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The National Mall and Memorial Parks 
A National Park Downtown?

Why not? Washington, D.C. shows that it is pos-
sible to have a National Park in the city center.  
Right in the heart of the U.S. capital, there is a 
vast area of grass surrounded by 2,000 Ameri-
can elm trees, which - together with the nearby 
area of Memorial Parks - is administered by the 
National Park Service (NPS) and is visited by 24 
million visitors from around the world each year. 
This is the oldest land in the United States that is 
managed by the NPS.  

First Planned as a Grand Avenue

Before the first cornerstone was laid in the Dis-
trict of Columbia, George Washington commis-
sioned architect Pierre Charles L’Enfant to make 
a city plan. The design was completed in 1791. 
During the actual construction, however, some 
changes to the original design were implemented 
and what L’Enfant envisioned as a grand avenue 
between the Capitol and the statue of Washing-
ton is now the parkland called the National Mall 

(commonly known simply as “the Mall”). The 
name is sometimes used to denote the whole 
area: the National Mall and Memorial Parks.      

Other Changes to the Original Plan

Instead of a statue of George Washington, a 
stone obelisk was erected to commemorate 
the first President of the United States, which 
is known as the Washington Monument. This is 
by far the tallest structure in the city, measuring 
over 555 feet (169 meters). In many ways Wash-
ington, D.C. is a unique city on the architectural 
map of America. No residential building is taller 
than the Capitol building - home to the U.S. Con-
gress - and no memorial or monument is taller 
than the Washington Monument. Skyscrapers 
are not to be found in the capital city. 

Where Nature Meets Culture ...  and More

The Mall and Memorial Parks are appreciated by 
residents and visitors alike for their unhindered 
views of the Capitol and the White House, and 

Jogging with a view. The wide gravel paths of the National Mall are popular with joggers and walkers.
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for the recreational opportunities the spaces 
provide. The Mall is also home to some of the 
most famous museums, monuments, and galler-
ies in the United States. This is the place where 
nature meets culture and, last but not least, the 
convictions of the people. The Mall has provided 
an ideal stage for some of the most significant 
events in American history, from presidential in-
augurations to Independence Day celebrations 
and civil rights demonstrations.

From East to West

In between the Capitol building, which marks the 
eastern boundary of the Mall, and the Lincoln 
Memorial to the west, lie landmarks such as the 
National Gallery of Art, Air and Space Museum, 
Museum of Modern Art, several reflecting pools, 
an ice rink open in winter, the Museum of Nation-
al History, Smithsonian Castle and the Museum 
of American History. The Washington Monument, 
located in the middle of the Mall, towers over the 
entire city. Beyond Constitution Avenue, on the 
northern side of the Mall, lies the White House. 

To the south, across Independence Avenue, lies 
a memorial to Thomas Jefferson, author of the 
Declaration of Independence and third president 
of the United States. The Jefferson Memorial is 
separated from the rest of the Mall and Memo-
rial Parks by the waters of the Tidal Basin. The 
banks of the Tidal Basin are lined with Japanese 
Cherry Trees, which are a treat to see in spring-
time when they are covered in pink blossoms. 

Monuments commemorating other great Ameri-
cans, such as Franklin Delano Roosevelt and 
Martin Luther King, and memorials to the veter-
ans of World War II, the Korean War, and Viet-
nam War, also dot this unique space. In all, the 
National Mall and Memorial Parks are home to 
60 statues and other historic sites.

A late afternoon view from the steps of the Capitol on the National Mall 

And Now Take a Short Tour of the National Mall 

Please Click to Listen 
to the Article

http://stream.state.gov/streamvol/libmedia/krakow/10474/nationalmall/nationalmall.mp3
http://stream.state.gov/streamvol/libmedia/krakow/10474/nationalmall/nationalmall.mp3
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The White House stands on the site selected by George Washington in 1791. The design was made by Irish-born ar-
chitect James Hoban. The first president to live in the White House was John Adams. Since his presidency all American 
presidents have resided there. During the War of 1812, the British set fire to the White House and it had to be rebuilt. 
While some additions have been made to the building during its history, the White House has never been significantly 
expanded. There are 132 rooms, 35 bathrooms and six levels in the Residence. President Theodore Roosevelt officially 
named it the “White House” in 1901. The White House kitchen is able to serve dinner to 140 guests (source: the White 
House website: http://www.whitehouse.gov/about/inside-white-house/history

Smithsonian Institution Building: “The Castle,” as it is known, is one of the oldest-looking buildings around the Mall 
even though it was not built until the late 1840s. Architect James Renwick, Jr. author of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in 
New York, designed it in the Norman style, which is a combination of late Romanesque and early Gothic motifs. 
The building features the permanent exhibition, “America’s Treasure Chest,” and serves as administrative head-
quarters for the Smithsonian Institution. The Smithsonian Institution is the world’s largest museum and research 
complex, with 19 museums and galleries, 9 research centers, and the National Zoological Park.
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Lincoln Memorial: History remembers President Abraham Lincoln as the man who saved the Union. It is 
not surprising, then, that the central chamber of the Lincoln Memorial contains the following inscription:  “In 
this temple, as in the hearts of the people for whom he saved the Union, the memory of Abraham Lincoln is 
enshrined forever.”  The seated statue of Abraham Lincoln weighs 175 tons and is 19 feet tall and 19 feet 
wide. The memorial, designed in a classical style by architect Henry Bacon, was dedicated on May 30, 1922. 
A virtual tour of the Memorial can be taken on the NPS website: http://www.nps.gov/featurecontent/ncr/linc/
interactive/deploy/index.htm#/introduction

The Thomas Jefferson Memorial commemorates America’s third president. Built in the neoclassical style and 
modeled on the Roman Pantheon, it is a circular edifice with colonnaded facade. Architect John Russell Pope 
designed the memorial and sculptor Rudolph Evans made the colossal, bronze statue of a standing Thomas 
Jefferson in the early 1940s. The 19-foot tall statue weighing “only” 5 tons occupies the central position inside 
the Memorial.
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The Purposes of the National Mall
In the “Foundation Statement for the National 
Mall and Pennsylvania Avenue National Historic 
Park” we read that 

“The purposes of the National Mall & Memorial 
Parks are to: 

- Preserve, interpret, and manage federal park 
lands in the national capital on the land delin-
eated by the L’Enfant plan and the 1902 Senate 
Park Improvement Plan (commonly referred to 
as the McMillan plan), including green spaces, 
vistas, monuments, memorials, statues, historic
sites, cultural landscapes, and natural and rec-
reation areas. (Source: L’Enfant and McMil-
lan plans, Potomac Park 1897 legislation, NPS 
Organic Act, 1933 act transferring D.C. parks 
to NPS administration, and other implementing 
legislation.)

- Preserve places where important events in 
U.S. history occurred (e.g., Ford’s Theater, the 
Petersen House, Pennsylvania Avenue).

-  Provide opportunities for visitor contemplation,
celebration, commemoration, citizen participa-
tion, recreation, and demonstration, where the 
full expression of the constitutional rights of 
speech and peaceful assembly occur. (Source: 
DC Circuit Court, U.S. Code, and Code of Fed-
eral Regulations.)

- Maintain space for the symbols and icons of our 
nation and its ideals (e.g., equality, freedom, and 
democracy). (Source: Commemorative Works 
Act as amended, DC Circuit Court.)

- Washington, D.C. is more than the seat of gov-
ernment and residence of nearly one million citi-
zens. It is a second home to every American, and 
the symbol of this nation to the world. (Source: 
House Congressional Record October 14, 1972, 
p. 36439 related to 1972 Pennsylvania Avenue 
Development Corporation Act,
Public Law 92-578.)

War Memorials

Vietnam Veteran Memorial

Korean Veterans Memorial

World War II Memorial



Win a Prize!  
September 2012 CONTEST

What is the name of the archi-
tect who designed a city plan of 

Washington D.C.?  

Send the answer 
(with your home address) to: 

zoom@usinfo.pl

Deadline: October 5

Win a Prize!  
 

The answer to the August 
contest was: 

Jasper Johns
 

 Thank you for participating
 

The winners are:
Agnieszka from Czestochowa, 
Dorota from Legionowo and 
Dominika from Pielgrzymowice

 
CONGRATULATIONS

The prizes will be sent to you by 
mail.

Zoom is online at
www.usinfo.pl/zoom/

 
Free subscription

Write to: zoom@usinfo.pl
 

Contact us at
zoom@usinfo.pl

 
American Information 

Resource Center
Krakow

Konsulat Generalny USA
ul. Stolarska 9, 
31-043 Krakow

KrakowAIRC@state.gov
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Exercise 2: Grammar: Articles 

The National Mall is the venue of many events, some of which are an-
nual. Read the text from the america.gov website which describes the 
2008 Book Reading event held on the National Mall. Put appropriate 
articles in the text where missing. 

... (1) book festival, held on ... (2) National Mall each year, featured 
more than 70 authors and illustrators from many different literary 
genres, including children and teens, fiction, mystery, biography, his-
tory and home and family. James Billington, ... (3) 13th librarian of Con-
gress, welcomed participants to “celebrate our shared love of reading” 
on America’s front lawn, ... (4) nickname for ... (5) National Mall, which 
stretches out from the U.S. Capitol and has ... (6) large expanse of 
grass.

Activity Page

Exercise 3:  Speaking

Work in a group of up to 4 students. Choose one of the sites located 
on the National Mall and prepare a short presentation about it. Check 
printed or electronic sources to include some facts about its construc-
tion, purpose, etc. Deliver the presentation and take any questions your 
colleagues might have about your site. 

Exercise 1

True or False:

1. The National Mall was originally planned as a street.

2. The Washington Monument is the tallest bronze obelisk in the city of 
Washington.

3. Thomas Jefferson was the next president after George Washington.

4. Abraham Lincoln is remembered as the man who saved the Union.

5. Smithsonian Institution doesn’t have any museums on the National 
Mall.

6. The National Mall was the venue of civil rights demonstrations.

Like Zoom in on America on Facebook
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Zoom-in-on-America/55275357401

Exercise 4:  Writing

Using the information included in the main article, write a paragraph of 
up to 400 words recommending to your friend what to see on the Mall. 
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The Washington Monument


