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With their construction in 1861, the Civil War Defenses of Washington transformed the idea of 
protection and the experience of open space in Washington, DC. The defenses’ 37 miles of forts, 
trenches, batteries, and embattlements cut into the agricultural landscape, reinforcing battle lines in the 
Civil War even as they shored up the centralized power of the capital. The CWDW’s sites and sightlines 
are fairly preserved today, but they are at the edge of the city’s consciousness as much as its physical 
boundaries.  
 
Encircling the city of Washington, DC, the Civil War Defenses of Washington were both the continuation 
of—and a notable departure from—the tradition of fortification in the United States.  While many of the 
country’s early town plans capitalized on the sense of American openness, other settlements began as 
forts. Adapting the tradition of the Old World’s medieval settlements to the new threats of the New 
World, these towns—and later cities—eventually grew beyond the walls of their garrisons, sometimes 
leaving their imprint on the towns’ urban patterns and development (as in New York City). 
 
In a new century and faced with increasing threats, the District of Columbia required new defense 
tactics. In the years after the American Revolution, the sense of a looming external threat receded as 
the United States government established its capital. Pierre L’Enfant’s plan for the city, laid out in 1791, 
grounded this newfound sense of formality and grandeur in a network of sweeping boulevards and open 
spaces. 
 
Within just twenty years, that very openness and sense of ease became Washington’s liability during the 
War of 1812. Unprotected by any peripheral defenses, and developed by a country that thought the 
need for such protection was past, the city quickly fell into the hands of the British Army. As Washington 
burned in August of 1814, remnants of buildings and urban fabric that were once proud symbols of the 
new republic stood as reminders of the destruction caused by an invading imperial army.  
 
The decades after the War of 1812 saw the city rebuild, but as civil war approached, the atmosphere in 
Washington was one of apprehension and uncertainty. The threat this time was internal, rather than 
external, and the Union leaders wanted to reinforce Washington, DC, as both a symbolic and strategic 
center for the nation. Military officers had learned from the combat losses of 1812, and city officials 
wished to avoid the demoralizing psychological damage of that war as well. Washington, DC could no 
longer go unprotected, and its open space should serve a tactical, and not simply a ceremonial, cause. 
 
The District’s geographic location in the middle of the Eastern Seaboard was an asset in the early years 
of the Republic. The city was carved out of the territory of its neighboring states, establishing the federal 
capital as the geographic and governmental center of the new nation. In the wake of the Battle of Fort 
Sumter, however, the city’s position became a liability. Washington was surrounded by the southern 
state of Virginia and the southern sympathizer state of Maryland, with just Fort Washington (twelve 
miles south of the city) as protection. Having long shared a Southern consciousness with these 
neighboring states, the District was now vulnerable to attacks on all sides from Southern troops. As 
President Lincoln called for volunteer soldiers on April 15, 1861, for military offensives, his Union 
commanders quickly began to put in place a system of military defenses to act as deterrents. 
 
The ring of high terrain was the clear target for the city’s military officials. Working swiftly in the early 
months of 1861, they bought, seized, and confiscated the agricultural land for military posts and 
battlements. By the end of 1861, a 37-mile ring of battlements, trenches, rifle pits, and military roads 
encircled the capital on land that was, until recently, private farmland. The move was an emphatic signal 
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to both the area landowners and the South’s commanders that federal power would supersede 
individuals’ property rights in the fight to protect and preserve the Union. 
 
Although only a few fortifications saw real combat—including Fort Stevens’ role in the 1864 offensive by 
General Jubal Early—the Civil War Defenses of Washington’s site and significance during the war 
continued to influence the city’s post-war development. In addition to their symbolic role in the Union’s 
victory and survival, the forts had a more tangible impact on the growth and settlement of Washington. 
Escaped slaves from the South saw the forts as protection for both the capital city and for themselves. 
 
By 1863, thousands of former slaves had claimed their freedom in the District.  In response to the 
mounting tensions between the escaped slaves and the city’s Union troops, a new federal policy in 
August of 1861 classified the freed slaves as “contraband” of the war. Under the “contraband” law, 
escaped slaves could earn their official emancipation if they worked for the Union army—including 
helping to construct and maintain the city’s fortifications.  Their contributions were so significant that a 
civil engineer associated with the construction of the forts, Edward Frost, wrote that “Without the 
contrabands’ numbers and labor, the defenses would not have been as successful as they were.”1 Many 
former slaves established settlements close to the forts, laying foundations for subsequent African 
American neighborhoods in the city.  These settlement patterns are still evident in the demographics of 
the city’s development, leaving an imprint of the forts’ physical forms as well as their social impact in 
Washington.  
 
By the 1890s, the ring of forts was largely abandoned and cultural memory of the sites in the adjacent 
neighborhoods had gradually worn away.  It was not until 1902, as part of the McMillan Plan, that city 
officials began to debate the restoration and preservation of the forts—with a new use as parks.  Named 
after Senator James McMillan of Michigan, the plan was spearheaded by the United States Senate Park 
Commission, founded in 1900.  With roots in the City Beautiful Movement, the McMillan Plan sought to 
realize sections of the city’s original L’Enfant plan that had never been implemented. Hoping to renew 
areas of the city that were by then overlooked and undervalued, McMillan scheme sought in part to 
create a parkway connecting the Civil War forts of DC as a chain of public parkland.  This proposed 
scheme was promoted not only as a way to preserve the forts and their history, but also as a critical 
move to secure necessary public green space for the city.  After the initial enthusiasm for the plan, 
however, the ensuing 45 years of land acquisition hurdles and rising construction costs ultimately led to 
the project’s demise in 1947. 
 
Though never fully realized, the parkway initiative paved the way for other preservation initiatives and 
public investment in the forts.  By the mid-20th century, these remnants of a civil war that divided the 
country took on new social value as federal parks and public space for DC and its regional neighbors. 
During the New Deal programs of the 1930s, the Civilian Conservation Corps undertook the 
reconstruction of Fort Stevens and the preservation of Forts Bunker Hill and DuPont. Several civic 
associations formed to advocate for the other forts’ preservation as well, emphasizing their significance 
as both historic sites and public assets. In their transition from charged battleground to circumferential 
greenway, the Civil War Defenses of Washington became part of the city’s historic, civic, social, and 
environmental infrastructure. 
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