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National Register of Historic Places Registration Form 

 

This form is for use in nominating or requesting determinations for individual properties and districts.  See instructions in National Register 
Bulletin, How to Complete the National Register of Historic Places Registration Form.  If any item does not apply to the property being 
documented, enter "N/A" for "not applicable."  For functions, architectural classification, materials, and areas of significance, enter only 
categories and subcategories from the instructions.   

 

1. Name of Property 

Historic name:  _Buchanan School Plaza __________________________ 
Other names/site number: _Peter Bug Shoe Academy________________ 

      Name of related multiple property listing: N/A 

      ___________________________________________________________ 
      (Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing 
____________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Location  

Street & number: _1320 E Street and Peterburg Matthews Way SE_____________________ 
City or town: _Washington, D.C.     State: _District of Columbia       County: ____________  
Not For Publication:   Vicinity:  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    X    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  _X_  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           _X_local  

  Applicable National Register Criteria:  

_X_A             ___B           _X_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  
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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 
_____1_______   _____________  buildings 

 
_____1_______   _____________  sites 
 
_____ ________   _____________  structures  
 
_____3_______   _____________  objects 
 
_____ 5______   ______________  Total 

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

6. Function or Use  

Historic Functions 

(Enter categories from instructions.) 
 RECREATION AND CULTURE/Outdoor Recreation____ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 

 
Current Functions 

(Enter categories from instructions.) 
 COMMERCE/TRADE__________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________
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_____________________________________________________________________________ 
7. Description  

 

 Architectural Classification  

 (Enter categories from instructions.) 
 MODERN MOVEMENT__________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 

 

 

Materials: (enter categories from instructions.) 
Principal exterior materials of the property: _Concrete and brick__________________ 

 
 
 

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 

 

Buchanan School Plaza is located at the northeast corner of 13th and E Streets SE immediately 
west of the former Buchanan Elementary School, a Victorian-era, red brick public school 
building constructed in 1895. The plaza is a remnant of a larger “Adventure Style” playground 
and plaza project constructed in 1968 as one of the most notable of the “beautification” projects 
conceived of and funded by First Lady Claudia Alta “Lady Bird” Johnson and her Committee for 
a More Beautiful Capital. The innovatively designed playground, by Simon Breines of the New 
York architecture firm of Pomerance & Breines and landscape architect, M. Paul Friedberg and 
built by M. Cain Company of Washington, consisted of three principal parts: a playground with a 
plethora of play equipment for children; a sunken court that served as a basketball court, water 
spray area, and ice-skating rink among other things for teenagers; and a three-part pavilion that 
included three distinct “pods” to house restrooms, a recreation center office and a snack bar. In 
addition, the plaza included three sculptural pieces together called Numbers and designed by 
sculptor William Tarr and placed around the outside edges of the play area. Due to lack of 
funding and poor maintenance, the playground fell into severe disrepair and by the late 1970s, 
most of its play features were removed. In 1978-79, the park pavilion was altered and converted 
into a shoe repair shop and training center, known as the Peter Bug Shoe Academy, which still 
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operates on the site today. At that time, the open passages between the three pods of the pavilion 
were enclosed and the three distinct interior spaces were merged into one. Beginning in 2016, the 
former 1895 red brick Buchanan Elementary School building was converted into condominiums 
and the adjacent flat playground site, which had been filled with turf, was developed with 41 new 
rowhouses. The recreation pavilion, the sunken court and William Tarr’s Numbers sculptures 
survive. The shoe repair store and academy, run by longtime neighborhood resident and shoe 
repair expert, John “Peter Bug” Matthews has been and remains a center of the local community.   
 
The Buchanan School Plaza property includes five contributing resources: the surviving plaza 
site including the sunken court (contributing site), the park pavilion (contributing building); and 
three sculptural elements (contributing objects).  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Narrative Description  

 
As constructed in 1968, the Buchanan School Plaza—an Adventure Style playground—occupied 
a one-acre site at the northeast corner of 13th and E Streets SE. The playground was divided into 
distinct zones. A playground for children occupied the northern part of the site, a sunken court 
primarily for basketball and teenagers occupied the center part, and a park pavilion formed the 
southern edge of the site (Figure 1). The William Tarr-designed sculptural pieces were located 
on the east and west sides of the sunken court, while seating for adults was arranged along the 
west side of the upper playground for children. In the late 1970s, the equipment of the upper 
children’s playground was removed (Figure 2) and in 2017 this portion of the site along with the 
benches for adults was divided off the larger plaza site for development with a series of 
townhomes (Figure 3).  Presently, the plaza is an approximately one-quarter acre site that 
includes the sunken court, the park pavilion, and William Tarr’s Numbers sculptures, all built in 
1968. A historic description of the plaza, including the no-longer extant playground is provided 
in the historical context statement, while each of the surviving elements of the plaza is described 
below: 
 
Buchanan Plaza Recreation Pavilion—Contributing Building 
The Buchanan Plaza Recreation Pavilion is a modest-scaled, one-story, flat-roofed structure, 
rectangular in plan with brick walls and a peristyle of steel-and-concrete columns surrounding it. 
The building is located at the northeastern intersection of 13th and E Streets and at the 
southwestern corner of the former playground and plaza. It was originally three separate pods 
with open passages between them, covered by a common roof and surrounded by the columned 
peristyle (Figure 4). Historically the three “pods” were accessed independently and housed 
bathrooms, a playground office, and a snack bar.  In the late 1970s, the openings between these 
separate pods were enclosed with brick and the three separate interior spaces were merged into 
one.  
 
The passageways separating the independent enclosures led from the sidewalk along E Street, 
under the peristyle and into the playground to the north of the enclosed structures. Concrete steps 
that lead from the sidewalk to the former openings remain. The steps and the different colored 
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brickwork and different bonding pattern of the infill brick clearly indicate where those openings 
once were.   
The length of the building extends along E Street, while the short end of the building opens at the 
intersection of 13th and E Streets with a pergola-type pavilion in front of it. The building 
obscures the still-extant sunken court which opens off the north side of the building, though 
historically the sunken court could be reached by the passageways between the “pods.” A series 
of contemporary townhouses fills the flat open space north of the sunken court, historically the 
site of the “Adventure Style” playground. 
 
Raised upon a low concrete plinth foundation, the flat-roofed building is set back from the street 
with broad concrete sidewalks between the street and building. The pavilion is covered with a 
flat coffered concrete roof with broad eaves. The concrete coffering over the original brick pods 
is solid, while the roof over the original passages and the projecting roof eaves are open. Pent 
roofs have been built over the open coffering that historically spanned the passageways that have 
since been enclosed. The brick walls of the originally enclosed pods are laid in Flemish bond are 
a brownish red color. The headers of the Flemish bond protrude slightly from the stretcher 
bricks, giving the building a textured appearance. The passageways were enclosed with a lighter 
colored brick that also lacks the textured effect of protruding header bricks.   
 
The open coffered roof of the peristyle extends beyond the building walls at the same height as 
the building’s roofline and is supported by a row of regularly spaced, cross-shaped steel-and-
concrete columns that surround the rectangular building, like an ancient temple peristyle.  
 
The pergola-type feature is located at the 13th Street front of the building. This pergola is square 
in plan with four concrete columns at each of the four corners supporting a coffered concrete 
roof frame. The center portion of the roof is fully open with an undefined wooden structure atop 
it that whether intended or not, creates shade beneath.  Concrete steps lead from the sidewalk to 
the front pergola on both the 13th and E Street sides.  Historically, this pergola had a set of tables 
and concrete stools under it.  
 
On the south side along E Street, the building features solid brick walls defined by the textured 
Flemish bond brickwork and the infill brick of all stretchers. Metal panels at the top of the walls 
meet the bottom of the coffered roof and cover what were historically glazed clerestory 
windows. These windows that allowed natural light into the building were covered for safety 
reasons during the late 1970s after the park had been abandoned. A single window is located in 
the brick wall that filled in the opening between the center and westernmost pods, while a single 
glass door is located in the brick wall that enclosed the opening between the center and 
easternmost pods. This glass door provides access to the interior of the building and to the Peter 
Bug Shoe Academy.   
 
The peristyle extends the full length of the building on this elevation and is supported by seven 
cross-shaped concrete columns. The peristyle is shallow here, formed by two rows of roof 
coffers extending the length of the building. Two sets of concrete stairs lead from the sidewalk to 
what were historically the gaps between the separate pods. Today, the stairs lead, at the western 
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end, to the infilled opening with a window in it, and at the eastern end, to a single door opening 
that provides direct access to the Peter Bug Academy Shoe Repair shop. Centered on these 
former openings are two of the seven concrete columns supporting the peristyle roof along this 
south side. Between and beyond the sets of stairs leading to the floor of the peristyle along E 
Street is a concrete retaining wall. This retaining wall is regularly used for casual seating.  A 
Capital Bikeshare docking station is located along the south side of the E Street sidewalk.    
 
On the north elevation, where the building opened onto the sunken court and beyond that onto 
the playground area, the peristyle is much deeper (five coffers deep) and provides a broad porch-
like area with concrete pavers forming the porch floor. As on the south side, the peristyle roof is 
supported by seven cross-shaped steel-and-concrete columns. Large glass block windows are 
located in the brick walls that filled in the original openings separating the pods, as well as 
elsewhere, including in the original clerestory window openings. From the concrete porch floor, 
three broad sets of concrete stairs, separated by three large concrete planters, lead down to the 
sunken court to the north of the recreation pavilion. Notches cut out of the steps in places 
accommodated water pipes which historically sprayed water into the sunken court for conversion 
from basketball court to splash pool in the summer, or from court to ice-skating rink in the 
winter.  The water pipes are still in place within those notches, though the sunken court no longer 
serves any special function, be it basketball, splash court or ice-skating rink. The planters create 
an edge and help make the transition between the grade at the pavilion level to that of the sunken 
court.   
 
The west elevation of the building facing 13th Street is preceded by a flat-roofed porch. Stairs 
lead up to and through the portico to the west end of the building which originally housed the 
snack bar.  Today, there is a tall iron fence that separates the porch pavilion from the west front 
of the building controls access to the building at this elevation.  A single door located on-center 
of the west elevation of the building opens on the inside of the fenced area. Beyond the building 
on this west elevation and located between the sidewalk along D Street and the former sunken 
court stands the tallest of William Tarr’s three Numbers sculptures.   
The east elevation of the building is separated from a new brick walk by a row of columnar 
evergreen trees. The brick walk divides the recreation building and former park site from 
Buchanan Elementary School (now condominiums). On the west side of this brick walk and 
directly across from the west elevation of the historic school building stand two of William 
Tarr’s Numbers sculptures. This pair of markers is much lower than the taller and more 
prominent 13th Street one.  
 
The interior of the recreation pavilion has served as a shoe repair shop and academy for several 
decades. Formerly three separate brick pods with a shared peristyle surrounding them, the 
structures have been combined into a single building with access between them on the interior. 
The interior rooms feature closed coffered ceilings of concrete, mosaic tile floors, and brick and 
concrete block walls. The interior space is filled with decades of shoe repair and construction 
equipment, storage space, and shelves for shoes and other items. Art and memorabilia cover the 
walls throughout the interior spaces.  
 



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

 

Buchanan School Plaza   District of Columbia 
Name of Property                   County and State 
 

Section 7 page 8 
 

The Sunken Court 
The Buchanan School Plaza included the no longer extant upper playground and the still-extant 
sunken court. The sunken court, located north of the recreation pavilion and several feet below 
the grade of the building and surrounding streets, served primarily as a basketball court for 
teenagers, but also as an ice-skating rink in the winter months. The court was an essential design 
aspect of Friedberg’s philosophy to demarcate space not by fences, but through design. Friedberg 
separated the basketball court from the upper playground and children’s play area and the 
recreation pavilion by sinking it below grade (the fence that today lines the top wall of the plaza 
and the building is not original).1 The basketball hoops themselves no longer remain, but the 
original concrete supports are visible at the east and west ends of the plaza. Not coincidentally, 
the basketball court and the snack bar in the pavilion were directly adjacent, since teenagers had 
expressed interest in both, and that portion of the plaza was intended to serve as their domain, at 
least after school. 
 
The sunken court is created by walls of ribbed concrete at the east and west sides and by the 
concrete stairs and planters at the south side of the court. The court is reached from the pavilion, 
by four sets of concrete steps leading to the lower court level. The center two steps are quite 
broad and separated from narrower end steps by three concrete planters between the broad steps. 
The planters are square in plan and span the approximate distance of the stairs from top tread to 
bottom tread.  Like the side walls of the sunken courts, the concrete walls of the planters are 
ribbed. The easternmost planter holds a large and mature oak tree that dates from the original 
1968 date of construction; the other two have fig trees in them.  
 
The north side of the sunken court historically had stairs and a single large planter on-center like 
the three still extant ones on the south side of the court, but they were altered as part of the 
townhouse construction. New brick foundation walls for the townhouses now create the northern 
edge, along with a wall between the townhouses that spans the end of the alley. These walls 
prevent access to the court from the townhouse complex and vice versa.     
 
Tall and tapered concrete piers that served as light standards rise from the corners of the walls of 
the sunken court. Three of these piers survive, while the fourth—at the northwest corner—was 
removed as part of the townhouse development.   
 
The townhouses occupy the site of the former Adventure Playground.  They are arranged so that 
some face 13th Street, some D Street, and others open into and face interior alleys or courts. The 
end walls of two rows of townhouses facing each other across an interior alley abut the north end 
of the sunken court.  
 
William Tarr’s Numbers Sculpture 
As part of the Buchanan School Plaza project, three concrete sculptures were created by sculptor 
William Tarr and all three remain at the site. Together referred to as Numbers, the tall, upright 
sculptures essentially served as pylons decorating the edges of the playground and were meant to 

 

1 Friedberg, Playgrounds for City Children, 30. 
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welcome visitors to the park. The tallest, at approximately fifteen feet high, stands just north of 
the building along 13th Street, between the sidewalk and the former sunken court. Historically, a 
staggered row of benches lined the sidewalk north of this sculpture and provided a clear view of 
the playground for adults watching their children.   
 
The other two, much shorter pieces, at about two feet tall each, are located between the former 
sunken court and the historic Buchanan School building on the east side of the property. The 
concrete markers are rectangular in overall form, with alternating notches and protrusions 
formed by an array of differently sized, raised and engraved hieroglyphic-like numbers and 
geometric shapes. The textured markers, now heavily weathered, are evocative in both form and 
function of an ancient stele and particularly reminiscent of Mesoamerican stelae, such as those 
located in Copán, Honduras, and Quiriguá, Guatemala.  
 
INTEGRITY 

Buchanan School Plaza is a remnant of what was built in 1968. The plaza, which originally 
occupied one acre of space, now occupies one-fourth of an acre.  The upper playground with its 
Adventure Style playground equipment is no longer intact and is now occupied by townhouses. 
However, the sunken court, the recreational pavilion, and the sculpture survive and as a remnant 
of the larger whole retain integrity. The plaza remains in its original location at 13th and E Streets 
and retains its urban setting in east Capitol Hill adjacent to Buchanan School. The sunken court, 
though missing its basketball hoops and no longer in use, is generally unaltered from its historic 
condition. The pavilion has been altered, but its overall structure with the concrete peristyle and 
open coffered room remains intact.  
 
The feeling and association of the remaining plaza and the building as an exploratory space 
where older children and teenagers learn skills and camaraderie continues the vision intended by 
the park designers. Students at the Shoe Academy, through their use of tools and raw materials, 
are also continuing the customs of Adventure Style Playgrounds by spending time with non-
conventional forms of children’s recreation. Experimenting with leather shoe scraps is more akin 
to playing with a pile of bricks than using a slide or swing set. The actions require creativity and 
non-linear thinking.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_________________________________________________________________ 
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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.)  
SOCIAL HISTORY___  
ENTERTAINMENT/RECREATION___  
LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE______  
___________________  
___________________  
___________________ 

 
 

Period of Significance 

1968-1978___________ 
___________________ 
___________________ 

 
 Significant Dates  

 1968; 1978___________  
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 

 
Significant Person 

(Complete only if Criterion B is marked above.) 
___________________  
___________________  
___________________ 

 
 Cultural Affiliation  

 ___________________  
 ___________________  
 ___________________ 

 
 Architect/Builder 

 Simon Breines, Architect  ______ 
 Paul Friedberg, Landscape Architect_______  
 ___________________ 
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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 Buchanan School Plaza in east Capitol Hill in Washington, DC, is the remnant of an 
“Adventure Style” Playground and inner-city “beautification” project conceived of by First Lady 
“Lady Bird” Johnson and her Committee for a More Beautiful Capital, established in 1965. The 
innovative playground, adjacent to the Buchanan Elementary School and designed by Simon 
Breines of the New York architecture firm of Pomerance & Breines, in conjunction with 
landscape architect M. Paul Friedberg, hosted a multi-faceted playground with a plethora of 
creative play equipment for all ages, a three-part park pavilion with restrooms, park office and a 
snack bar, and three sculptural pieces designed by sculptor William Tarr. Lady Bird Johnson 
seized on the site for a new playground after seeing the barren Buchanan School playground as 
part of a series of inner-city tours, led by Walter Washington, then Executive Director of the 
National Capital Housing Authority (later mayor). She sought and received generous funding for 
the park from Brooke Astor of New York City, who had funded a similar playground project at 
Jacob Riis Plaza in lower Manhattan, also designed by Pomerance & Breines in collaboration 
with landscape architect M. Paul Friedberg and with sculptures by William Tarr.  
 
Upon its completion, the plaza earned significant praise from city officials and design 
professionals and was highlighted in several publications for its playground design and features. 
The plaza was an extremely popular and active community amenity for the first decade after its 
construction. However, after the closure of Buchanan Elementary School, and due to lack of 
funding and poor maintenance, the playground fell into severe disrepair. Most of its playground 
features were removed in 1978-79, leaving the recreational pavilion, the sculptural pieces, and a 
sunken court that had served the multi-use purpose of basketball court, spray pool, and ice-
skating rink. In 1979, the three-part pavilion was combined into a single building and converted 
into a shoe repair store and academy, run by longtime neighborhood resident and shoe repair 
expert, John “Peter Bug” Matthews. The building is a center of the local community and is 
commonly known as the Peter Bug Shoe Academy. It has hosted numerous local and national 
celebrities, including mayors and councilmembers, as well as civil rights activist Jesse Jackson 
and boxing greats Muhammad Ali, Riddick Bowe, and Mike Tyson.  
 
The property meets National Register Criterion A with Social History and 
Entertainment/Recreation as the Areas of Significance for its association with First Lady “Lady 
Bird” Johnson’s beautification campaign for the nation’s capital. In 1965, the “Lady Bird” 
Johnson established The Committee for a More Beautiful Capital which, in addition to other 
beautification projects in the District, identified inner-city sites for playgrounds and recreational 
facilities. Buchanan Plaza was the most highly designed and substantial of these efforts and is the 
best representative example of the social program undertaken by the First Lady during her 
husband’s tenure as the 36th President of the United States from 1963 to 1969. 
  
The property meets National Register Criterion C with Landscape Architecture as its Area of 
Significance.  The plaza and playground were designed by Simon Breines of the New York 
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architecture firm of Pomerance & Breines and with noted landscape architect M. Paul Friedberg 
and sculptor William Tarr. Buchanan Plaza is a prime example of the “Adventure Style 
Playground” an innovative approach to playground design that eschewed the prescribed set of 
equipment like slides, swings and sandboxes for more creative apparatus that encouraged freer 
and more creative play. Landscape architect Paul Friedberg was a leader in the playground 
revolution movement and Buchanan Plaza was an exceptional example of his work. Although the 
Buchanan Plaza playground and its innovative play features are no longer intact, the sunken 
court and recreation pavilion, as well as William Tarr’s Numbers sculpture survive as reminders 
of this important urban renewal program in the city.  
 
The Period of Significance extends from 1968 when the playground and plaza were completed 
until 1978 when the building was re-purposed as a shoe repair shop and academy by Peter “Peter 
Bug” Matthews.  Although outside of the period of significance for the property, the property is 
notable for its association with John “Peter Bug” Matthews and the Peter Bug Shoe Academy. 
The academy has been a fixture in the neighborhood since 1979 and “Peter Bug” himself has 
been and continues to be a leader in the community. 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
Narrative Statement of Significance (Provide at least one paragraph for each area of 
significance.)   
 

SOCIAL HISTORY 

 

The Committee for a More Beautiful Capital 
The Buchanan School Plaza, completed in 1968, was one of the most significant inner-city 
projects undertaken in DC by First Lady Claudia “Lady Bird” Johnson as part of her city-wide 
“beautification” program. Upon her husband’s succession to the presidency, Mrs. Johnson sought 
to define a role for herself as First Lady. She had always had a love of nature and soon settled on 
focusing her energies on the preservation and enhancement of natural beauty that would benefit 
all citizens. Mrs. Johnson’s beautification program in DC consisted of two parts: 1) the 
installation of massed flowering plants at monuments, tourist areas, and vehicular entranceways 
into the city; and 2) the improvement of inner-city neighborhoods with plantings, playgrounds 
and clean-up projects.2 While Lady Bird Johnson Park on Columbia Island in the Potomac River 
alongside the George Washington Memorial Highway is named in her honor for the extensive 
plantings and picturesque views implemented along this vehicular route into the city as part of 
the program, Buchanan School Plaza is one of the only examples of her inner-city neighborhood 
improvement projects to survive. The Hobart Place Community Parks (Hobart Twins Parks, 700 
block of Hobart Place NW), which are twin pocket parks on opposite sides of Hobart Street NW, 
in Columbia Heights, are another example. The Hobart Parks, recently restored, are far smaller 
than even the remaining portion of Buchanan Plaza, and those parks’ 1968 resources are limited 
to only brick walls and seating areas. 
 

 

2 The National Park Service, Cultural Landscape Inventory, Lady Bird Johnson Park, p. 47. 
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In 1965, with the above two goals in mind and to make the District a model for other American 
cities to follow, Mrs. Johnson established The Committee for a More Beautiful Capital. The 
Committee had twenty-six members overseen by the First Lady, including Katherine Graham 
(publisher of the Washington Post), Stewart L. Udall (Secretary of the Interior), Brooke Astor 
(New York philanthropist), and Marjorie Merriweather Post (Washington philanthropist). The 
initiative on the inner-city program was headed up by Walter E. Washington, then Executive 
Director of the National Capital Housing Authority, and later Mayor of DC.3 In addition to the 
committee, Mrs. Johnson worked with wealthy philanthropist Mary Lasker, who created a non-
profit group, The Society for a More Beautiful National Capital, to raise and receive donations 
for the beautification projects. Ultimately, the society raised $2.5 million, including its single 
largest donation of over $300,000 for Buchanan School Plaza.  
 

Walter Washington had previously spent years trying to improve the city’s schools and beautify 
its streets and parks. He was intimately familiar with the city and its African American 
communities and was central to the Committee’s efforts to identify project sites in the city. In 
1965 and 1966, Walter Washington led the First Lady, Brooke Astor, and other Committee 
members on bus tours (deemed “broken window tours” by the press) of what he thought were the 
DC neighborhoods most in need of beautification. It was on those tours, according to historian 
Lewis L. Gould, “with [Walter] Washington as her guide,” that Lady Bird Johnson, and later 
Brooke Astor, identified Buchanan School as a primary concern for beautification.  The 1895 red 
brick school building had badly broken windows, weed-filled and cracked asphalt grounds, and a 
dusty and barren playground. Lady Bird Johnson wrote in her diary for January 12, 1966: “I 
spent the day with Brooke Astor, Mary Lasker, Walter Washington, and Nash Castro on 
beautification—looking at Washington’s schools (repeatedly Buchanan) and talking about 
playgrounds and community parks.”4 
 

  
The future site of Buchanan Plaza as it appeared to the “broken window tours” of 1965-1966. Both images 

are taken from 13th Street with the left image looking southeast and the right image looking northeast (from 

the film "The Story of Mrs. Lyndon B. Johnson's Beautification Program," LBJ Presidential Library). 

 

3 “Beautification-a Good Investment,” Evening Star, October 30, 1966, 122. 
4 Lewis L. Gould, Lady Bird Johnson Our Environmental First Lady (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 
1999), 77-80; Lewis L. Gould, Lady Bird Johnson and the Environment (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 
2021), 107-112; The Committee for a More Beautiful Capital, Report to the President From the First Lady’s 

Committee for a More Beautiful Capital (Washington: Committee for a More Beautiful Capital, 1968), 24-25; 
Claudia Johnson, Lady Bird Johnson: A White House Diary (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1970), 351. 
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Within months after that visit, New York philanthropist Brooke Astor donated more than 
$300,000 for the design and construction of a new playground adjacent to Buchanan Elementary 
School. The committee commissioned Simon Breines of the New York architecture firm of 
Pomerance & Breines and landscape architect M. Paul Friedberg to develop the plan for the new 
playground, along with sculptor William Tarr. The design team, which had together just 
completed Riis Plaza on New York’s Lower East Side (also funded by Brooke Astor), designed a 
creative collection of “high adventure” and physically engaging playground features for the 
Buchanan School playground, along with sculptural pieces along its edges, intended for both 
school children and the larger community.5 In October 1966, the designers unveiled a model of 
the playground, showing a multi-level and multi-purpose space with no fences to allow public 
use after school hours and on the weekends. “The playground we propose would become a 
neighborhood recreational facility, open at all times and all seasons,” its architects said.6 Both 
Mrs. Johnson and Mrs. Astor, who were at the unveiling, emphasized that the success of the 
project would depend upon the playground’s maintenance—a comment that would prove to be 
all too prescient in the next decade. In April 1967, the city broke ground on the new playground 
with DC Commissioner Walter N. Tobriner wielding the gold shovel, 6th grade pupil Alvin Rich 
breaking ground, architect Simon Breines giving comments, and hundreds of school children 
from four nearby schools attending the ceremony.7 
 
As described and illustrated in the local press at the time of its dedication in May 1968, the one-
acre playground site—by then referred to as Buchanan School Plaza or Buchanan Plaza—
consisted of a “dense forest of climbing poles, ‘hills’ of granite cobblestones to climb up on and 
tunnels to crawl under, sliding boards, a tree house, trampoline boards, a ‘spider’ made of 
radiating cables, a loose cable with a sliding ring to swoosh, like Tarzan, from hill to hill on, and 
all manner of stepping stones and bridges.”8 In addition to the plethora of play equipment, the 
park included a sunken court area that served multiple roles as basketball court, amphitheater for 
dancing and music, a water splash court, and ice-skating rink. A unique sprinkler system was 
designed to keep the children cool in the summer months, and in the winter, to fill the court for 
ice skating.9 
 

 

5 “First Lady Sees School Plan,” The Evening Star, May 25, 1966 and Report to the President from the First Lady’s 
Committee for a More Beautiful Capital (1969), no page. 
6 “Astor Gift to Beautify School in Southeast,” The Evening Star, October 12, 1966. 
7 “Buchanan Project: Ground Broken for Center,” The Evening Star, April 15, 1967.  
8 “Round-the-Clock’ Playground Opens Gates, The Washington Post, May 8, 1968.  
9 “Buchanan School: First Lady Impressed by Novel Playground,” The Evening Star, May 8, 1968.   
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View of the playground at Buchanan Plaza looking southwest (from The Playground Project, 1975). 

 
A series of three brick enclosures or “pods” joined under a concrete columned pavilion located at 
the northeast corner of 13th and E Streets SE was built alongside the plaza, west of the historic 
Buchanan Elementary School building and directly across 13th Street from the new Watkins 
Elementary School playground. The one-story brick building included restrooms, a snack bar, 
and office for a recreation director. The structure, which created a new edge at the northeast 
corner of the intersection, replaced a group of eight two-story brick dwellings (1893) on the site. 
Two open-roofed porch pavilions were also on the site; the one located on the 13th entrance side 
of the pavilion remains, while the other one, located on the upper playground and visible at left-
center of the historic photo above, has been removed.  
 
Upon its completion, the First Lady called the new playground, “a constructive answer to the 
urban problem” and the vice president of the DC Recreation Board claimed it as “an inspiration 
point for the entire city.” Walter Washington, who was then mayor, presided over the dedication 
ceremony, urging the children in attendance to “use it and use it right…making it a living 
monument for someone who cared—a monument out of what was a mudhole.”10  
 
In her address at the dedication, Lady Bird Johnson also specifically mentioned the sunken court. 
“No fences are needed,” she told the crowd, “because the basketball court is sunken—here—
below ground. And this is not only a basketball court. By its very shape and facilities, it can be 

 

10 Ibid. 
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used for theater, dancing, for music, for water play, for producing your own programs.” She 
ended her marks on a crescendo, declaring that “Buchanan Plaza is the wave of the future.”11 
 
ENTERTAINMENT/RECREATION AND LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE 

 

Playground Architecture and M. Paul Friedberg 
When it opened in 1968, Buchanan School Plaza was an example of an Adventure Style 
Playground. They were a major departure from previous styles of play. The earliest playgrounds 
of the late nineteenth century typically featured sandboxes and were often referred to as sand 
gardens. Eventually, climbing equipment became popular and by the early twentieth century 
playgrounds were stocked with familiar standardized features like swings, seesaws, and slides. 
Particularly in cities, the goal of a playground was to create a separate, safe, and controlled space 
away from the perceived crime, poverty, and danger of the streets.12 
 
In Europe during World War II, planners began experimenting with a different form of 
playground design. Since the raw materials of traditional play equipment were at a premium, 
planners started closing off lots and filling them with otherwise useless scraps of brick, wood, 
and metal. Some people called them “junk playgrounds” but they eventually became known as 
Adventure Style Playgrounds. Unlike traditional playgrounds, these Adventure Style 
Playgrounds were more open-ended. The old standard play equipment was limiting: a slide was 
for sliding, a swing for swinging, and a seesaw for seesawing. A pile of bricks, though, could be 
used for anything.13 
 
Children loved the new designs. Because useless scraps did not dictate a certain type of play, 
children were free to be creative. Adventure Style Playgrounds also encouraged children to work 
together and create a community feeling. There was no single-use swing. Nobody had to wait 
their turn for the slide. Everyone could grab a brick or climb on a piece of wood and create 
something together. The inherent danger also appealed to children, especially the older ones. The 
playgrounds looked disheveled and were filled with materials and tools usually used solely by 
adults. The built-in safety and controlled aspect of traditional playgrounds were forever in 
competition with the freedom, risk, and unsupervised discovery of the street. Adventure Style 
Playgrounds, though, could appear almost as risky as the outside world, yet they were still in an 
enclosed, managed space. They had the type of equipment preferred by children in a setting 
preferred by adults.14 
 
Adventure Style playgrounds came to the United States in the 1960s, particularly in New York 
City, with the most notable designs coming from landscape architects Richard Dattner and M. 
Paul Friedberg. The two launched what became known as the “playground revolution.” Their 

 

11 The White House, “Press Release: Remarks of Mrs. Lyndon B. Johnson at the Dedication of the Buchanan School 
Plaza,” May 7, 1968, Mrs. Johnson – Speeches, Reference File, LBJ Presidential Library. 
12 Susan G. Solomon, American Playgrounds: Revitalizing Community Space (Hanover, NH: University Press of 
New England, 2005), 7-8. 
13 Solomon, American Playgrounds, 12-13. 
14 Solomon, American Playgrounds, 12-13. 
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new and improved Adventure Style Playground designs did not feature scraps of metal, wood, 
and brick, but kept the spirit of those unrestricted materials. Both designers were also inspired by 
the modernist sculptor Isamu Noguchi. In the 1930s and 1940s, Noguchi attempted to pair 
playground design with the latest approaches of abstract art. As a sculptor, he rejected the linear 
shapes of standardized metal play equipment that appeared industrial and instead wanted to mold 
the earth itself. He designed nature-inspired playground concepts with mounds and hills, peaks 
and valleys, all open-ended to encourage creativity over control. Progressive reformers of the 
early twentieth century had treated play almost as a job, with regimented hours and clearly 
defined tasks on purpose-built structures. Swing there, slide there, and then dig there. It was like 
a factory assembly line. Adventure Style Playgrounds, though, pushed children to think outside 
the sandbox.15 
 
In 1933, Noguchi designed a playground for New York City called Play Mountain, which had 
slopes for sliding in summer and sledding in winter. Robert Moses, then New York’s Parks 
Commission, rejected the plans. Noguchi expanded on his ideas, adding swings and spiral slides, 
for a playground in Hawaii that was similarly rejected. In 1941, he attempted once again to plan 
a playground for New York City. This one, like the previous designs, had no standard 
equipment. Called “Contoured Playground,” it had rises and swales interspersed with curving 
slides. It also was never built. Other than a temporary playground built outside Tokyo in 1965, 
Noguchi did not have success in the playground business until the mid-1970s. In 1975-1976, a 
Noguchi playground commissioned by the High Museum of Art opened in Atlanta’s Piedmont 
Park. The playground had some mounds but also featured an assortment of customized 
equipment. The Atlanta playground remains preserved today.16 
 
Expanding on the ideas of Noguchi and the theories of the “junk playground,” M. Paul Friedberg 
developed his own unique take on the Adventure Style Playground and soon became one of the 
style’s leading architects. Along with architect Simon Breines, Friedberg designed Buchanan 
School Plaza. Friedberg was born in 1931 in New York City, though he spent much of his early 
years in Upstate New York and rural Pennsylvania as the son of a landscape contractor. He 
studied horticulture at Cornell University, graduating in 1954, and later started his own 
architectural practice in New York City at a time when the field of landscape architecture was 
just forming into a distinct profession. During the 1950s and 1960s, when Friedberg embarked 
on his career in New York, America’s cities were struggling with population loss and urban 
renewal as suburbanization and highway construction gutted urban communities. Friedberg 
hoped to counter that trend through urban landscape design, making cities more livable. He 
concentrated at first on playgrounds.17 
 

 

15 Marie Warsh, Central Park’s Adventure-Style Playgrounds: Renewal of a Midcentury Legacy (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 2019), 1; Solomon, American Playgrounds, 10-11. 
16 Solomon, American Playgrounds, 10-11; Alexandra Lange, “The Story Behind Isamu Noguchi’s Playscapes in 
Atlanta: The Revival, and Influence, of an Icon of Modern Playground Design,” Herman Miller, 
https://www.hermanmiller.com/stories/why-magazine/the-story-behind-isamu-noguchis-playscapes-in-atlanta/; 
“Public Works: Playscapes, Piedmont Park,” Noguchi Museum, https://www.noguchi.org/artworks/public-works/. 
17 Charles A. Birnbaum and Stephanie S. Foell, eds., Shaping the American Landscape: New Profiles From the 

Pioneers of American Landscape Design Project (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2009), 104-105. 
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“Playgrounds that deny the child,” Friedberg wrote in his 1970 manifesto, “that offer no chance 
of involvement, participation, or manipulation; that are devoid of choice, complexity, and 
interaction will be empty of children—a dead ground. The street will be the playground.” He 
sought to “shake loose old ideas” like fencing in playgrounds and planners being overly 
concerned with building “facilities” rather than fun. He criticized the rationale behind 
playgrounds. “To many adults,” Friedberg wrote, “play is only a holding action, a leftover time 
during which a child must be kept busy and out of mischief.” He described America’s traditional 
playgrounds as “archaic and sentimental” places “dropped into sterile plains of asphalt” and 
“bounded by forbidding fences.” They were boring, unstimulating, overly safe environments 
“designed for the insurance companies” rather than “for the child.”18  
 
Friedberg’s goal was not to avoid features that let kids swing, slide, or balance, since those were 
activities that children naturally enjoyed. “The challenge,” Friedberg wrote, “is to provide those 
activities in a way that does not automatically set up a single predetermined and limited pattern.” 
It was about choice. “The more complex the playground,” he wrote, “the greater the choice and 
the more enriched the learning experience.” As a result, Friedberg’s designs had a range of 
features, like tunnels and mounds, concrete blocks and upright wooden piers. Everything was 
climbable, slidable, and playfully flexible. Certain spaces were designed for specific age groups, 
from the toddler to the teenager to the parent and senior citizen. Each space, though, was not 
separated by fences—Friedberg despised playground fences—but were instead demarcated by 
changes in grade and level or by other design features.19 
 
Jacob Riis Plaza and Buchanan Plaza 
Many of M. Paul Friedberg’s early Adventure Style playground designs no longer exist. Those 
lost places include playgrounds at New York City public housing complexes such as Carver 
Houses (1963), Riverview Towers (1960s), and Columbus Towers (1966). Only minor features 
remain from the playground at Commodore John Rodgers School in Baltimore (1965), which 
was not one of Friedberg’s most distinguished works, as it lacked alternating elevations. Another 
school playground, Manhattan’s P.S. 166 (Richard Rodgers School of Art and Technology), was 
designed in 1967 but similarly did not incorporate the full breadth of Friedberg’s theories. He 
later heavily modified the design in the 1990s. Friedberg himself also noted that the playground 
at P.S. 166 “is different from Buchanan” School since the Manhattan playground was intended 
for “a more local population and a smaller age range.”20 
 
By far, Friedberg’s most revolutionary playground design of the period to best embody his 
theories and ideals, was the playground at Jacob Riis Plaza (1965), located within the extensive 
courtyard of a Manhattan public housing facility of the same name. According to one landscape 
historian, “Riis Plaza was a watershed event,” gaining national attention and propelling 

 

18 M. Paul Friedberg, Play and Interplay: A Manifesto for New Design in Urban Recreational Environment (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1970), 13-15, 29, and 35-36. 
19 Friedberg, Play and Interplay, 37 and 44. 
20 Muriel Emanuel, ed., Contemporary Architects (New York: Macmillan Press, 1980), 262; The Cultural Landscape 
Foundation, “P.S. 166 Playground,” https://www.tclf.org/landscapes/ps-166-playground; Friedberg, Play and 

Interplay, 78. 
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Friedberg into the forefront of American playground design. Riis was featured on the cover of 
Time magazine and won awards from the American Society of Landscape Architects and the 
American Institute of Architects. Friedberg himself said that at Riis he “created experiences 
comparable to those a child might find elsewhere in widely scattered areas—a mountain, a 
tunnel, a tree house—and brought these together into a single environment. The experiences are 
separated not by fences but by changes in level and by other subtleties of design. The result is a 
series of architectonic forms that have an organic relationship.” He identified “linked play” as 
the “most important advance at Riis,” which offered different choices. A child could choose their 
own adventure or experience rather than choose between set activities, like slide or swing. The 
child at Riis could descend a mound and then creep through a tunnel or balance on a pier or 
climb back up the mound. The possibilities were endless.21  
 
Riis Plaza served as the template for Buchanan Plaza. Both projects were funded by the Astor 
foundation and created by the same design teams. Architect Simon Breines, who worked with 
Friedberg on both projects, said Buchanan’s “facilities were almost identical with Riis.” Though 
smaller in scale, Buchanan School Plaza’s plans fulfilled all of Friedberg’s theories about 
Adventure Style Playgrounds that were demonstrated at Riis but which had not been fully 
realized in his earlier projects. Since 2000, the Riis Playground has been completely demolished, 
leaving the remnants of Buchanan School Plaza, which had been modeled on Riis, as one of the 
only physical reminders left related to Friedberg’s most influential playground design.22 
 
While the playground at P.S. 166 was on a smaller, localized scale and intended for a more 
limited age group, both Riis and Buchanan were created for all age groups. Friedberg had called 
Riis “a total play environment” and similarly described Buchanan, its slightly smaller near twin, 
as “a total environment for play and recreation.” Both playgrounds contained separate recreation  
areas for smaller children, teenagers, and adults. Friedberg wrote that “Buchanan School changes 
the traditional isolated and undeveloped schoolyard into a rich focus for the whole community at 
large.”23 
 
The children’s play area of Buchanan, which is now entirely lost, had stepping columns, tree 
houses, bridges, modular concrete cubes, swings, slides, and tunnels. The assortment was nearly 
identical to Riis in all but scale. For adults, Buchanan’s sidewalk along 13th Street SE was 
widened and benches were installed. Tightly grouped shade trees provided canopy and the 
benches were oriented toward the small children’s play area, located slightly below grade to 
form an unfenced barrier. A sculpture by William Tarr also decorated the adult section. Not 
coincidentally, similar sculptures by Tarr also decorated the Riis Plaza Playground. At 
Buchanan, the Tarr sculpture is all that remains of the adult recreation area.24 

 

21 Birnbaum and Foell, eds., Shaping the American Landscape, 104; Friedberg, Play and Interplay, 42-44; Pershing 
Park Determination of Eligibility, DC Historic Preservation Office, 2016. 
22 Birnbaum and Foell, eds., Shaping the American Landscape, 104-105; Simon Breines, “A Second Opinion on the 
Lessons of Riis Plaza’s Fate,” Architecture 75, no. 4 (April 1986): 88. 
23 Friedberg, Play and Interplay, 41 and 76-78; M. Paul Friedberg, Playgrounds for City Children (Washington: 
Association for Childhood Education International, 1969), 30. 
24 Friedberg, Playgrounds for City Children, 30. 
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The most preserved portion of the Buchanan School Plaza is the teenager section. In his 
manifesto, Friedberg took a particular interest in the recreational needs of teenagers. He wrote 
that, “[t]een-agers invade a facility designed specifically for another group, turning it into their 
exclusive ‘turf’ not to harass others but because there is literally no other place for them.” 
Friedberg said when teenagers were asked about what they wanted in a park, “they were alive 
with ideas. Basketball courts came first…then somewhere to dance…somewhere to work and 
earn money, somewhere to eat.” Friedberg, through his observations of recreation, also observed 
that a teenager space should never be fully separate from the community. “Since role playing is 
an important part of the teen-age experience,” he wrote, “theater may be a prominent activity, 
with occasional performances for the community at large.” At Buchanan, Friedberg incorporated 
all those ideas, from his own observations to the teenagers’ suggestions.25 
 
At Buchanan, the southern-most side of the plaza, fronting E Street SE, had a pavilion 
incorporating three independent enclosures or “pods.”26 Working alongside Friedberg, architect 
Simon Breines assisted with design of the building as he had with similar structures at Riis. The 
structure originally contained restrooms, a snack bar, and an office. The snack bar was 
something that teenagers had specifically expressed interest in. Since the structure was raised 
above the sidewalk, patrons had to climb five concrete steps to pass through it. On the north side 
of the structure, Friedberg incorporated a sunken basketball court. The hoops themselves no 
longer remain, but the original concrete supports are visible at the east and west ends of the 
plaza. A remaining character-defining feature of the plaza is the sunken nature of the court. An 
essential design aspect of Friedberg’s philosophy was the absence of fences to demarcate space. 
He separated the basketball court from the children’s play area, the buildings, and the street by 
sinking it below grade (the fence that today lines the top wall of the plaza and the building is not 
original).27 
 
Not coincidentally, the basketball court and the snack bar were directly adjacent, since teenagers 
had expressed interest in both, and that portion of the plaza was intended to serve as their 
domain, at least after school. Also keeping with the ideas from Friedberg’s manifesto, the 
basketball court was designed to serve as an amphitheater where either teenagers or other 
community members could stage performances. A series of five steps led downward from the 
snack bar and restroom structure to the courts, offering seating to watch a performance or the 
game. The steps also gave teenagers a secluded area to socialize, partially hidden from view of 
the children’s play area and the adult seating area long 13th Street. As was done at Riis, the steps 
were also equipped with water valves (still in place and operable) to turn the basketball court into 
a spray pool or skating rink. The versatile nature of the space, along with the varying elevation of 
the steps, structures, and basketball court, are all defining characteristics of Friedberg’s style and 
ideals. In addition, one of Friedberg’s major goals was to create a malleable space that could 
nurture creativity as well as support teenagers’ wishes to see a space where they could “work and 
earn money.”28 

 

25 Friedberg, Play and Interplay, 92-93; Friedberg, Playgrounds for City Children, 30. 
26 The three enclosures were later connected and that single building serves as the Peter Bug Shoe Academy today. 
27 Friedberg, Playgrounds for City Children, 30. 
28 Friedberg, Play and Interplay, 76-77; Friedberg, Playgrounds for City Children, 30. 
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Other Adventure Style Playgrounds by Friedberg 
After Buchanan School Plaza, Friedberg designed other Adventure Style playgrounds in DC. The 
first, which had been planned at the same time as Buchanan Plaza, was called Capper Plaza and 
was located within the Arthur Capper Housing Development at 13th and E Streets SE. Like Riis 
and Buchanan, the Capper project was designed in conjunction with Simon Breines. All traces of 
the Capper playground are now gone. Another, Fort Lincoln Park, was constructed as part of the 
“New Town in Town” developments in Northeast associated with President Lyndon Johnson’s 
Great Society program. After years of slowdowns, the playground was completed by 1979 and 
remains largely preserved between Fort Lincoln Drive NE and Commodore Joshua Barney Drive 
NE.29 
 
The Fort Lincoln Park playground, though, is located in a less dense area of DC, surrounded by 
trees and greenery, and so lacks the tight urban framework that made playgrounds such as Riis 
Plaza and Buchanan Plaza unique. Friedberg’s city playgrounds of the late 1960s and early 
1970s were notable for their prominent concrete features and stepping, almost Brutalist in nature, 
that harmonized the urban fabric around them. The playground at Fort Lincoln Park has a more 
natural appearance, with wood rather than concrete being the dominant material. It features 
gazebo-like pavilions, and its alternating elevations feature grass and shrubs. Compared to 
Buchanan Plaza’s heavy use of concrete and its backdrop of rowhouses and tight streets, the 
sweeping views atop Fort Lincoln Park’s suburban hilltop give park visitors a completely 
different experience. Even in its currently truncated state, Buchanan School Plaza remains the 
earliest example of an Adventure Style playground in DC, and the District’s best example of 
Friedberg’s urban playground ideals. 
 
Friedberg continued to design Adventure Style Playgrounds. Some of his notable existing 
designs include the 67th Street Playground (Billy Johnson Playground) in New York’s Central 
Park. Like Fort Lincoln, this was designed to appear rustic and so lacked heavy use of concrete. 
It was designed in the 1980s. In San Francisco, Friedberg designed the rooftop Children’s 
Garden and Play Circle at Yerba Buena Gardens in 1999. In addition, Friedberg designed 
multiple pocket parks throughout Manhattan and Brooklyn in the 1960s and 1970s that no longer 
exist. Many were intended to be temporary. Like with Riis and Capper, he also designed 
additional playgrounds for public housing, including the no longer existing temporary 
playground at Pruitt-Igoe in St. Louis.30 
 
Although some Adventure Style Playgrounds still exist today, their popularity began going down 
in the 1970s for a host of reasons. First, as American cities continued losing both people and 
businesses to the suburbs, municipal budgets across the country dwindled. Park budgets were 

 

29 Wolf Von Echardt, “Holding Down the Fort: The Unfinished Promise of Ft. Lincoln,” Washington Post, January 
26, 1980, B1-B2; Emanuel, ed., Contemporary Architects, 262. 
30 The Cultural Landscape Foundation, “East 67th Street Playground - Billy Johnson Playground,” 
https://www.tclf.org/landscapes/east-67th-street-playground-billy-johnson-playground; Ann K. Ludwig, “A Higher 
Level of Child’s Play,” New York Times, April 25, 1999; Gabriela Burkhalter and Kunsthalle Zürich, The 

Playground Project (Zürich: JRP/Ringier, 2016), 100-101; Bob Hansman, Images of America: Pruitt-Igoe 
(Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2017), 65. 
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among the first things to get cut and so playgrounds began to suffer from poor maintenance. By 
1979, Buchanan Plaza was covered in broken glass, empty beer cans, and overgrown weeds. 
Lights didn’t work, benches were rotted, and the play features crumbled. It was a similar case for 
Friedberg’s playgrounds in New York. In addition, population decline also caused an increase in 
crime. Fences were added to playgrounds intended to be unfenced. Walls and tunnels were 
removed because they could be used as hiding places. Adventure Style Playgrounds were also 
perceived as dangerous. All those factors led to the total or partial demise of many Adventure 
Style Playgrounds, including the one at Riis Plaza.31 
 
In addition to designing influential playgrounds, M. Paul Friedberg also became one of 
America’s pre-eminent landscape architects. He specialized in designing urban plazas, all of 
which incorporated the same ideals of openness, discovery, and engagement that he had 
demonstrated and perfected in playgrounds like Buchanan Plaza. Friedberg’s later public plazas 
repeated common design elements from his playgrounds, such as the use of alternating grades to 
demarcate sections and the encouragement of multiple uses of space. Similar to Buchanan 
School Plaza, Friedberg’s design for Pershing Park (1981) in Washington, DC, featured sunken 
and raised elevations. His groundbreaking design of Peavey Plaza (1975) in Minneapolis had a 
similar multi-level approach that was further complemented by water features. Both of those 
notable designs had steps around their sunken portions so the spaces could be used as 
amphitheaters. That technique was directly inspired by Riis and Buchanan. The water features of 
Peavey Plaza were essentially perpetual versions of the temporary spray pools that were set up in 
Buchanan’s sunken basketball court. A direct line of artistic experimentation and inspiration can 
be drawn from Friedberg’s playgrounds at Buchanan and Riis to his plazas at Peavey and 
Pershing. Buchanan School Plaza’s existing sunken basketball court is one of the earliest 
remaining examples of Friedberg’s experimentation with multi-level plazas—experiments that 
would lead to some of his most renown examples of landscape architecture.32 
 

William Tarr and the Numbers Sculptures 
To complement Friedberg’s design, three concrete sculptures were added to Buchanan School 
Plaza when the new playground was built. The three sculptures were created by William Tarr 
and all three remain at the site. Together referred to as Numbers, the tall, upright sculptures 
essentially served as pylons decorating the edges of the playground, welcoming visitors in a 
fanciful way to the quirky new park in their neighborhood. The tallest, at approximately fifteen 
feet high, stands near the corner of 13th Street and E Street SE. The other two, about two feet tall 
each, stand between the playground and the former Buchanan School on the other side of the 
wall from the sunken basketball court. As the markers of a boundary and civic space, the 
sculptures are evocative in both form and function of an ancient stele. In style they are 
particularly reminiscent of Mesoamerican stelae, such as those located in Copán, Honduras, and 

 

31 Michael Eastman, “Officials Pass the Buck on Neglected SE Park,” Washington Post, August 15, 1979, C5; 
Warsh, Central Park’s Adventure-Style Playgrounds, 102-104; Anne Raver, “When It Goes It’s Gone: Manhattan’s 
Vanishing Oases,” New York Times, December 2, 1999, F1; Tom Stoelker, “Danger! For Kids,” Landscape 

Architecture Magazine 107, no. 7 (July 2017): 180. 
32 The Cultural Landscape Foundation, “Peavey Plaza,” https://www.tclf.org/landscapes/peavey-plaza; Birnbaum 
and Foell, eds., Shaping the American Landscape, 104-105. 
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Quiriguá, Guatemala. Each sculpture is rectangular in overall form, with alternating notches and 
protrusions; an array of differently-sized raised and engraved hieroglyphic-like numbers and 
geometric shapes further texture the now heavily weathered concrete pieces of art. 
 
The sculptor, William Tarr, was born in New York City in 1925 and grew up in the Bronx. 
During World War II he enlisted in the Navy and served as a weatherman. After the war, he 
turned to sculpture, with his first piece being made of wood from a rotted wharf. By 1962 his 
work was being exhibited at the Whitney Museum of American Art. He was known as quite the 
eccentric, which no doubt influenced the whimsicalness of his art, such as Numbers. M. Paul 
Friedberg’s son, Mark, described Tarr as “a cool ’60s guy. He rode a motorcycle and was bald 
with a beard and said things like ‘Hey, man.’” Tarr was actually a magician before he was an 
artist, and that sense of enchantment and wonder from the world of magic is clearly evident in 
his playful artwork. He even devised his own magic tricks and published multiple books about 
magic and card tricks that helped pay the bills that his art career never fully could. In one of 
those books, Tarr wrote: “I think magic is far and away one of the most interesting, rewarding 
and enjoyable hobbies ever…in my estimation vastly superior to any other.”33 
 
M. Paul Friedberg’s son also said that “Bill Tarr was my father’s good friend” and “was part of 
my father’s social life.” William Tarr and M. Paul Friedberg first became acquainted while 
working on joint projects like Riis Plaza and Buchanan School Plaza. After the mid-1970s, the 
two became part-time neighbors in the Springs section of East Hampton, New York, on Long 
Island. William Tarr, along with his children and wife, who was a popular cookbook author, had 
moved to East Hampton permanently from New York City. The Friedberg family had a nearby 
summer home and the families became close. M. Paul Friedberg’s son described Tarr as “a big 
inspiration and kind of like an uncle in a lot of ways.” The two creators had created a social bond 
that no doubt impacted their professional bond. Today, Buchanan School Plaza is one of the few 
places where the professional works of Friedberg and Tarr remain in artistic conversation.34 
 
Some of Tarr’s most notable works were located next to schools, like with Buchanan. In 1967, 
his sculpture, Morningside Heights, was installed next to P.S. 36 in New York City. Nicknamed 
“the Monster,” the sculpture stood forty feet tall and appeared similar in style (though not size) 
to the Buchanan Plaza pieces. Unlike Buchanan’s Numbers, it was made of welded steel rather 
than concrete, but similarly featured numbers as well as letters. In later years, when rust and 
maintenance became a problem, the piece was removed. In 1973, another Tarr creation was 
installed on the grounds of Manhattan’s Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., High School. The piece 
stood twenty-eight feet tall and was shaped as a giant cube. Standing prominently at the corner of 

 

33 Peter Hastings Falk, ed., Who Was Who in American Art, 1564-1975, 400 Years of Artists in America: Vol. III: P-

Z (Madison, CT: Sound View Press, 1999), 3251; Mark Zaloudek, “Sarasota Resident Tarr Was a World-Renowned 
Sculptor,” Herald-Tribune (Sarasota, Florida), November 12, 2006, 
https://www.heraldtribune.com/story/news/2006/11/12/sarasota-resident-tarr-was-a-world-renowned-
sculptor/28511740007/; “A Tale of Friendship and Art, Both on and Off Screen,” 27East, February 12, 2019, 
https://www.27east.com/arts/a-tale-of-friendship-and-art-both-on-and-off-screen-1329231/; Thomas Clavin, “25-
Year Vision Inspires Holocaust Memorial,” New York Times, September 8, 1991, LI 17; Bill Tarr, Now You See It, 

Now You Don’t: Lessons in Sleight of Hand (New York: Random House, 1976), 9 and 224. 
34 “A Tale of Friendship and Art, Both on and Off Screen,” 27East. 
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Amsterdam Avenue and 66th Street, the welded steel sculpture served as a memorial to Dr. King. 
It appeared similar in design to Buchanan’s Numbers, except in place of numerals and shapes, 
Tarr welded quotes and dates related to King’s life. The sculpture still stands.35 
 
Experts consider Tarr’s King Memorial, according to the New York Times, as a “seminal work 
because it introduced the mixing of letters and numbers in sculpture,” a decade before Maya 
Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial would help make that concept mainstream. Numbers at 
Buchanan pre-dated Tarr’s King Memorial by almost five years and pre-dated Lin’s work by 
almost fifteen years. Numbers is thus one of the District’s earliest modern sculptures that utilized 
numerals as an artistic element rather than a functional necessity. It was a novel artwork adjacent 
an innovative playground design. The Buchanan sculptures also related to the adjacent 
playground in function. Similar Tarr sculptures had been included at Riis Plaza and were 
considered climbable by children, almost like an artistic extension of the playground. Particularly 
in the case of the two shorter sculptures, Tarr’s Numbers could also be climbable. That could 
possibly explain why Tarr chose to make Numbers in concrete rather than in his preferred 
medium of welded steel, since smoother steel could be slicker and more difficult to climb.36 
 
In Washington, other than Numbers, Tarr also created a sculpture entitled Gates of the Six 

Million for the entrance to the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in 1989. The 
sculpture stands almost ten feet tall and is made of bronze. Tarr had envisioned the sculpture 
many years earlier as a memorial to Holocaust victims. It took the form of gates that were, 
according to Tarr, “bristling with points, seething, angry, defiant…reminiscent of the hell these 
people went through and yet representing escape.” Though it was originally supposed to be 
installed next to the front entrance, the museum later decided to place it in an administrative area 
out of regular public view. One art historian has suggested the piece may have been sidelined by 
museum managers who preferred more minimalist sculptures, which were popular at the time, to 
Tarr’s Brutalist-inspired bronze piece.37  
 
William Tarr later retired to Sarasota, Florida, in the late 1990s, where he was commissioned to 
create a sculpture outside the Sarasota County Administration Center. The piece, entitled The 

Spirit of Sarasota, is made of bronze and looks like a more subdued version of the taller 
Numbers sculpture. It stands about seven feet in height and was described by a Sarasota critic as 
“a monument to the ages.” Tarr died in Sarasota in 2006.38 
 
 

 

35 “40-Foot Sculptured ‘Monster’ is Put in Place at New P.S. 36,” New York Times, August 11, 1967, 33; Grace 
Glueck, “Sculptor’s Ordeal With Steel: It’s Pretty but Temperamental,” New York Times, August 22, 1991, C13. 
36 Clavin, “25-Year Vision Inspires Holocaust Memorial,” LI 17; Simon Breines and William J. Dean, The 

Pedestrian Revolution: Streets Without Cars (New York: Vintage Books, 1974), 70; Falk, ed., Who Was Who in 

American Art, 3251. 
37 Tarr as quoted in Mary Cummings, “Holocaust Sculpture Sets Off Dispute at Washington Museum,” New York 

Times, August 29, 1993, LI 2. The suggestion by the art historian regarding the museum’s preference for a 
minimalist piece is from J. Pedro Lorente, Public Art and Museums in Cultural Districts (New York: Routledge, 
2019), Chapter 7. 
38 Zaloudek, “Sarasota Residents Tarr Was a World-Renowned Sculptor.” 
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Simon Breines, Architect and Advocate 
Simon Breines, a New York architect, worked alongside M. Paul Friedberg to design Buchanan 
Plaza, just as the two had done with Riis Plaza. In working with Friedberg, Breines had found a 
kindred spirit for his theories and ideals of design. Breines spent his nearly century-long life not 
only as an architect, but as an advocate for pedestrians and of the creation and preservation of 
urban greenspace. At Buchanan Plaza, Breines furthered both of those goals. The design of 
Buchanan Plaza represents the realized philosophies of Breines as he outlined them in 
publications and actions throughout his life. 
 
Born in Brooklyn, New York, in 1906, Simon Breines later attended the borough’s esteemed 
Pratt Institute where he received a degree in architecture in 1941. He was a partner in Pomerance 
& Breines, Architects, which was based in New York City. Most of Breines’s projects were 
located in New York City and its suburbs. Among the architect’s notable designs were the Bronx 
Municipal Hospital (1955), Grand Concourse Public Library (1959), and the Lexington School 
for the Deaf (1968). His designs of the 1960s, including of the building at Buchanan Plaza, 
exhibited common mid-century modern characteristics.39 
 
In particular, the Buchanan Plaza building and the Lexington School for the Deaf in Queens, NY, 
which were planned around the same time, exhibit stark similarities. Both structures are 
characterized by the use of exposed concrete horizontal and vertical elements surrounding red-
brick bays. The Lexington School is a multi-story structure except on its northern front along 
25th Avenue. There, the building is only one story. A series of six rectangular, red-brick bays are 
each framed by exposed concrete pilasters and cornice. This design is similar to the E Street 
frontage of the Buchanan Plaza building, which also features red-brick and concrete. The 
concrete piers of the Buchanan building mimic the concrete pilasters of the Lexington School in 
creating the illusion of six rectangular bays of brick (a seventh extends over the sidewalk). In 
both buildings, the brick bays appear slightly recessed. Both also have concrete bases with steps 
connecting the sidewalk and entry (four steps at Lexington and four-five at Buchanan).40  
 
As a result of the horizontal emphasis of the Buchanan building as well as of the 25th Avenue 
front of the Lexington School, both buildings have a pedestrian scale. The length of each brick 
bay, between thirteen and twenty feet, corresponds with the approximate street-front width of a 
rowhouse or commercial storefront. Walking next to either building, which are both nearly the 
same distance from their respective streets, can thus mimic walking down an average city street 
full of red-brick rowhomes or stores. Walking up one of the short stoops of Buchanan to enter 
the sunken basketball court could feel no different to a child than walking up to their own front 
door and into their own home. It was no coincidence that contemporaries described Buchanan 
Plaza as an “outdoor living room.”41 
 

 

39 Eric Pace, “Simon Breines, 97, an Architect and a Critic of Hurried Projects,” New York Times, September 25, 
2003, B10. 
40 “Lexington School for the Deaf,” Queens Modern, https://queensmodern.com/project/lexington-school-for-the-
deaf/. 
41 “Buchanan Project: Ground Broken for Center,” Evening Star, April 15, 1967, 7. 
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That sentiment was in keeping with Breines’s theories and ideals of urban design. He was a 
tireless advocate for creating and preserving urban parks and for city planning that encouraged 
walking. “A new day is dawning for the pedestrian,” Breines wrote with William J. Dean in the 
1974 book, The Pedestrian Revolution, “…world-wide action against unrestrained automobile 
use in congested centers heralds the arrival of the Pedestrian Revolution.” In the book, Breines 
called for the widening of sidewalks and the placement of benches and shade trees on those 
enlarged “promenades.” He also specified that street trees should be placed as far from the curb 
as possible “to avoid bumps by cars or damage from [exhaust] fumes.” All of those elements—
widened sidewalk, benches, and trees placed far from the curb—had been done at Buchanan 
Plaza.42 
 
Breines advocated for walking over driving because he considered it healthier for people, cities, 
and the environment, but he wanted people of all ages to reap those benefits. “Traditionally,” 
Breines and Dean wrote, “streets have served as a communal outdoor living room. The 
automobile destroyed the age-old amenities of the pedestrian realm.” Riis Plaza, which Breines 
and Friedberg worked on jointly, was mentioned as an example. That plaza, like Buchanan Plaza, 
had not only “a playground for children,” but also “a garden walk for adults” and “an 
amphitheater for everyone.” And benches on its wide sidewalks, as with Buchanan, would 
benefit “especially elderly people.” Breines and Dean added, “[t]he aged, like children, are at the 
mercy of convenience. With cleaner air, trees, and a place to relax only a few feet away, less 
time need be spent sitting indoors, often alone.” To determine how to design a place effectively, 
Breines, like Friedberg, also took cues from the people themselves. In 1965, when talking about 
Riis Plaza, Breines told Ada Louise Huxtable of the New York Times, “…the most important 
lesson is that you can’t make people do what they don’t want to do…You’ve got to find out what 
they like to do and design for it. It’s like rediscovering the wheel.”43 
 
Breines not only saw plazas as functional places but also as civic places. In The Pedestrian 

Revolution, Breines and Dean observed, “By eroding the street’s age-old function as meeting 
place and forum, thus making the street uninviting, a place to be shunned, the automobile has 
played a role in the loss of community identification.” Breines sought to create civic gathering 
places and viewed public art as an essential piece of that goal. One example of community art 
was theater. In regard to Riis Plaza, Breines and Dean wrote, “space at Jacob Riis Houses has 
been made into an amphitheater for tenant and neighborhood use. The amphitheater is modeled 
on the Shakespearean Theater at Stratford-on-Avon, England, and is designed both for a 
children’s play area and for theatrical performances.” Sculpture, too, was viewed as a more 
perpetual, tangible piece of that goal. Breines and Dean noted that a sculpture could lend a new 
level of importance and meaning to a plaza by morphing a simple community meeting place into 
a ceremonial landscape. Cited in the book as a specific example were sculptures at Riis done by 
William Tarr. Those works were similar in design to Tarr’s Numbers at Buchanan Plaza. The 

 

42 Simon Breines and William J. Dean, The Pedestrian Revolution: Streets Without Cars (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1974), 2, 26-27, and 39. 
43 Breines and Dean, The Pedestrian Revolution, 33-34; Ada Louise Huxtable, “Grass at Riis Houses Giving Way to 
a Plaza,” New York Times, July 14, 1965, 39. 
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fact that Tarr’s sculptures at both locations were evocative of the ancient stelae that marked 
ceremonial places in Mesoamerica was in keeping with Breines’s philosophies.44 
 
Through his designs and advocacy, Breines wanted to encourage city planning to take a more 
holistic view. In 1971, he complained that large building projects tended to take an individual 
approach rather than a community approach. “What is really missing,” Breines said, “is 
environmental design.” He wanted planners and architects to observe the entire human 
ecosystem around their plans, and design with those factors in mind. From the 1930s to the 
1980s, he regularly penned letters to the editor in newspapers calling for changes in how New 
York City dealt with planning and zoning. “Traffic congestion, poor light and worse air, and 
many other evils of our crowded city,” he wrote in 1931, “might be remedied by better town 
planning and not simply by a new theory of design.” With the innovative Buchanan Plaza, he, 
along with Friedberg, attempted to do just that.45 
 
Breines was also a vocal proponent of preservation. He wanted the irreplaceable architecture and 
invaluable greenspaces of his native New York retained for the city’s character and for future 
generations. In 1973 he became the first president of the Landmarks Conservancy of New York. 
In 2002 the organization presented Breines with its Lucy Moses Award for Preservation and 
Leadership, a lifetime achievement award. Simon Breines died in 2003 at the age of ninety-
seven.46 
 
The Closure of Buchanan Elementary School and the Buchanan School Plaza 
In 1979, just eleven years after the dedication of Buchanan Plaza, Washington Post staff writer 
Michael Eastman reported on unpruned trees, cracked paving, and garbage and trash strewn 
throughout Buchanan Plaza playground, and even a hypodermic needle in the sandbox. Eastman 
noted that broken glass and beer cans littered the playground area, “making the play area an 
obstacle course the architects hardly envisioned.” These conditions were no fault of the children, 
but of the city government, as jurisdiction for maintenance of the park was unclear and funding 
non-existent following the closure of Buchanan Elementary School at the end of the 1978 school 
year. As long as the school was opened, a custodian at Buchanan Elementary School worked in 
the park part-time and maintained the playground. But after the children were transferred to the 
newer Watkins Elementary School just one block west across 13th Street, the custodian was 
transferred elsewhere and the park’s maintenance fell through the bureaucratic cracks. Officials 
at the Department of Recreation and Public Schools blamed each other.  The assistant of 
operations for school buildings did acknowledge that the plaza was school property, but he 
countered, “the park isn’t really there for the sake of the school [which was closed]. It’s here for 

 

44 Breines and Dean, The Pedestrian Revolution, 64-70. 
45 Carter B. Horsley, “Architects Have Fun With Playgrounds,” New York Times, August 1, 1971, R1; Simon 
Breines, “Letters to the Editor: Plans and Planning,” New York Times, May 4, 1931, 16; Simon Breines, “Letters: As 
New York Keeps Losing Light and Open Space,” New York Times, July 25, 1984, A22. 
46 James P. Cramer and Jennifer Evans Yankopolus, eds., Greenway’s Almanac of Architecture and Design, 

2005/Sixth Edition (Atlanta: Greenway Communications, 2005), 655. 
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the kids in the neighborhood.” And he acknowledged, no money has been budgeted for it since it 
doesn’t have any education-related function.47 
 
The history of neglect of public play spaces on the site of Buchanan Plaza, however, did not 
begin with the closure of Buchanan Elementary School.  Beginning as early as 1920, when the 
Southeast Citizens Association petitioned the city for a new school building in the neighborhood 
to accommodate increased population of school children, it noted that the “lots in the rear and 
sides [of Buchanan] are badly kept, being filled with tall weeds and trash” and that old coal sheds 
in the vicinity and debris associated with them were a danger to children.48 As school enrollment 
at Buchanan continued to increase over the decades, several additions were erected to the 
original 1895 red brick school building.49 Beginning in 1938, the city began development of a 
large recreation area adjacent to Buchanan Elementary School (today’s site of Watkins 
Elementary School), known at first as the Southeast Recreation Center, and later as Buchanan 
Recreation Center. The recreation area, which served members of the community and expanded 
over the years, came to include two basketball courts, a playground, a dodgeball court, horseshoe 
court, various jungle gyms/ monkey bars/ pulling bars/ climbing structures, a picnic area, paddle 
tennis, softball diamond, and volleyball area. What the recreation center lacked were bathroom 
facilities. With no public bathrooms, playground patrons began to use the entrances to Buchanan 
Elementary School as toilets, creating major health issues for the community, but particularly for 
Buchanan Elementary School students and teachers.50 Although school officials urged the city to 
build restroom facilities for the playground in 1958, the Board of Recreation claimed that the 
playground site was too small and could not accommodate a building.   
 
In 1962, the first Watkins Elementary School was constructed between 12th and 13th and D and E 
Streets SE, essentially supplanting Buchanan Elementary School. Though Buchanan was still 
open in 1965-66 when Lady Bird Johnson and The Committee for a More Beautiful Capital 
toured the city, the school building and its grounds had essentially been abandoned by the city. In 
1978, Buchanan Elementary School was closed and although it had been identified as one of five 
schools to be razed a few years earlier, the building survived demolition. Once the school closed, 
however, Buchanan School Plaza, as noted above, fell through the municipal cracks.  
 
John Matthews, a local resident who ran (and still runs) a shoe repair shop, began organizing 
cleanup days at Buchanan Plaza in those early days of neglect. But the maintenance issues 
required professional help.  He reached out to “everyone from neighborhood citizens to Lynda 
Johnson Robb,” the former First Daughter, to bring attention to the plight of the park. 
Discouraged and in reference to city officials, Matthews noted, “No one wants this park.”51 But 
Matthews did, and largely due to his efforts, remnants of the plaza, including the recreation 
building now home to the Peter Bug Shoe Academy, survive.  

 

47 “Officials Pass the Buck on Neglected SE Park,” The Washington Post, August 15, 1979. 
48 The Evening Star, December 1, 1920. 
49 In 1922, an eight-room addition was built at the rear of Buchanan Elementary School; in 1929, a gymnasium and 
assembly hall were built, along with another four-room classroom addition.  
50 “Health Problem Admitted at Buchanan Playground,” The Evening Star, 1957. 
51 “Officials Pass the Buck on Neglected SE Park,” The Washington Post, August 15, 1979. 
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Peter Bug Shoe Academy 
While Capitol Hill residents of 1968 may have associated Buchanan Plaza with Lady Bird 
Johnson, many today associate it with John “Peter Bug” Matthews, who has operated the Peter 
Bug Shoe Academy out of Buchanan Plaza’s building since 1977-1978. In 2011, the Hill Rag 
community newspaper described Matthews as “practically a Capitol Hill legend.” In 2019, 
Councilmember Charles Allen (Ward 6) said Matthews “is an institution and a bedrock of Ward 
6 and our community.”52 
 
Born in 1949 to John and Grace Matthews, John Francis “Peter Bug” Matthews grew up in 
Capitol Hill only a few blocks from Buchanan School, though he attended John Tyler 
Elementary. While attending Phelps Vocational High School in the 1960s, he studied shoe repair 
and later expanded those skills at the Oklahoma Technical Institute. He later attended Federal 
City College where he studied anthropology and sociology, and eventually taught shoe repair at 
Phelps Vocational High School.53 
 
Matthews earned the nickname “Peter Bug” early in life. He had become famous in his Capitol 
Hill neighborhood for driving a gold Volkswagen Beatle, which he kept polished to a mirror 
shine. Friends and neighbors would comment on Matthews always “washing that Bug.” Since his 
childhood, Matthews said that his mother would call him “Peter,” as a cute nickname that mostly 
stayed within the home. Eventually, that nickname escaped into the neighborhood and combined 
with Matthew’s penchant for his Volkswagen to form the nickname “Peter Bug,” which 
subsequently followed him for decades and presently adorns the exterior of the Buchanan Plaza 
building.54 
 
In 1977-1978, after Buchanan School had been closed and the Plaza and building were left 
nearly abandoned, Peter Bug Matthews “occupied” the Buchanan Plaza building with the intent 
of turning it into a community resource once again. In a 2011 interview, Matthews recalled that 
the building by 1978 had become “a drug place – a shoot-up joint.” He said that one evening, as 
an act of civil disobedience, “we kicked the door in; changed the locks; and just sat back and 
waited until the next day to see what the reaction would be.” They feared the drug dealers more 
than the District government. He then lobbied the District government and received not only 
permission to use the building, but a grant to clean it up, which he did.55 

 

52 Celeste McCall, “HillBuzz,” Hill Rag (January 2011): 24; Charles Allen as quoted in Elizabeth O’Gorek, “Heart 
Attack Fails to Stop Peterbug: Noted Community Activist and Cobbler Thanks Rescuers After Spring Heart Attack,” 
Hill Rag, December 5, 2019, hillrag.com. 
53 Destiny-Pride, Inc., “Interview of Mr. John ‘Peter Bug’ Matthews,” January 2011, 
https://destinypride.org/2011/01/mr-john-peter-bug-matthews/; Carol Krucoff, “Tapping Out Some Sole Music in 
the Shoe Shop,” Washington Post, December 14, 1978, DC1. 
54 Destiny-Pride, Inc., “Interview of Mr. John ‘Peter Bug’ Matthews,” January 2011, 
https://destinypride.org/2011/01/mr-john-peter-bug-matthews/; Carol Krucoff, “Tapping Out Some Sole Music in 
the Shoe Shop,” Washington Post, December 14, 1978, DC1. 
55 Destiny-Pride, Inc., “Interview of Mr. John ‘Peter Bug’ Matthews,” January 2011, 
https://destinypride.org/2011/01/mr-john-peter-bug-matthews/; John “Peter Bug” Matthews, interviewed by 
Stephanie Deutsch, The Ruth Ann Overbeck Capitol Hill History Project, February 11, 2012. 
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Matthews installed shoe repair tools and machinery in the building and used his skills in the trade 
to teach young people an industrial art. He became a mentor and, according to the Washington 

Post in 1978, “a father figure to local children in his neighborhood.” A year after opening, the 
Peter Bug Shoe Academy had an average daily attendance of ten students, which was close to the 
small building’s maximum crowd. He also started an annual festival that became a fixture of 
Capitol Hill. Matthews explained his success through his empathy. “I come from the same place 
they come from,” he said, “a poor family—I’m still poor. Mamma had a lot of babies, and Daddy 
wasn’t home. But I tell them, ‘Look, I’m drug-free, alcohol-free.’” He taught students not only 
how to fix shoes, but how to make money doing it. He gave them a career option and an 
education in creating, in marketing, in bargaining…in making it. One former student said, “Mr. 
Matthews helps us. He taught us a lot about self-respect, respecting ourselves and each other.” 
Another, who went on to college like so many Peter Bug alumni, said “What [Matthews] shared 
with me helped me 100 percent—not 50 percent—but 100 percent.”56 
 
In 1997, the Washington Post quoted a former Matthews student who later opened his own shoe 
repair shop, “[w]alk up and down the street and ask any of these kids, ‘Who’s Peter Bug? 
Where’s Peter Bug?’...They all know him. Just watch how many people speak to him on that 
corner [at 13th and E Streets SE]. He’s like an anchor.” In 2010 his name literally became an 
anchor of the corner after 13th Street SE between E and D Streets was honorarily renamed 
Peterbug Matthews Way.57 
 
John “Peter Bug” Matthews’s efforts to keep the Buchanan Plaza building useful and clean no 
doubt helped to guarantee its preservation as the rest of the Plaza crumbled and was demolished. 
The building had been created in the name of civic beautification and then saved in the name of 
civil disobedience. The Peter Bug Shoe Academy is where the histories of a pioneering first lady 
and an esteemed community activist combined to form a place that has stood as a community 
anchor for over five decades. Inspired by Johnson, planned by Friedberg and Breines, and fully 
utilized by Matthews, Buchanan Plaza has served the Capitol Hill neighborhood as a crossroads 
of recreation, learning, and community throughout its existence. Beautification has yielded a 
beautiful legacy. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

56 Carol Krucoff, “Tapping Out Some Sole Music in the Shoe Shop,” Washington Post, December 14, 1978, DC1; 
Chuck Stone, “Saga of Peter Bug and His Dream,” Evening Star, January 11, 1979, 44; DeNeen L. Brown, “At the 
Peter Bug Shoe Repair Academy, They Fix Lives,” Washington Post, March 20, 1988, C8.  
57 Lonnae O’Neal Parker, “Getting Kids Off On the Right Foot: ‘Peter Bug’ Matthews Mends More Than Shoes,” 
Washington Post, September 16, 1997, E1; Celeste McCall, “HillBuzz,” Hill Rag (January 2011): 24 
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Previous documentation on file (NPS):  

 

____ preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) has been requested 
____ previously listed in the National Register 
____ previously determined eligible by the National Register 
____ designated a National Historic Landmark  

____ recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey   #____________ 

____ recorded by Historic American Engineering Record # __________ 

____ recorded by Historic American Landscape Survey # ___________ 

 

Primary location of additional data:  

____ State Historic Preservation Office 
____ Other State agency 

____ Federal agency 

____ Local government 
____ University 

____ Other 
         Name of repository: _____________________________________ 

 

Historic Resources Survey Number (if assigned): ________________ 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
10. Geographical Data 

 

 Acreage of Property __0.26_____________ 
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Use either the UTM system or latitude/longitude coordinates 
 

Latitude/Longitude Coordinates (decimal degrees) 

Datum if other than WGS84:__________ 
(enter coordinates to 6 decimal places) 
1. Latitude: 38.883161  Longitude: -76.988139 

 
2. Latitude: 38.883160  Longitude: -76.987687 

 
3. Latitude: 38.882971  Longitude: -76.987721 

 
4. Latitude: 38.882948  Longitude: -76.988139 
 

 

 

Or  

UTM References  

Datum (indicated on USGS map):  
 

           NAD 1927     or        NAD 1983 
 
 

1. Zone:  Easting:    Northing:   
 

2. Zone: Easting:    Northing: 
 

3. Zone: Easting:   Northing: 
 

4. Zone: Easting :   Northing: 
  
 
 

 

 

 

Verbal Boundary Description (Describe the boundaries of the property.) 
 
The boundaries include all of Lot number eight hundred twenty-six (0826) in the Square 
number one thousand forty-two (1042). 
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Boundary Justification (Explain why the boundaries were selected.) 
 

These are the boundaries used by the District of Columbia Property Tax Database 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
11. Form Prepared By 

 
name/title: __Todd Jones and Kim Williams (HPO)________________________________ 
organization: ___DC Historic Preservation Office_________________________________ 
street & number: _____1100 4th Street SW, Suite 650 East__________________________ 
city or town:  ___Washington_____________ state: _____DC_____ zip code:___20024___ 
e-mail___________historic.preservation@dc.gov______________________________ 
telephone:___(202) 442-7600______________________ 
date:___August 9, 2022__________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Additional Documentation 

 

Submit the following items with the completed form: 
 

 Maps:   A USGS map or equivalent (7.5 or 15 minute series) indicating the property's 
location. 
    

  Sketch map for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous 
resources.  Key all photographs to this map. 

 

 Additional items:  (Check with the SHPO, TPO, or FPO for any additional items.) 
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Figure 1: Historic view of Buchanan Plaza view looking northwest. The park pavilion is outside of the image to 
the left, the sunken court is in the center and the children’s playground is to the right. One of three William Tarr 
pieces of sculpture is visible on the west side of the sunken court and adult seating area can be seen north of that 
on the west side of the children’s playground. (from Friedberg, Play and Interplay, 76) 
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Figure 2: Aerial View of Buchanan Plaza, ca. 1980s.   

 

 

Figure 3: Aerial View of Buchanan Plaza, 2022 
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Figure 4: View of Buchanan Plaza from the north looking towards recreation pavilion. The openings between 
the three separate pods that are visible in this photo were enclosed in 1978-79. (from Friedberg, Play and 

Interplay, 76) 
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Locational Map of Buchanan School Plaza (yellow dot) at 1320 E Street SE (USGS Quad Washington East) 
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Site Map of Buchanan School Plaza (highlighted) at 1320 E Street SE (PropertyQuest DC). 
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Site Map of Buchanan School Plaza at 1320 E Street SE Showing National Register Boundaries (Square 1042 
Lot 826) 

(DC GIS)  

 

Photographs 

Submit clear and descriptive photographs.  The size of each image must be 1600x1200 pixels 
(minimum), 3000x2000 preferred, at 300 ppi (pixels per inch) or larger.  Key all photographs 
to the sketch map. Each photograph must be numbered and that number must correspond to 
the photograph number on the photo log.  For simplicity, the name of the photographer, 
photo date, etc. may be listed once on the photograph log and doesn’t need to be labeled on 
every photograph. 
 

Photo Log 

 

Name of Property:  Buchanan School Plaza 
 
City or Vicinity: Washington 
 
County:     State: District of Columbia 
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Photographer: Various (see individual photograph caption) 
 
Date Photographed: Various (see individual photograph caption) 
 
Description of Photograph(s) and number, include description of view indicating direction of 
camera: 
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