Nautical Instrument Repair Shop, a 
war-era effort established in 1913. A reduced national budget ultimately limited any substantial 
changes until the end of the war. Modest improvements to the grounds continued throughout the 

                         
30 1893 Annual Report, USNO Library. 
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1920s and 1930s, and more ambitious plans finally gained traction under Superintendent J.F. 
Hellweg, who served from 1930 to 1946.  
 
Superintendent Hellweg oversaw the first modernization of the grounds. In 1932, several new 
buildings were constructed at the Naval Observatory. New domes were constructed to house the 
40-inch reflector telescope and a 15-inch telescope.31 A rear wing was added to the north of the 
original Clock House (Building 3) which included a new below-grade clock vault. Lastly, the 
Astrographic Laboratory (now part of Building 78) was built to the south of the Administration 
Building in 1932. Several existing buildings were modernized with the aid of Works Progress 
Administration funds, which facilitated buildings and grounds maintenance projects nationwide. 
In 1938, the Barber stable (Building 19) was remodeled and expanded to the north for instrument 
storage. The South Transit Building (Building 8, now included in Building 1) was converted to 
office space for the Aeronautical Section of the Navy.  
 
Through the landscape efforts of the 1930s, the Naval Observatory began to resemble the 
campus one sees today. At this time, nearly all outstanding parcels were purchased by the Naval 
Observatory with the exception of the tracts belonging to Philip Young and the Normanstone 
estate as both owners refused to accept the government’s appraisal. Landscape improvements 
included the filling, grading, and surfacing of low-lying areas, specifically those near 
Observatory Circle and Whitehaven Street and the remaining ravines located on the west side of 
the grounds. Other landscape changes included the grading and paving of roads beyond 
Observatory Lane, the construction of a concrete fountain within an existing flower bed north of 
the Administration Building, and the installation of a new steel flagpole on a decorative base to 
the south of the Administration Building. The first fencing went into place around the grounds of 
Quarters A in 1939, spanning 1700 feet. The remaining grounds remained open and park-like 
with rolling hills and sections of wooded land. 
 
 
 
 
 

                         
31 Robinson & Associates, Inc., Intensive Level Architectural Surveys, U.S. Naval Observatory,  
Washington, D.C. Prepared for Naval District Washington and Engineering Field  
Activity, Naval Facilities Engineering Command, Washington, D.C., 2001;  
“40-inch telescope to give great range…” The New York Times, June 16, 1931; Naval Meteorology and 
Oceanography Command, “The 1-meter (40-inch) Ritchey-Chretien Aplanatic reflector.” Official U.S. Navy 
Website https://www.cnmoc.usff.navy.mil/Organization/USNO/The-Naval-Observatory-Flagstaff-Station/The-1-
meter-40-inch-Ritchey-Chretien-Aplanatic-reflector/. The 40-inch reflector telescope was the largest and last 
Ritchey-Chretien telescope designed and built by George W. Richtey. Construction of the telescope and dome was 
completed in 1934 at the Naval Observatory in Washington, D.C. before its relocation to NOFS in 1955. The 12-
inch refractor telescope and respective dome are located within the west end of Building 1.  
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Construction of the new below-grade clock vault in 1931. The Clock House is visible left of the construction 
area. (USNO Archives) 

Ca. 1930 aerial view looking north at the USNO. (USNO Archives) 
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World War II 
 
The beginning of World War II incited rapid construction of buildings devoted to wartime 
efforts. A majority of the war-era buildings were clustered at the south end of the Naval 
Observatory along Davis Road and served an increasing demand for nautical and aeronautical 
instruments during the war.  
 
In 1940, the new Nautical Instrument Repair Shop (Building 52, now known as the Public Works 
and Naval Observatory Lab) was designed and built by the Bureau of Yards and Docks after the 
quarters in Building 16 were no longer sufficient. The Navy had expanded the Material 
Department, the sector responsible for the development, testing, storage, repair, and experimental 
construction of navigational and aeronautical instruments. The scale of the new Nautical 
Instrument Repair Shop was to accommodate both the increase in physical materials and 
responsibilities of the Material Department as well as the surge of civilian employees from 
thirty-four in 1930 to 127 in 1941 and 415 in 1944.32 Several buildings focused on employee and 
storage needs were constructed in this period, including a cafeteria (Building 59) in 1942, the 
Compass Adjustors’ House (Building 61, now known as Guest House) and a garage annex 
(Building 62) in 1943, and a material storage building (Building 56, now known as the National 
Security Agency’s North Potomac Headquarters) in 1944. Additionally, a duplex residence, 
Quarters F & G (Building 73, now known as Quarters F), was constructed for married naval 
officers in 1946. The original building was two stories and had simple rectangular massing, but 
was soon changed due to rampant complaints of the size and quality. By 1952, the duplex had 
been converted into a single residence and included a two-story addition to the rear south facade.  
 
During World War II, security precautions were taken to protect the vital equipment inside the 
Naval Observatory’s buildings. In 1942, all domes were painted green to better blend with the 
landscape in case of an air attack at night and a woven wire fence was installed around the 
perimeter of the site. Few other changes were made to the landscape or the existing buildings as 
nearly all attention and funds were dedicated to activities directly related to the war effort.  
 
Post-World War II and into the Cold War-era 
 
Post-World War II changes significantly impacted the landscape and character of the Naval 
Observatory as departmental goals and the buildings’ programmatic uses shifted. The first of 
these changes occurred in 1950 when the Nautical Instrument Repair Facility was disestablished 
in Washington and permanently transferred to the Navy Yard in Norfolk, Virginia. Minimal staff 
remained at Building 52 to focus solely on the instruments at the Naval Observatory. The 
Nautical Instrument Repair Facility’s transfer to Norfolk left Buildings 52 and 56 without their 
primary occupants. Subsequently, various Observatory departments, the Office of Naval 
Intelligence, the Weather Bureau, and other government agencies moved into the building 
throughout the following decades. Several small buildings once used by the Nautical Instrument 

                         
32 Whitney H. Treseder, “World War Two at the U.S. Naval Observatory,” 12 August 1997.  
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Repair Facility were retrofitted as storage and maintenance facilities for the Observatory’s 
Department of Public Works.  
 
Meanwhile, the Observatory Circle was completed in 1953, after the relocation of the Industrial 
Home School.  The Industrial Home School property was just under seven acres and included 
several buildings: The Industrial Home School (1875), the school house (1902, now Guy Mason 
Recreation Center), and a swimming pool. After decades of neighborly tension and attempts to 
purchase the property, the Navy and District Commissioners settled on an agreement in 1927 to 
exchange sixteen acres outside of the circle for the Industrial Home School’s seven acres within 
the circle. The Industrial Home School agreed to the trade with the stipulation that the Navy 
allow the school to stay until another building was acquired. In 1953, the school finally relocated 
to Laurel, Maryland, and was renamed the Children’s Center. Soon after, the roadway 
Observatory Circle completely encircled the site. 33  The completion of the circle further 
established the primary entrance at Massachusetts Avenue and 34th Street which was decorated 
with two massive World War I-era naval anchors in 1954.  

                         
33 Marstel-Day, Historic Landscape Survey, 18. 

Ca. 1944 photograph of the 24-inch Equatorial Building with its dome painted green as a precaution during 
World War II. (Library of Congress) 
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In 1961 the Astrographic Laboratory underwent an extensive change as the new Simon 
Newcomb Laboratory (Building 78) was appended to its east-facing elevation. The building was 
planned to align with the South Transit House. The new laboratory became the principal facility 
of the Time Service Department and the Astrometry and Astrophysics Division. Most 
importantly, the building was constructed to house the Master Clock, which provides the official 
time for the United States, a function it continues to serve today. The Simon Newcomb 
Laboratory is the most important building constructed at the Naval Observatory since World War 
II.  In 1966, the ca. 1915 gatehouse at 34th Street was replaced with a concrete building clad with 
brick veneer and a hipped roof with asphalt shingles. This new gatehouse displayed two bay 
windows and a small porch with simple metal supports and a hipped roof.  The original ca. 1915 
gatehouse to the north of the former Superintendent’s House was a small, timber-frame building 
clad with aluminum siding and topped with a front-gable roof. Stylistic elements included 
exposed rafter tails and a simple portico. 
 
In 1974, Building A became the official residence of the Vice President of the United States; a 
designation which substantially affected the landscape of the northwest quadrant of the Naval 
Observatory. The landscape surrounding Vice President’s Residence (Building A), the old 
Barber carriage house and stable (Building 19), and an equipment storage shed (Building 37) 
was altered to accommodate security necessities such as fences, sentry stations, and Secret 
Service offices. The gatehouse now known as Guard Post #11 (Building A8) was most likely 
constructed ca. 1976. The building is a molded metal panel clad shelter with a pyramidal stepped 

Ca. 1971 aerial photograph looking south towards the USNO. (U.S.N.O Archives) 
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metal roof. The Queen Anne-style residence underwent extensive interior renovations in 
preparation for Vice President Walter Mondale and his family’s arrival in 1977. Early alterations 
to the Vice President’s Residence occurred in 1930 when a one-story addition was constructed 
on the west-facing elevation. In 1961, the red brick exterior was painted gray with greenish-black 
shutters and white trim and in 1963, the next occupants painted the exterior walls white with 
black shutters. The exterior of the residence remains the same white color from this period.  
 
During this time, few demolitions occurred; smaller ancillary buildings, such as gate houses or 
storage sheds, were removed and replaced with similar buildings. Most notably, one Richard 
Morris Hunt-designed building, the Prime Vertical Building (Building 9), was demolished ca. 
1970 as its technology became obsolete. 
 
Modern Era  
 
The U.S. Naval Observatory’s modern era is distinguished by minimal changes to the landscape. 
Few alterations at a scale comparable to the late-nineteenth century period or the World War II-
era occurred since the 1980s. The commencement of construction of a new Master Clock 
building in June 2020 is the most significant recent change. The building is slated for completion 
in 2025 and is located near the center of the site, slightly northeast from the Observers Electronic 
Lab (Building 3). It will assume many of the responsibilities and operations currently 
programmed for the Simon Newcomb Laboratory (Building 78). The other buildings constructed 
since the 1980s serve as maintenance or storage facilities for the Observatory and have little 
relation to the mission of the institution.  
 
Throughout the 1990s, many existing buildings were updated with new materials or additions to 
facilitate modern utilities, styles, or programmatic needs. In 1991, significant technical and 
security changes occurred within the Vice President’s Residence grounds: construction of a pool 
house at the Residence, installation of a perimeter security fence, a north addition to U.S. Secret 
Service Administration Building (Building 19, formerly the Barber stable), and relocation of 
Guard Post #11.  The principal consequences of these changes were the visual and physical 
distancing of the Vice President’s Residence from the rest of the Observatory. More recent 
changes to the grounds include the 2019 renovation of the VP Pool House. 
 
In 1993, a square-shaped addition was appended to the west side of the Public Works and Naval 
Observatory Laboratory (Building 52). The addition became the Data Processing Center and 
utilized contemporary materials such as concrete and glass block in its articulated bands and a 
glass-box hyphen. Five years later, Building 52 underwent extensive renovations including an 
exterior EIFS recladding, replacement entrances, and replacement metal windows. The 
building’s considerable changes left little of its original materials. Today, the two buildings are 
together considered Building 52.  
 
Several additions and removals in the late 1990s impacted the fabric of the U.S. Naval 
Observatory. In 1999, the site’s most public feature was added at the 34th Street NW gate: the 
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Master Clock Display. The display was first installed in late 1999 as the celebratory countdown 
to the new millennium. Due to weatherproofing issues, a new display and hardware were 
installed between 2005 and 2006. Meanwhile in 2006, the historic Transit Circle Buildings 
(Buildings 6 and 7) were demolished along with the Marker Houses that served them. The 
foundations of all the buildings were retained as required by the Section 106 Memorandum of 
Agreement that identified measures to mitigate their demolitions.  The buildings had become 
obsolete after nearly a century of use. The foundations remain extant in varying levels of 
stability. 
 
Today, the U.S. Naval Observatory retains its distinct, park-like setting and character defining 
features such as intentional sightlines, functional interrelationships among buildings, and curving 
walkways and roads. The buildings reflect three distinct phases of development: The campus 
design of the 1890s was largely influenced by the topography of the site and the scientific 
operations of the buildings; a cluster-like development occurred during World War II at the 
southern edge of the site and buildings in a variety of styles. The postwar period was marked by 
small-scale development and adaptive reuse to merely supplement the existing buildings and the 
ongoing mission of the Observatory.  
 

1987 aerial photograph looking northwest towards the USNO. Throughout the modern era, the landscape has 
remained much the same. (National Archives and Records Administration) 
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Archaeological Features 
 
The USNO Historic District has been examined several times in the past decades for 
archaeological resources, typically in connection with construction activities. The first 
archaeological survey of the site was completed in 1897 by the Bureau of American Ethnology. 
The study focused on an area in the southeast portion of the campus near the present-day 
Massachusetts Avenue gate that came to be known as the Power House. The site was determined 
to have been used by a Native American tribe, possibly the Necostins, as a quarry site where 
excavated pieces of quartz and quartzite were shaped for use as spears and arrowheads. This site 
was heavily altered during the construction of the Naval Observatory’s Boiler House (Building 
16) in the 1890s and is considered noncontributing to the USNO Historic District.  
 
The first archaeological report in the twentieth century was completed by Greenhorne and 
O’Mara in 1992. The document identified several areas with potential archaeological material 
and recommended future study, including the Industrial Home School, the Weaver and Barnes 
tanneries, the Barnard and Cissel farm, the Mackall and Barber houses, and the low-lying areas 
in the southwest portion of the campus. The next archaeological effort was prepared by John 
Milner Associates in 1998 to support cultural resource planning for the Naval Observatory 
campus. The survey refined the bounds of the sites with the potential for archaeological 
resources. In 2003, Louis Berger Group, Inc. (LBG) performed a limited archaeological survey 
and identified a site to the open area south of the James Melville Gilliss Administration Building 
(Building 1), known as 51NW133, where prehistoric and historic remnants were found. The site 
was determined to not be eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places due to 
lack of integrity and limited historical connection. A 2005 study by LBG expanded on these 
findings and identified two archaeological sites with potential for prehistoric material: 51NW179 
and 51NW180. The former was located between Gilliss Avenue and Quarters B & C. The latter 
was a large swathe of the central high ground. In 2010, LBG completed a Phase II investigation 
and refined the bounds of these areas. Both sites were determined to be eligible for the National 
Register of Historic Places as a result of the presence of prehistoric and historic material.  
 
In 2020, construction activities for the new Master Clock Building (Building 51) northeast of the 
historic Clock House (Building 3) uncovered sites connected to the Barber Estate and the early 
Naval Observatory, including the below grade foundations of the smokehouse and Barber 
Mansion and a ca. 1893 concrete foundation for a water standpipe related to the early 
construction of the Naval Observatory. On March 5, 2020, construction crews encountered the 
concrete foundation of the ca. 1893 water standpipe which provided water pressure to the entire 
Naval Observatory until its demolition in 1926. Investigations of the site found a concrete 
foundation measuring 24' x 24'-8" and 7' deep with an opening that pierces through the 
foundation approximately 3' x 4'. The standpipe had a 15'-5"-wide diameter and eight support 
brackets extending approximately 3'-3" from the standpipe.  
 
June 16, 2020 investigations revealed the interior brick wall of a stone smokehouse associated 
with the Barber Mansion, which predated the 1890s construction of the Naval Observatory. Built 




