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HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY 

 

Addendum to 

HECHT’S COMPANY WAREHOUSE 

 

 

Location:   1401 New York Avenue, NE, Washington, DC. 

 

The coordinates for the Hecht‘s Company Warehouse are 76.9843 W and 

38.9152 N, and they were obtained through Google Maps in November 

2014 with, it is assumed, NAD 1983. There is no restriction on the release 

of the locational data to the public. 

 

Date: Construction of the Hecht‘s Company Warehouse on New York Avenue 

was completed in 1937. In 1948 and again in 1961 the building was 

expanded, and those additions blended with the original Art Deco style 

structure. A one-story addition came in 1986. 

 

Architect:  Abbott, Merkt & Co. 

 

Significance: Architecturally the Hecht‘s Company Warehouse is a landmark of modern 

design. The building embraces the Art Deco style and is the embodiment 

of the spirit of streamline modernism popular during the inter-war period. 

Known for its sleek glazed brick exterior, glass block, and crown of light, 

the Hecht‘s Company Warehouse made an aesthetic statement equal to the 

business force behind it. The retailing magnet known as the Hecht 

Company celebrated 40 years in 1936 and expanded its operations with 

the New York Avenue site. The warehouse sat on a nexus of 

transportation, including rail-lines and roadways, and in the heart of a 

Washington, DC, neighborhood known as Ivy City. 

 

 While the interior of the warehouse is a study in reinforced concrete and 

mushroom columnar supports, the internal focus for storage and 

workshops and for accommodating deliveries and distribution of 

merchandise did little to support Ivy City. The neighborhood fabric 

remains a mixture of light industry and residential buildings, just as it was 

when Hecht‘s arrived, and this study examines the dichotomy of a modern 

icon amidst age-old struggles for community preservation and renewal. 

 

Historian:   Rebecca Summer, HABS, Sally Kress Tompkins Fellow, 2014. 

 

Project Information:  The Sally Kress Tompkins Fellowship is jointly sponsored by the Society 

of Architectural Historians (SAH) and the Historic American Buildings 

Survey (HABS). The fellowship supports new research for the HABS 

collection at the Library of Congress, and adds scholarship on often 

understudied topics to the architectural archive. For summer 2014, HABS 
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is grateful to the Art Deco Society of Washington, the DC SHPO, 

McCullough Construction, and Douglas Development for their assistance 

and encouragement of the study. 
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The Hecht Company Warehouse and Ivy City: 1870-2014 

I. Introduction 

Ask Washington DC commuters what the Hecht Company warehouse is, and they‘ll 

describe a gleaming brick and glass structure along New York Avenue, whose tower signals the 

arrival to Washington from Maryland to the east. It is a place seen in passing, the letters THE 

HECHT CO. spanning the fifth story, reminding middle-class consumers of department store 

visits of their youth. Ask these commuters what Ivy City is, and they‘ll vaguely recall the name 

as the destination of Metrobus lines around central DC. They probably would not connect these 

buses to Hecht‘s, though if they rode them to the routes‘ ends, they would be deposited at the 

door of their commuting landmark. The Hecht Company warehouse sits in the heart of the Ivy 

City neighborhood. Designed in the late 1930s to be a modern warehouse, an exemplar of Art 

Deco design, and a corporate advertisement seen from afar by passing commuters, it has become 

embedded in the local relations of Ivy City over the last seventy-five years, taking on a new 

symbolic role as a signal of neighborhood change. 

 

 Prominently located in northeast Washington, the Hecht Company warehouse has three 

main sections: the 1937 original structure, a 1948 addition to the south, and a 1961 addition to 

the west. The L-shaped building is distinguished by its glimmering exterior. The first floor 

façade, made of glazed black and yellow brick, features rectangular patterns. On upper stories, 

bands of glazed brick alternate with bands of glass block, which are punctuated with evenly-

spaced steel casement windows. Facing the street intersection at the northwest corner, the front 

entrance has a curved hood and is flanked by glass block panels. It forms the base of a quarter-
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round tower, which culminates in an elaborate, geometric glass block rooftop crown. The west- 

and north-facing facades of the building curve in at either side of the tower, accentuating its 

shape and crown.   

 Loading bays and rolling steel doors line the first floor of the south-facing side, and the 

façade, which cannot be seen from New York Avenue, is less ornamental; instead of shining 

bands of glass block and glazed brick, steel casement windows interrupt pale brick.  A 

connecting one-story 1986 addition, made of unadorned concrete block, has been demolished. 

The interior of the warehouse is also sparse. Evenly-spaced concrete mushroom columns cover 

each floor, supporting concrete slab floors. Interior walls are made of brick in the original section 

and concrete block in newer sections. Sunlight enters the building through the glass block walls, 

evenly illuminating the interior perimeter.
1
  

 Since its construction, architects, engineers, department store executives, and historians 

have celebrated the Hecht Company warehouse for its aesthetics, materials, and function.
2
 

Architectural historians have praised it as an Art Deco masterpiece, specifically as a model of 

late 1930s Streamline Modern design. The building is an early example of widespread use of 

glass block, a relatively new building material in the late 1930s, and has been cited repeatedly for 

its role in making the material popular. Following its erection, retail and design professionals 

looked to Hecht‘s as an example of how to successfully locate a warehouse near transportation 

networks, and how construct a warehouse to accommodate future change and expansion. 

Looking back, historians recognize the building for its role in contributing to the retail and 

                                                        
1
 For a more detailed physical description of the Hecht Company warehouse, see section V. The Hecht Company 

Warehouse: 1936-1986 
2
 Section V. The Hecht Company Warehouse: 1936-1986 provides a more detailed account of the praise that the 

building has received over the years. 
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economic heritage of Washington DC. For these reasons, the DC Historic Preservation Review 

Board designated the Hecht Company warehouse a DC landmark in 1992, and it was listed on 

the National Register of Historic Places in 1994. As the National Register nomination form‘s 

Statement of Significance states, ―The significance of the Hecht Company Warehouse is tied to 

its innovative Streamline Modern architecture, early and extensive use of glass block, and 

importance to the city‘s economic heritage.‖
3
 Though not officially, the building is also widely 

recognized as a landmark for thousands of Washington DC commuters, who see the building as a 

gateway to the city.  

 While Hecht‘s has been nationally acknowledged for its design, materials, and function, 

and is regionally known as a commuting landmark, less is known about the building‘s local 

significance. Hecht‘s is located in the heart of Ivy City, a neighborhood with a long history of its 

own. Since the early 1870s, Ivy City has been home to a small, low-income, struggling but 

vibrant African American community. In this small neighborhood‘s past are the stories of 

changes in transportation, industry, economics, environment, and race relations in Washington 

DC. The Hecht Company warehouse, as a neighbor, place of employment, historic landmark, and 

attraction for developers, is central to these stories. It is part of Ivy City‘s past, just as Ivy City is 

part of its past. Over many years, the conditions within the residential community fostered a built 

environment in which the Hecht Company warehouse could succeed.  

 

 

 

                                                        
3
 Jerry Stockbridge, ―The Hecht Company Warehouse,‖ National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, 

1994.  
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II. The Hecht Company’s Early Years: 1857-1936  

In the late nineteenth century, shopping in American cities was changing. As urban areas 

grew rapidly with new populations arriving from rural hinterlands and abroad, they became 

denser, and the daily operations of shopping for household goods and clothing became 

consolidated in downtown areas. At the turn of the twentieth century, many residents still 

patronized smaller dry goods retailers and local tailors or craftsmen, but middle and upper class 

consumers increasingly concentrated their shopping at large downtown department stores. These 

stores, which mostly started out as small dry goods, women‘s apparel, or wholesale stores, began 

to dominate the market.
4
 Unlike the smaller stores, department stores offered a variety of 

goods—everything from apparel to furniture. They also offered unprecedented service; shopping 

in downtown department stores with elevator operators, maids, and saleswomen behind each 

counter, or having a department store delivery cart pull up to one‘s private residence, were 

experiences which afforded a sense of status to consumers. 

In Washington DC, the Hecht Company was one of a handful of major department stores. 

Founded in Baltimore by Jewish immigrant Samuel Hecht in 1857, Hecht‘s was originally a 

retail store. The business grew rapidly, and by 1861, Samuel and his sons Moses and Alexander 

had expanded to more than eight family-run businesses in Baltimore. In 1896, the Hecht brothers 

opened their first department store in Washington DC, located at Seventh and F streets.
5
 Over the 

next several decades, the store became a prominent downtown employer and a destination for a 

solidly middle class consumer base. It reached a market that could not afford the nearby 

Garfinckle‘s or Woodward & Lothrop department stores, but that was willing to pay more than 

                                                        
4
 Frank M. Mayfield, The Department Store Story (New York: Fairchild Publications, Inc. 1949), 36-40.  

5
 Michael J. Lisicky, Woodward & Lothrop: A Store Worthy of the Nation’s Capital (Charleston: The History Press, 

2013), 55-56. 
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prices at discount stores. As one former Woodward & Lothrop, or Woodies, spokesperson said, 

―Garfinckle‘s was more staid and was seen as ‗the mother of the bride.‘ Woodies was the bride, 

and Hecht‘s was the bridesmaid.‖
6
 Aside from its white and blue collar customers of moderate 

income, Hecht‘s set itself apart by its credit-based business, satisfaction guarantee with a one-

price system, and steady merchandising campaigns.
7
  

Like other department stores, Hecht‘s relied on a reputation of service—the ease of 

shopping at the department store and the speed of delivery—to retain and grow its customer 

base. Yet a growing pool of patrons also presented a problem for stores: as more deliveries to 

customer homes became necessary, idling delivery carts and horses clogged the already-

congested downtown streets, blocking the entrances to stores and creating a terrible downtown 

traffic. When motor vehicles began to replace horses and carts for deliveries after 1910, 

department store deliverymen were able to make more trips in one day and travel farther 

distances, augmenting the companies‘ ability to sell and deliver more.
8
 While some companies 

looked to collaborate for cooperative or consolidated delivery options as a way to save space and 

cost, many viewed delivery as integral to advertising and maintaining a store‘s identity.
9
 Hunley 

Abbott, one of the founders of Abbott, Merkt & Company, the New York architectural firm that 

designed many department stores and warehouses, including Hecht‘s, wrote in 1936 that 

customers had come to expect delivery as a part of a store‘s performance. He explained, ―some 

stores spared no expense to have the most attractive delivery equipment on the streets….The 

                                                        
6
 Ibid., 51. 

7
 Ibid., 56;  

8
 Richard Longstreth, The American Department Store Transformed: 1920-1960 (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2010), 62; Hunley Abbott, ―Delivery,‖ in Twenty-Five Years of Retailing (National Retail Dry Goods 

Association, 1936), 128-134. 
9
 Mayfield, The Department Store Story, 159. 



ADDENDUM TO 

HECHT‘S COMPANY WAREHOUSE 

HABS No. DC-862 

(page 8) 

 

 
 

store that failed to put on a good show was simply passé.‖
10

 Despite the potential benefits of 

delivery trucks as mobile advertisements, more deliveries also increased the amount loading time 

at downtown stores, again contributing to congested streets. Some stores sought to resolve traffic 

problems and merchandise exposure to inclement weather and street theft by moving delivery 

procedures inside.
11

 However, this only exacerbated interior congestion; department stores, 

which continued to dominate the retail market and compete with each other, were already finding 

it difficult to store enough bulky merchandise like furniture on-site, where it took up valuable 

sales and circulation space.   

Department stores solved these problems by moving delivery and storage functions to 

spaces off-site. Many stores rented floors of nearby loft buildings or purchased existing 

warehouses, although some companies constructed their own multi-story warehouses nearby.
12

 

Strawbridge & Clothier of Philadelphia was one of the first to build a purpose-built warehouse 

just two blocks from its store in 1901.
13

 Whether these spaces were entire buildings or floors, old 

or new, they were all located within close proximity to downtown stores to allow easy transfer of 

goods. By the 1920s, even off-site storage spaces downtown had become a problem. As 

department stores continued to expand, they had to acquire multiple small storage spaces to 

accommodate not just merchandise storage, but also repair workshops, delivery loading and 

unloading, and even employee amenities like cafeterias. In Washington, Hecht‘s opened a loft 

storage space across the street from its flagship store in 1933, but within a year had to lease two 

                                                        
10

 Abbott, ―Delivery,‖ 128. 
11

 Longstreth, The American Department Store Transformed, 62. 
12

 Ibid., 64-65. 
13

 Ibid., 67. For more discussion of early department store locations and examples, see Longstreth, ―Chapter 3: 

Service Beyond the Stores‖ in The American Department Store Transformed, 61-81. 
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more small warehouses.
14

 As downtowns grew, the land on which these storage spaces sat 

became increasingly expensive, and the cost of renting multiple downtown warehouse spaces 

proved to be prohibitive. 

Department stores needed a new, affordable system that could accommodate the essential 

functions of storage, repair, and delivery while allowing downtown stores to continue running 

smoothly. The solution was to move these functions to stand-alone, large warehouses on cheap 

empty land. Here, activities could be consolidated in one space with opportunity for expansion if 

the need arose. Delivery trucks could have large lots for loading and unloading, and they would 

not have to compete with downtown traffic. Of course, implementing this solution was not as 

easy as finding large empty plots far away from downtown. The warehouses still needed easy 

access to downtown stores and to customer homes for delivery, and so connecting warehouses to 

existing transportation infrastructure was essential. R.H. Tatlow III, the president of the 

architectural firm Abbott, Merkt & Company, which designed the Hecht Company warehouse 

and many others, reflected on years of expertise in locating warehouses in an address to the 

National Retail Dry Goods Association in 1947. He explained that department store warehouses 

needed easy access to highways and railroads as well as ample surrounding land to be used for 

employee parking and future expansion.
15

  

Between 1922 and 1931, department stores across the country built at least forty large, 

remote-site, purpose-built service facilities. Because the department store warehouse was a new 

building type, it became common for architects and department store executives to share best 

                                                        
14

 ―Hecht‘s, Washington,‖ Women’s Wear Daily, 29 June 1933, 23 in Longstreth, The American Department Store 

Transformed, 70.  
15

 R.H. Tatlow III, ―Planning a Modern Warehouse for Department Stores,‖ address to National Retail Dry Goods 

Association, 9 April 1947. Richard H. Tatlow III Professional Papers, Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, 

Columbia University. 
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practices. Many department store executives relied on the same architectural firms that designed 

their stores, and representatives of these firms often visited recently built warehouse facilities to 

learn and get ideas.
16

 In the 1920s, Women’s Wear Daily and other retail industry publications 

also became valuable repositories for examples of successful warehouses and recommendations 

for future construction.
 17

 In Washington, Lansburgh‘s and Kann‘s were the first department 

stores to built stand-along warehouses, in 1923 and 1925 respectively.
18

 Between 1936 and 1941, 

at least fourteen more were department store warehouses built in the country, including the 

Hecht Company Warehouse.
19

 

In 1936, the Hecht Company bought a plot of land from the R. Marbury Stamp Real 

Estate Company in northeast, Washington DC at the corner of Fenwick Street and New York 

Avenue, the main thoroughfare between Washington and Baltimore.
20

 Located two and a half 

miles from the downtown store along the newly-paved New York Avenue, which ran parallel to 

lines of both the Baltimore & Ohio and the Pennsylvania Railroad, the site was perfectly suited 

to connect to the flagship store and to customer homes by road or rail. Here, Hecht‘s would build 

a one million dollar warehouse that would consolidate the activities of its three smaller 

                                                        
16

 Longstreth, The American Department Store Transformed, 76. 
17

 For a sample of articles about department store warehouses, see ―Warehousing Answers Store‘s Delivery and 

Space Needs.‖ Women’s Wear Daily, July 3, 1926, 10; Clothier, Strawbridge &. ―New Service Station Facilitates 

Delivery.‖ Store Chat 22, no. January (1929): 5; ―Store Handles 75% of Merchandise Through Warehouse.‖ 

Women’s Wear Daily, April 17, 1926, 10; ―Scientific Service Building Speeds Delivery, Saves Space.‖ Women’s 

Wear Daily, October 2, 1926, 1; ―$1,000,000 Warehouse of May Co., Cleveland, Possesses Numerous 

Advantageous Features.‖ Women’s Wear Daily, February 25, 1928 
18

 Richard Longstreth, ―Chapter II: Hecht Company Warehouse: Going Beyond the Obvious,‖ in History on the 

Line: Testimony in the Cause of Preservation  (Ithaca: N.Y.: Historic Urban Plans and the National Council for 

Preservation Education, 1998) 20. 
19

Longstreth, The American Department Store Transformed, 68;  
20

 ―Million Dollar Year Reported by Stamp Firm,‖ The Washington Post, 23 February 1936. 
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warehouses and would house storage space, work rooms, and delivery systems on ten acres of 

floor space spread across six stories and a basement.
21

  

The land was not occupied when Hecht‘s bought it. Stretching to the intersection of New 

York Avenue and West Virginia Avenue to the east were other empty lots owned by real estate 

firms. Within the preceding four years, the land on the blocks immediately to the west had been 

filled with small industrial operations, including the Miller Casket Company, Beitzell & 

Company Beverages, and the Washington Milk Bottle Exchange, Incorporated.
22

 The largest 

establishment was the Greyhound Bus Terminal, built just the year before. Besides these few 

buildings, all land to the south and west of Hecht‘s, as far as Mount Olivet Road and West 

Virginia Avenue, was divided into residential lots or was open land owned by the R. Marbury 

Stamp Company. Beyond Mount Olivet Road to the west was the Columbia Institution for the 

Deaf and Dumb, now called Gallaudet University, and the Mount Olivet Cemetery sat south of 

West Virginia Avenue. To the north of Hecht‘s new land, across New York Avenue, the 

Baltimore & Ohio (B&O) and the Pennsylvania (PRR) railroads culminated in a collection of 

spurs and a railroad roundhouse.
23

 This small triangular area bound by Mount Olivet Road, West 

Virginia Avenue, and New York Avenue, within which Hecht‘s now owned a central plot, was 

called Ivy City. (Fig. 1.) 

 

                                                        
21

 ―Plans Drawn for Hecht Co.'s New Warehouse,‖ The Washington Post, 12 January 1936; ―Contract is Signed for 

$1,000,000 Hecht Co. Warehouse,‖ The Washington Post, 3 July 1936.  
22

 District of Columbia Building Permits database, Washingtoniana Room, MLK Library, Washington, DC. 
23

 G.W. Baist, Baist's real estate atlas of surveys of Washington, District of Columbia, map (Philadelphia: 1936), 

from Kiplinger Research Library, Washington DC; ―[Aerial view southeast from New York Avenue NE over the 

Hecht‘s Warehouse],‖ photograph, 1938, from Kiplinger Research Library, Washington DC: Aero Services 

Photograph Collection; ―View southwest across New York Avenue NE over the Hecht‘s Warehouse To the 

Capitol,‖ photograph, 1938, from Kiplinger Research Library, Washington DC: Aero Services Photograph 

Collection. 
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III. Ivy City’s Early Years: 1872-1930 

Though still full of open fields and empty plots when Hecht‘s bought land in 1936, Ivy 

City had already existed and experienced changes for decades. In 1873, a Georgetown lawyer 

and real estate developer named Frederick Jones bought land in the southwest portion of Ivy 

City, just north of the Washington Line of the B&O Railroad, which was located where West 

Virginia Avenue is today.
24

 Jones divided his parcel into 205 lots, each about thirty feet wide and 

100 feet deep.
25

 The Washington Line made a local stop at Ivy City, but despite the direct link to 

downtown Washington, population growth was slow in the 1870s.
26

 By 1880, only fifteen 

detached, small, wood-frame houses sprinkled the area, home to fourteen African American and 

four white families.
27

  

While the B&O train station did not spawn residential growth in the 1870s, Ivy City 

began to grow in the 1880s with the arrival of the National Fair grounds and Ivy City racetrack. 

In 1879, the National Fair Association paid approximately $21,000 for 152 acres of land just 

northwest of the residential area, where New York Avenue and the Hecht Company Warehouse 

are today.
28

 On September 2, 1879, when President Rutherford Hayes led the groundbreaking 

ceremony at the Stewart mansion, which would be the site of the racetrack‘s club house, the land 

between the Ivy City station and the future fairgrounds was hilly and described as ―a damp, 

                                                        
24

 Brian Kraft, ―Ivy City: Washington‘s First Railroad Suburb,‖ DC North, May 2004; Rand, McNally & Co.’s 

Business Atlas of Washington, D.C., map, (Rand, McNally & Co: 1893), Kiplinger Research Library, Washington 

DC: Kiplinger Washington Collection. 
25

 Kraft, ―Ivy City,‖ 2004. 
26

 J.T. Odell, ―Baltimore & Ohio Railroad Company: List of Officers, Agents, Stations, Sidings and Distances, 

Issued September 1
st
, 1889,‖ reprinted in Herbert H. Harwood, Jr., Impossible Challenge II: Baltimore to 

Washington and Harpers Ferry from 1828-1994 (Baltimore: Barnard, Roberts & Co. Inc., 1994), 380. 
27

 Kraft, ―Ivy City,‖ 2004. 
28

 Ibid. 
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meadow bottom.‖
29

 Over the next month, over four hundred men with 125 horses and carts 

leveled the ground to construct the racetrack, and hundreds of mechanics worked to build the 

300‘ x 100‘ main brick building with a cupola and bandstand.
30

 By October 28, the opening day 

of the fairgrounds, workmen were still leveling ground, erecting fencing around the race track, 

constructing carriage ways, and finishing the poultry, kennel, aviary, and art buildings. However, 

the race track, main building, a 200‘ x 75‘ agricultural hall, stables, and machinery hall were 

ready for the public.
31

 The morning of the opening day featured a four-mile long parade from 

downtown to the fairgrounds, with highlights including the Marine Band, the DC fire and police 

departments, floats from civic associations around the city, and representatives from different 

trades and businesses including butchers and thirteen brewers.
32

 For those arriving directly at the 

race track for President Hayes‘s welcome or races throughout the day, the B&O ran special 

hourly trains to the Ivy City station. It was estimated that between 10,000 and 15,000 people 

attended the opening day at the fairgrounds.
33

  

Over the next decade, the racetrack saw five races per day, was home to the Washington 

Jockey Club, and was the site of some of the best horse racing in the country.
34

 The National Fair 

Association continued to make improvements to the area, adding a hotel in 1881, and grading 

                                                        
29

 ―Ceremonies at Ivy City. Mr. Hayes Breaks Ground for the Approaching Fair,‖ The Washington Post, 3 

September 1879.  
30

 ―Pushing the Work Ahead, The Washington Post 19 August 1879. 
31

 ―The Opening Day: Preparations to Properly Observe the Fair Inauguration,‖ The Washington Post, 28 October 

1879; Tanya Edwards Beauchamp, ―The Alexander Crummell School,‖ National Register of Historic Places 

Registration Form, 2003; Proctor, John Clagett, ―In Historic Ivy City,‖ The Sunday Star, 31 March 1946.  
32

 ―The Opening Day,‖ 1879; Proctor, ―In Historic Ivy City,‖ 1946.  
33

 ―A Good Beginning: The National Fair Formally Inaugurated Yesterday,‖ The Washington Post, 29 October 

1979. For a detailed account of the 1879 National Fair grounds, see Elizabeth J. Miller, ―Dreams of Being the 

Capital of Commerce: The National Fair of 1879,‖ Records of the Columbia Historical Society, Washington, D.C., 

51 (1984): 71-82. 
34

 Edward Scanlon, ―Race Betting Move Recalls Ivy City and Benning, Tracks Rich in Lore of Turf, The 

Washington Post, 1 April 1934.  
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roads and adding buildings in 1888.
35

 The tracks, which regularly had attendance in the 

thousands, attracted members of Washington‘s high society. An 1890 Washington Post article 

titled ―Fashion at Ivy City‖ described the crowd at the race tracks: ―Everything seemed 

propitious for the airing of new gowns, dainty head-gear, and brilliant racing parasols. This was 

an incentive for all the high lights in society to be present.‖
36

 According to an article in The 

Washington Post in 1934 reflecting on the races, the crowd at the Ivy City track differed from 

other race tracks where the attendees represented a mix of all classes; at Ivy City, ―Washington‘s 

best people went there, and it‘s worst. There was no in-between attendance.‖ Many of the 

jockeys at that time were African American, but there is no record of the racial make-up of the 

crowds.
37

  

The National Fair brought activity to residential Ivy City to the southwest, where horse 

dealers, trainers, and others involved with racing established along Fenwick Street.
38

 An 1883 

article in The Washington Post about a citywide housing shortage for single homes reported that 

twenty sites for small houses had been purchased in Ivy City.
39

 While wood-frame houses began 

to fill in empty lots along Jones‘s original streets during the racetrack‘s peak years, the land 

surrounding the residential enclave and the fairgrounds remained undeveloped. As the 1934 

Washington Post article about the races explained, ―It frequently transpired that a horse in which 

a bettor was keenly interested would disappear in the wood and be seen no more.‖
40

 A Rand 

McNally map from 1893 confirms the possibility of disappearing into the woods; it shows 

                                                        
35

 ―Improvements at Ivy City,‖ The Washington Post, 13 May 1881; ―Improving the Fair Grounds, The Washington 

Post, 9 August 1888.  
36

 ―Fashion at Ivy City,‖ The Washington Post, 2 May 1890. 
37

 Scanlon, ―Race Betting Move Recalls Ivy City and Benning,‖ 1934. 
38

 Kraft, ―Ivy City,‖ 2004. 
39

 ―Dwellings in Demand,‖ The Washington Post, 3 November 1883. 
40

 Scanlon, ―Race Betting Move Recalls Ivy City and Benning,‖ 1934. 



ADDENDUM TO 

HECHT‘S COMPANY WAREHOUSE 

HABS No. DC-862 

(page 15) 

 

 
 

undeveloped land surrounding the oval racetrack and small gridded residential section, with the 

exception of Mount Olivet Cemetery immediately south of the Washington Line, and the new 

small neighborhood of Montello immediately east of the racetrack. 
41

 

The fairground at Ivy City lasted just over fifteen years. In 1888, the National Fair 

Association decided to sell the Ivy City track because the association was carrying heavy debt.
42

 

The new Benning track opened farther outside the District in 1890 with a larger grandstand and a 

more oval as opposed to circular-shaped track.
43

 On January 14, 1890, Mr. James Lansburgh, 

representing a real estate syndicate, bought the entire Ivy City fairgrounds, including the 

racetrack, for $133,500. It seemed likely that the land would be subdivided for residential lots 

sometime in the future, but horsemen at Ivy City had been assured that the track would remain 

open for a while longer, despite the sale and opening of the Benning track.
44

 In July 1890, The 

Washington Post reported that ―the track will not be disturbed,‖ and an article from October that 

year reported that it was being used daily and was, according to the manager of the club house, 

―in better condition than ever.‖
45

  

Lansburgh sold part of the property to Howard P. Marshall of New York City, who 

subsequently sold it to the Ivy City Brick Company.
46

 The company became well established 

quickly, and even hosted members of the National Brick Manufacturer‘s Association in 1892.
47

 

                                                        
41
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By 1893, the Ivy City Brick Company owned the race track, and leased it to another syndicate 

for three years. However, a recent law prohibiting betting within a mile of the city limits and a 

fire destroying the club house made the resurgence of large-scale racing difficult.
48

 The brick 

company, which employed several hundred men and was the main employment center for Ivy 

City, also had a devastating fire in 1895. By 1897, the brick yard and racetrack were sold at 

auction.
49

  

Residential Ivy City continued to grow during the 1890s and early 1900s, despite these 

setbacks. Even with another fire that burned three houses and a lack of city services—residents 

asked local government for street grading, sidewalks, water facilities, a sewer system, and a new 

school—over 50 building permits were issued for new, small, wood-frame houses between 1888 

and 1907. These houses cost an average of approximately $620.00 to construct and ranged from 

approximately 350 to 720 square feet.
 50

  In 1896, one neighborhood request was granted with 

the construction of the single-story frame Ivy City School along the B&O right-of-way on 

Capitol Avenue between Providence and Fenwick Streets.
51

  

The biggest change for Ivy City came in 1907 when a reorganization of rail lines across 

the city forced the B&O Railroad to moved the Washington Line from its location south of Ivy 
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City, eliminating the Ivy City station and therefore the community‘s connection to downtown. 

Since 1873 when the Metropolitan Line of the B&O was added in Washington DC, the same 

year that Ivy City was founded, Washington‘s rail traffic had become more and more congested; 

by 1893, the B&O had 98 passenger trains coming in to Washington daily. The tracks were also 

increasingly dangerous for passengers and pedestrians, especially where they converged 

downtown. All trains had to reverse on a single-track wye and grade-level tracks occupied or 

crossed city streets. In addition, the small train station on New Jersey Avenue could not 

accommodate the volume of traffic from the B&O and Washington‘s other main rail line, the 

Pennsylvania Railroad (PRR). In 1901, Congress created the McMillan Park Commission to 

redesign downtown Washington as a monumental world capital; the Commission‘s first task was 

to address railroad traffic downtown, especially on the National Mall. Working within the City 

Beautiful movement, the Commission ultimately decided to build a grand gateway into the city, 

and in 1903, Congress authorized the construction of Union Station, which would consolidate 

traffic for both rail lines. Because the two companies entered Washington from different routes, 

they had to compromise, and one of B&O‘s concessions was moving its Washington Line from 

south to north of Ivy City. In the new location, it would run parallel to a Pennsylvania line on a 

new straightaway along what would become New York Avenue. These new lines cut directly 

through the former Ivy City fairgrounds, and set the stage for the B&O and PRR to jointly build 

and own a new large freight yard, team tracks, yard facilities, and twin roundhouses just north of 

New York Avenue, across from Ivy City.
52
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Residential Ivy City became more isolated after the closing of its local train station and 

construction of the new rail yard and tracks across New York Avenue. However, it did continue 

to grow in the nineteen teens, albeit slowly. Only a handful of new houses, now brick, were 

constructed between 1910 and 1919, but the community did build two churches and a new 

school. In 1911, the Alexander Crummell School replaced the former Ivy City School and 

opened at the intersection of Central Avenue and Gallaudet Street, north of existing buildings. It 

was named to honor Alexander Crummell, a prominent nineteenth century African American 

abolitionist who preached self-help, education and social change. Crummell was the founder and 

pastor of St. Luke‘s Episcopal Church, Washington‘s first independent black Episcopal church, 

near Logan Circle. The school was one of the first buildings designed by the city‘ municipal 

architect Snowden Ashford, who was appointed in 1909. Ashford designed the two-story 

building to fit within the eight-room neighborhood school plan developed by the Office of the 

Building Inspector, but he added distinctive brickwork and stone, tile, and stucco detail. Like all 

schools in Washington DC at the time, Crummell was a segregated school and was designated 

―colored.‖ Also like Washington schools designed in the early twentieth century, it had separate 

entrances for girls and boys; the words ―GIRLS‖ and ―BOYS‖ are etched in the southeast and 

northeast portico friezes. Ashford designed the school to be extended when needed, and the 

initial plans include an upper rear story, which was added in 1932.
53

 Over the next several 

decades, the Crummell School became the central community gathering place and focus of 

neighborhood efforts. Until desegregation in 1954, Crummell served the children of Ivy City and 

the African American children of the nearby Trinidad neighborhood. 
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The Ivy City Citizens Association was also founded in 1911 to support the school and 

lobby the Board of Education for improvements.
54

 During this time, the community was 

comprised of working class residents. A 1914 sample of residents on Capitol Street, Ivy City‘s 

main east-west residential street, shows the heads of households as laborers, clerks, shoe shiners, 

carpenters, drivers, and grocers.
55

 The area outside of the gridded residential area, where the 

Hecht‘s warehouse and other industrial buildings would be constructed later, was open land 

owned by the American Security & Trust Company.
56

  

Construction picked up again in the 1920s, when over thirty new brick dwellings were 

built. Unlike the earlier homes, which were owned mostly by individuals, the majority of brick 

dwellings erected in the 1920s were built by small-scale developers who owned multiple 

identical dwellings on the same block.
57

 These dwellings were larger, ranging from 420-1032 

square feet, and they cost an average of $3,482. Still, only the residential area of Ivy City had 

activity; the land to the east remained vacant, owned by the American Security & Travel 

Company.
58
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IV. Expansion of the Near Northeast: 1930s 

It was no coincidence that industry, including the Hecht Company warehouse, began 

arriving in Ivy City in the 1930s. Northeast Washington experienced a surge of growth after 

1930, when Center Market in downtown was cleared to make way for the National Archives 

building and a wave of other new federal buildings in what is now called Federal Triangle.
 59

 

Some Center Market vendors dispersed to existing smaller markets around the city, but others 

decided to move as a group to a new market in northeast Washington, just west of Ivy City 

between New York Avenue and Florida Avenue.
60

 The merchants chose this site for its 

proximity to downtown and accessibility from northern transportation networks. In 1928, aware 

that they would be forced to move, they wrote a letter to the District Commissioners explaining 

why they had chosen to acquire property in the northeast location:  

Situated north of the Union Station, the property is close to the two main railroads serving 

Washington, and we find that the majority of perishables reaching Washington by rail enter 

through the northern part of the city; that the overwhelming preponderance of materials 

coming in by motor truck reach the city most conveniently from the North and Northeast; 

that dressed meats from the West, coming in over short routes, strike the city from the North, 

and that the boxed staples come in almost entirely from the North.
61

 

 

The new market, known as the Union Terminal Market or Florida Avenue Market, as well as the 

grading of New York Avenue in 1931, laid the way for more large-scale industry to make its way 

east out of downtown and take advantage of road and rail access. As The Washington Post 
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reported in 1934, ―Opening up choice ground for industrial use, New York avenue northeast 

shows exceptional activity.‖
62

 

The arrival of industry was swift and strong in Ivy City after 1930. Whereas all new 

building in Ivy City during the 1920s had been residential dwellings, over half of new 

construction in the 1930s was for industrial buildings like warehouses, manufacturing plants, and 

storage facilities, and nearly 20 percent of construction was for gas stations.
63

 In 1936, the year 

Hecht‘s started construction on its warehouse, the American Security & Trust Company still 

owned one large parcel of land, between West Virginia Avenue, Okie Street, Sixteenth Street 

and Fenwick Street. However, the open area to the north of the residential section had been 

divided into grids by Kendall and Fenwick streets extending north from the residential area to 

New York Avenue, and by Okie street extending east to west. These new rectangular parcels 

were owned by R. Marbury Stamp, a trustee of the Youngsborough Syndicate, which 

spearheaded industrial development in Ivy City by bringing the Greyhound building, the Miller 

Casket Company, and the Washington Milk Bottle Exchange, Inc., along with several gas 

stations and other industries farther east on New York Avenue.
64

 By 1940, in addition to the 

Hecht Company Warehouse, the Ohio Chemical Manufacturing plant, Sanitary Grocery 

Company, Inc., Eastman Kodak Stores, Inc., and Washington Wholesale Liquor had established 

in Ivy City.
65

 

During this period of rapid industrial growth, the residential section of Ivy City to the 

southwest saw only a small increase in housing. Six new brick and tile dwellings were 
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constructed, five of which had the same owner and were identical, filling in the north side of a 

block of Capitol Avenue.
66

 The African American neighborhood was small and isolated but 

close-knit. Many residents who moved to the neighborhood in the 1920s and 30s had migrated 

from the American South to find work or to leave lives as sharecroppers in a deeply segregated 

region. Several residents were related, as large families migrated north together. Because 

everyone knew everyone else, there was a strong sense of trust and family. Romaine Thomas, 

who grew up in Ivy City in the 1930s recalled in 2006, ―When I grew up in this neighborhood, 

my family and I could name every family that lived here. It was like one big family. There was a 

lot of togetherness in terms of support from the school, support from the church and support 

from the home.‖ She remembered community events at the Crummell School, particularly the 

annual May Day celebration, and she recalled the active participation in the neighborhood 

association: ―Oh yes, my father, my mother, everybody practically in the community was a 

member of that civic association,‖
 
she said.

 67
 Marjorie Dean Jones, whose parents moved to Ivy 

City from South Carolina in the 1920s, also remembered her childhood in the 1930s: ―The 

families used to talk across the fences, stuff like that or when they're our sweeping off the steps 

or the sidewalk, that's when we used to go out and play.‖
68

 Former residents Alfred and 

Theodore Coates and Charlotte Tyner, all children in the late 1920s and 1930s, remembered 

neighborhood stores where residents bought food and goods on credit. It was a poor 

neighborhood, but there was a sense of trust within the community, which saw itself as one large 

family. Alfred remembered the store on Central Avenue: ―They had a little book at the store, 
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you‘d go and say, ‗Gimme that there, put that on my book,‘ and then payday… he had the whole 

neighborhood like that. That‘s the way they were surviving‖
69

 

Even with industrial development, Ivy City remained rural compared to much of 

Washington DC. Clifford Coulson, who moved to Ivy City as a child in 1942, remembered that 

―it was like moving to the country.‖ He recalled wild fruit, cherry and peach trees, blackberries, 

and space to run, play baseball, and ride bicycles.
70

 Remetter Freeman, born in Ivy City in 1930, 

remembered walking through the woods to get to junior high school, and Jones remembered: 

There were those frame houses on the hill, they had pear trees and apple trees. People had 

peach trees and there were woods and paths all around. Up where Gallaudet College is... all 

that back there was nothing but woods, and we picked blackberries and strawberries. And we 

just had a ball up there. And when it snowed we would come down that ally it was so slick 

and we would walk through the valley and pick up acorns.
71

 

 

Thomas also remembered the woods by Gallaudet, which were called Patterson Woods at that 

time, named for the former owner of the land.
72

  

Despite the proximity of the neighborhood to the industries sprouting around it, the new 

warehouses and storage buildings were not the main source of employment for Ivy City 

residents. This was likely due to discriminatory hiring practices of many companies; very few 

hired African American employees at the time. Instead, many Ivy City men worked for the 

railroads or as city trash collectors. The Coates brothers recalled that in the 1930s, ―Most 

everyone in this neighborhood worked for the government‖ as trash collectors. Their father and 
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uncle worked there, and Tyner also recalled that all of her brothers worked there.
73

 Women 

stayed at home, were cooks for white families, or worked at the Home Laundry nearby. Freeman 

remembered her parents in the 1930s: ―She worked at the Home Laundry where most of the 

women in Ivy City worked if they didn‘t work in the homes for the people. Most of them worked 

in the laundry and the men worked on the railroad.‖
74

 Of course, memories can be conflicting, 

and Romaine Thomas recalled of the 30s: ―Most of the mothers at that time were at home. We 

did not have many mothers who worked outside of the home.‖
75

 

The new warehouses, storage buildings, and manufacturing plants became part of Ivy 

City‘s built environment in the 1930s and their presence in the community could not be ignored. 

The Hecht Company warehouse, which stood six-stories tall and took up nearly 84,000 square 

feet, towered over the two-story Ivy City houses. Other one- and two-story warehouses, which 

were between 40,000 and 60,000 square feet, engulfed the 600 square foot homes being built at 

the same time.
76

 As features of the everyday built environment, these large buildings became 

intertwined in the lives of Ivy City residents. Coulson, for example, remembered a regular game 

of trying to hit a softball on top of the Greyhound bus station, and Freeman remembered picking 

pears along New York Avenue where she would lie in the grass to watch the trains pass.
77

 

However, the functions and operations of the buildings remained distinct from the everyday 

practices of Ivy City residents. Residential Ivy City faced internally, focusing on family and 

community at its churches and the Crummell School. Ivy City industries, on the other hand, were 
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oriented externally. Disconnected from their residential neighbors, the services they performed 

and the goods they produced were meant to interact with larger regional networks, accessible via 

the railroads and New York Avenue. 

 

V. The Hecht Company Warehouse: 1936-1986 

The Hecht Company warehouse was built to celebrate of the company‘s fortieth 

anniversary in Washington DC, and it was dedicated with great fanfare on November 23, 1936.
78

 

Speakers at the ceremony included District Commissioner Melvin C. Hazen, Senator Millard F. 

Tydings of Maryland, and store officials. Representatives from civic organizations, newspaper 

executives, and members of Hecht‘s Ten Year Club, an organization for employees of over ten 

years, also attended. Multiple newspapers covered the day of and preceding the event, and 

station WOL broadcast the ceremony for those that missed it.
79

 In his remarks, Tydings 

commended the Hecht company for its contribution to civic life in Washington DC saying there 

was ―expressed here the desire to beautify, as well as to promote the improving appearance of 

the great Capital City of the United States." Alexander Hecht, the president of the company, 

echoed this sentiment as he sealed the cornerstone and declared, "I dedicate this building to the 

people of Washington, in the spirit of service."
80

  

In addition to receiving praise for instilling civic pride, the warehouse was also lauded by 

the architectural community. Constructed in 1937, Hecht‘s came on the Washington architectural 
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scene at the height of the Streamline Modern movement. Departing from the jazzy lines and 

heavy Egyptian and Aztec-influenced ornamentation of Art Deco in the 1920s, Streamline 

Modern‘s smooth, rounded lines were meant to evoke ideas of speed. Using hard, shimmering 

materials like glass and metal, Streamline Modern buildings were seen as giant, clean, efficient 

machines, like modern ocean liners, trains, and cars. Unlike earlier Art Deco designs of the 

1920s, which emphasized vertical lines and zigzagged edges, Streamline Modern Art Deco 

buildings featured horizontal bands, often in groups of three, ribbon windows, and rounded 

corners.
 81

  

 In Washington, many Art Deco buildings combined the earlier jazzier design elements 

with some Streamline elements; several apartment buildings and hotels had vertical brick 

elements and Egyptian or Aztec-influenced terra cotta ornamentation, while also having curved 

chrome steel entrances flanked by glass block. By combining these elements and materials, these 

Art Deco buildings nodded toward the ancient past while they simultaneously looked toward the 

future. Several government buildings of the New Deal era, which were constructed in the new 

Federal Triangle after 1930, combined ancient elements and jazzy lines with monumental 

structures, to create what scholar James Goode has called ―Greco-Deco.‖
 82

  

Some believed the Hecht Company warehouse had a similar feel to the new ―Greco-

Deco‖ federal buildings. For example, a 1936 article reporting on the dedication of the 

warehouse noted, ―While it bears the commonplace title of warehouse, its builders have seen to it 
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that its architecture is in harmony with comparable new Government buildings.‖
83

 However, 

Abbott, Merkt & Company, the architectural engineering firm from New York that designed the 

warehouse, did not aim to combine the older and newer Art Deco elements. Instead, Hecht‘s 

epitomized Streamline Modern of the late 1930s. Horizontal bands of glass block and yellow and 

black glazed brick comprised each floor and curved smoothly around the corners of the building. 

The front entrance, flanked by glass block walls and covered with a curved hood at the northwest 

corner, sat at the base of a quarter round tower. At the top of the tower was a geometric glass 

block crown, which was illuminated at night. Hecht‘s distinctive design prompted Art Deco 

scholars Hans Wirz and Richard Striner to feature it on the cover of their 1984 book Washington 

Deco: Art Deco in the Nation’s Capital and to write of it: ―Resplendent, even in its semi-

industrial setting, the Hecht‘s warehouse building of 1937 is a jewellike fantasy creation in the 

medium of glass brick. The building is one of the most significant industrial Deco buildings in 

the world.‖
84

 

It may seem odd that Hecht‘s invested in a distinctive design for a warehouse and service 

building. After all, this was not a place intended for customers or high-level employees. In fact, 

the building‘s original plan, which was discarded within six months, was for a standard, 

rectangular six-story a standard brick building.
85

 However, as R.H. Tatlow III, the president of 

Abbot, Merkt & Company, stated multiple times over his career, warehouses were advertising 

opportunities for department stores. In his 1947 address to the National Retail Dry Goods 

Association, he remarked that ―appearance should be considered in the light of its advertising 
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asset.‖
86

 Twenty years later, in 1967, he published an article in the magazine Stores titled 

―Service centers are also image-makers for stores.‖ Here, he noted that locating noticeable 

warehouses on main highways, as Hecht‘s was, was beneficial because ―tens of thousands of 

customers and potential customers drive past and see it daily. The service building as a result can 

contribute to the public image of the store.‖
87

 Indeed, in addition to the eye-catching tower and 

gleaming glass blocks, the Hecht warehouse featured the letters THE HECHT CO. prominently 

across the fifth story on the north, west, and east facing facades of the building, in order to attract 

attention from commuters traveling in both directions on New York Avenue and in B&O and 

PRR passenger trains. While not a sales space, the building had seven display windows along 

New York Avenue and one on the other side of its main entrance facing Fenwick Street.
88

 

(Hecht‘s was designed to have a limited amount of sales space on the ground floor and much of 

the building could have been converted to retail functions if a large-scale middle-class consumer 

base emerged northeast part of Washington).
89

 In front of the display windows, between new 

sidewalks and the plate glass, were grassy areas likely meant to create an inviting space for 

pedestrian passersby or commuters in traffic to slow down and look at merchandise.
90

  

What brought Hecht‘s fame among architects and industrial designers was not only its 

aesthetic appeal as a machine-like structure with smooth and shiny lines, but its building 

materials. Most famous of all was the use of glass block. Experiments with glass block, two 

hollow glass cups fused together and then stacked like bricks, dated to the 1920s in Europe. 
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However, the building material was not manufactured in the United States until 1932 by the 

Owens-Illinois Glass Company.
91

 In 1935, the company introduced its first widely-used block, 

Insulux, which was sealed with lead and advertised as a material for exterior windows and 

partitions. In 1937, the Hecht‘s warehouse became one of the earliest examples of a building to 

use Insulux glass block on a large-scale. It was a risky move to depend on such a new material so 

heavily, but Hecht‘s was soon rewarded by its multiple benefits. Its hard light-catching surface 

fit the Streamline Modern aesthetic for the building‘s exterior, and the thickness and striations of 

the glass also diffused light in the interior, spreading an even natural light inside the building. 

This had the double effect of providing natural light for workers and of concealing the interior 

workings of the building from passersby. (The glass block was punctuated by smaller, standard 

sash windows, which did allow views and ventilation). The glass block also provided insulation 

and was easy to repair one block at a time.
92

  

Even before the building was complete, Hecht‘s was praised for the innovative use of 

glass block in the architectural publications Pencil Points and Architectural Forum. In 1937, 

Architectural Forum announced that Abbott, Merkt & Company had received honorable mention 

for its design of the Hecht Company warehouse in the 1937 Pittsburgh Glass Institute‘s 

competition for use of glass in architectural design. Featuring a full-page photograph of the 

warehouse, Architectural Forum commended the building with a caption that read, ―Another 

vigorous demonstration of the potentialities of glass block is this warehouse for a Washington 

department store. The block functions as wall and window, running the entire length of the 

                                                        
91

 Dietrich Neumann, Jerry G. Stockbridge and Bruce S. Kaskel, ―Glass Block,‖ in Twentieth-Century Building 

Materials: History and Conservation, ed. Thomas C. Jester (Washington DC: McGraw Hill, 1995), 196.  
92

 Richard Kent, ―Two Glass Buildings: Washington and Columbus Again Make History,‖ Pencil Points 17(1936): 

680. 



ADDENDUM TO 

HECHT‘S COMPANY WAREHOUSE 

HABS No. DC-862 

(page 30) 

 

 
 

building, is interrupted at intervals by standard windows.‖
 93

 Owens-Illinois Company literally 

used Hecht‘s as its poster child. A full-page advertisement for its Insulux glass block in a 1937 

publication of Architectural Record featured photographs of the exterior and interior of the 

building. The largest text on the page was an endorsing quotation from Hunley Abbott of Abbott, 

Merkt & Company:  

We selected Owens-Illinois glass block for the Hecht Warehouse in Washington for several 

reasons…with them we could produce a striking architectural effect and carry out the 

fundamental features of our exterior design; they gave us a uniform and satisfactory lighting 

in the interior of the building, with much lower heat losses than window glass; and the low 

cost per square foot of wall area was little more than brick construction.
94

  

 

While glass block was the signature material of the warehouse, other materials also received 

praise. Just as Owens-Illinois had done, Kinnear Rolling Doors also used an image of the now-

recognizable Hecht Company warehouse to advertise its steel rolling doors in a 1937 edition of 

Architectural Forum.
95

  

Just as the Hecht Company warehouse became a shining example of Art Deco aesthetics 

and of innovative use of new building materials, it also became a symbol of excellence in 

warehouse design. Although there had been experiments with purpose-built department store 

warehouses and service centers for over a decade, Hecht‘s was one of the first designed by 

Abbot, Merkt & Company. Over the next three decades, the firm became a leader in industrial 
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architecture, designing over a dozen department store warehouses and adding state-of-the-art 

features to Hecht‘s.
96

  

When the six-story warehouse was constructed in 1937 at the corner of New York 

Avenue, it measured 246‘ x 344‘ in the basement and ground floor, and 225 square feet on upper 

stories, making it the largest warehouse south of New York City.
97

 In addition to the six-story 

main section and the rectangular first floor, a one-story narrow section ran along the east side of 

the building. The basement and first floor, which were air conditioned, extended past the six-

story footprint to Okie Street to the south. These one-story sections had a glazed brick exterior to 

match the rest of the first story, and the interior was illuminated by skylights instead of glass 

block walls.
98

 In the basement were a coal room, boiler room, rubbish room, and toilet and locker 

room. To facilitate delivery to and from the warehouse, Hecht‘s contracted with the B&O to 

extend a rail spur from the main line north of New York Avenue through an entrance on the 

building‘s east side to the receiving and marking area in the interior of the warehouse‘s first 

floor. Also on the first floor at Okie Street were four rolling steel doors, which led to internal 

loading bays for trucks, and from which trucks could access an internal truck elevator and a truck 

repair shop. The majority of the first floor contained a central sorting belt with routing bins on 
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either side.
99

 Floors two through six had open floor plans for furniture storage, offices, and work 

areas, which were typically placed along the perimeter of the building, where natural light 

entered the six-foot high glass block walls. Each floor was divided by concrete mushroom 

columns spaced 26 feet apart and had seven-and-three-quarter-inch thick concrete floor slabs.
100

 

Interior walls, below the bands of glass block, were constructed of unglazed brick. The building 

also had a two-way loudspeaker, which was unusual at the time for buildings of this type.
101

 The 

building‘s roof featured a tall, white water tower, with prominent black letters spelling THE 

HECHT CO. and three penthouse work and storage rooms.
102

  

While Hecht‘s did not have as many services in its early years as the warehouse for rival 

DC department store Woodward & Lothrop, built by Abbott, Merkt & Company just one year 

later, the following list of services at the Woodies warehouse, which Tatlow enumerated in his 

1947 address, is illustrative of the number and range of services these kinds of buildings housed:  

1.Receiving and Marking, 2.Packing Rooms, 3.Laundry, 4.Dry Cleaning, Fur and Hat 

Cleaning, 5.Engraving and Printing, 6.Jewelry and Clock Repair, 7.Radio and Appliances 

Shop, 8.Upholstery, Drapery and Awning Work Room, 9.Rug Storage, 10.Carpet and 

Linoleum Work Rooms, 11.Window, Interior Display and Sign Shops, 12.Fur Vaults, 

13.Advertising Department, 14.Controller‘s Office, 15.Stock and Supply Rooms for Tea and 

Fountain Rooms, 16.Locker and Smoking Rooms, 17.Cafeteria, 18.Medical Department for 

Employees.
103
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One primary difference between the Hecht‘s and Woodies warehouses was the lack of employee 

amenities at the Hecht warehouse. In its original design, Hecht‘s had no designated smoking 

rooms, cafeteria, or medical department. 

For years following its construction, the Hecht Company warehouse was recognized as a 

model department store warehouse and service center. In June 1937, Architectural Record 

published a feature article admiring the building, including diagrams and reproductions of 

plans.
104

 More than ten years later, in 1948, Dr. Louis Parnes wrote a book called Planning 

Stores That Pay: Organic Design and Layout for Efficient Merchandising, in which he also used 

floor plans, photographs, and descriptions of Hecht‘s to describe exemplar service and delivery 

buildings.
105

 In his 1947 address, Tatlow also praised Hecht‘s, recognizing the Hecht Company 

for having the foresight to locate the warehouse in an area where it could expand as needed; the 

first floor extension of the original building was designed to have five more stories added on top 

when necessary.
106

  

The warehouse‘s architecture, services, and flow of goods were documented extensively 

in it early years, but less is known about the people who moved about the building every day. 

When Hecht‘s opened, the company planned to employ approximately 200 people.
107

 As 

evidenced by an extra men‘s restroom and a higher number of newspaper help ads directed at 

men, (newspaper ads at the time were divided by gender), it can be inferred that the majority of 

employees were male; Hecht‘ hired men as radio repairmen, furniture repairmen, upholsterers, 
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cabinet makers, rug cutters, apprentices, and for receiving, checking and stock. There were only 

a handful of advertisements in the early 1940s that called specifically for women to fill positions 

as marking and receiving clerks or telephone interviewers.
108

  

In addition to gender divisions, there were stark racial divisions among Hecht‘s 

employees. Washington DC was a segregated city in the 1930s and 40s, and Hecht‘s was no 

different than many of its peers in separating employees by race. In 1940, 66 percent of African 

Americans who worked for department stores around the country were service workers, meaning 

they typically worked at the stores, not the warehouses. They worked as elevator operators, 

maids, and custodians, jobs in which they had to interact with or be seen by customers.
109

 In the 

1940s, most Washington DC department stores advertised job openings in the newspaper by 

race, although Hecht‘s did so rarely and only for positions at its store. Advertisements for jobs at 

the warehouse were not specified by race, but that did not mean that white and black employees 

were treated equally.
110

  

The building, which was designed to perpetuate divisions, hints at the different treatment 

that white and black employees would have received. Black men, called ―colored‖ at the time, 

had two restrooms, called ―toilets,‖ in the building, while white men and women each had three. 

There were no toilets for black women, indicating that Hecht‘s did not hire them. Not only were 

these facilities separate, the restrooms for black men were far inferior to those for whites. The 

main ―colored‖ toilet was located in the basement, along with the boiler, coal, and rubbish 

rooms. The second was located on the second floor by the rubbish shoot, on the opposite end of 
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the building from the white men‘s and women‘s rooms. The lack of toilets for black men higher 

than the second floor indicates that their jobs concerned lower-level duties related to loading, 

delivery, and coal or rubbish. White men‘s and women‘s toilets alternated on floors three 

through six, where repair rooms were typically located. The interior of the toilets differed as 

well. The ―colored‖ toilets had unfinished, salt-glazed brick walls, the sinks were communal, and 

stalls lacked doors. White toilets, on the other hand, had plastered walls with lime finish, 

individual sinks, and stalls with doors for privacy.
111

 This arrangement persisted at the 

warehouse through the postwar years, even as cities began to experience extreme demographic 

shifts.  

In the late 1930s, city centers remained the core of retail industry investment, but in 

postwar years, suburban growth diffused this downtown concentration. This was due in part to 

the rapid rise in suburban homes after World War II, but also to the related proliferation of 

automobiles. Cars, which allowed people to live far from the city centers, also brought traffic and 

parking difficulty downtown, making stores in city centers a hassle to access. To make matters 

worse for downtown flagship stores, land was becoming more expensive and was in shorter 

supply.
112

 The Hecht Company recognized these shifts early on, and under the direction of chief 

executive officer Charles B. Dulcan, it became a leader in opening suburban branch stores to 

accommodate a growing suburban consumer base. Its first branch store, in Silver Spring, 

Maryland, just north of Washington, was constructed in 1946. With plans in mind for more 
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branch store—the second would open in Arlington, Virginia in 1950—the Hecht Company 

needed more warehouse space for handling merchandise.
 113

 

At the time of Tatlow‘s 1947 address, which commended the Hecht warehouse‘s 

expansion potential, the Hecht Company was in fact already anticipating an addition to its 

warehouse. By this time, many department stores had decided to build one-story instead of two-

story warehouses, but one-story buildings would not be the standard until the 1950s.
114

 The 

question of which to build was still a debate within the industry, and Tatlow believed the answer 

depended on personal preference and the economics of each individual situation.
115

 Because the 

Hecht warehouse was already prepared for an addition on its southern one-story segment, there 

was little question about where and how to expand the facility. In 1948, Hecht‘s removed the 

skylights from the first-story extension and added five more stories to match the original six-

story structure. This addition of 350,000 square feet, meant for holding heavy goods such as 

furniture and appliances and including two 10,000-pound capacity freight elevators, cost 

$600,000.
116

 Inside the building, the transition to the new section was marked by an internal 

screen partition and a switch from red brick to concrete block interior walls.
117

 Outside, the 

exterior of the former southern façade was moved to become the exterior of the new segment of 

the Fenwick Street façade to the west. The new eastern and southern facades were not 

ornamental. They lacked the glass block bands and were made of unglazed, pale yellow brick 
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with evenly spaced casement windows units.
118

 The 1948 addition was part of a million dollar 

expansion and improvement program for the Hecht Company, which also included an addition to 

the downtown store, which was still drawing customers, and the purchase of a small, former 

government building near the downtown store on G street to house offices, a hospital room and 

cafeteria for employees, and even more storage space for soft goods.
119

  

It may also have been at this time that Hecht‘s decided to remove the display windows 

along New York Avenue. This was likely because the corporation had decided a future as a store 

was no longer an option for the building. As Tatlow stated in his 1947 address about department 

store warehouses, ―Show windows may, in theory, have display possibilities, but in practice they 

have proven to be of little use unless selling is actually done in the warehouse building.‖
120

 The 

removal of windows may also have been because few potential customers passed the building at 

a slow enough rate to actually see inside the windows. Most middle class consumers zipped by in 

cars along New York Avenue, and Hecht‘s apparently did not value the patronage of neighboring 

Ivy City residents the same way (most of whom would have passed on the Okie or Fenwick 

Street sides of the building anyway). Hecht‘s probably ultimately decided that the interior space 

more valuable for warehouse operations than for advertising.   

The Hecht Company continued to grow through the 1950s. By the end of 1955 fiscal 

year, the company‘s sales from its three Washington area stores totaled $72,290,000, and all 
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merchandise for the stores was handled centrally at the New York Avenue service warehouse.
121

 

Hecht‘s had also begun experimenting with warehouse sales by this time, finding them an easy 

way to clean out slow inventories or sell slightly damaged goods while eliminating transportation 

costs. In 1954, The Washington Post reported on Hecht‘s three-day warehouse sale at which 

several thousand people lined up waiting for doors to open at 8:00 in the morning.
122

 Hecht‘s 

clearly had loyal customers, and while its reputation for ambitious suburban expansion had 

begun to wane after Dulcan retired in 1953, the company still opened two new branch stores by 

the decade‘s end; a store at Prince George‘s Plaza was completed in 1958 and one at Marlow 

Heights Shopping Center opened in 1959.
123

 That same year, the Hecht Company merged with 

the May Department Stores Company. The new corporation took the May Company name, 

although the Washington and Baltimore stores retained the Hecht‘s name. The merged 

corporation was expected to be the largest department store company in the nation, with a 

combined volume exceeding $650 million a year.
124

  

Hecht‘s was thriving, and just over twenty years after opening, the warehouse had 

doubled its number of employees. In 1959, 424 people were employed there, with a median 

income of $3,000. The largest percentage of workers were involved with delivery, followed by 
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those in workrooms.
125

 (Fig. 2) The Hecht‘s warehouse remained segregated by race, but may 

have seen an increase in the number of African American employees. Between 1940 and 1960, 

the population of African Americans in cities on the border between the North and South 

approximately doubled; in Washington the percentage of African Americans in the city jumped 

from 35% to a majority at 54%.
126

 According to a report titled The Negro in the Department 

Store Industry, released in 1971, the border cities of St. Louis, Baltimore, and Washington DC 

saw the greatest increase in African American employment in department stores between 1940 

and 1960. Most of these employees performed service and blue collar work so would have been 

spread across stores and warehousing. However, these border cities also saw a lower rate of 

absolute growth of black department store employees compared to cities in other regions. In 

other words, the increase in black employees reflected demographic shifts more than shifts in 

values about race.
127

 

By 1959, Hecht‘s had outgrown its Washington warehouse again and, in addition to the 

new space on G street, was using an adjacent one-story receiving shed and a building owned by 

M. Kronheim & Sons Liquors in Ivy City. It had plans to acquire another adjacent building 

called Mazo within the next year.
 128

  In anticipation of two more branch stores slated to open in 

1962 and 1964, the May Company commissioned Abbott, Merkt & Company to compile a report 

on Hecht‘s current warehouse operations. The firm concluded that the company should retain its 
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G Street and New York Avenue warehouses, but demolish the New York Avenue adjacent 

outbuildings in order to add a new, larger addition. Similar to the reasons for building the 

original 1937 warehouse, the firm believed that adding to the existing warehouse was 

advantageous because it would consolidate all warehousing, receiving, marking, relay and 

delivery functions in one location, the cost for warehouse square footage was low, and Hecht‘s 

could then develop a ―modern delivery layout.‖ Unlike another option, which would eliminate 

the New York Avenue building entirely, this plan would allow the company to reuse some 

existing facilities.
129

   

The extension of space and services at the Hecht‘s warehouse took place in two stages, 

cost approximately $2 million, and was completed by 1961.
130

 In the first phase, the company 

demolished a one-story building along New York Avenue, owned by the National Trucking and 

Storage Company, and in its place built a one-story delivery building with sixty parking spaces. 

The Kronheim and Mazo buildings were sandwiched between the new delivery building and the 

six-story original structure. To make room for the new delivery building, which extended farther 

south than the trucking building had, Hecht‘s removed the north rail siding that had led into the 

first floor of the 1937 building; because trucks had become the predominant form of transporting 

goods to and from the warehouse, Hecht‘s had less need for the rail spur. The railroad company, 

listed by Abbott, Merkt & Company on its 1960 architectural drawings as ―Philadelphia 

Baltimore & Washington R.R. (Pennsylvania R.R.),‖ moved the other spur south to the center of 
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the parcel, where it could have eight feet clearance on either side. This spur was shortened so 

that it stopped just outside of the building, instead of extending into the interior.
131

  

Phase two of the expansion involved alterations to an existing one-story building that 

served as a receiving shed on Okie Street and alterations to the interiors of the first and second 

floors of the six-story building. The receiving shed was updated to have four rolling steel loading 

doors, which complemented the eight that now existed farther west on the south façade of the 

original building. On the first floor interior of the original building, partition screens between 

loading bins were removed, and the central loading area was reduced in size in order to create 

more product-specific work spaces. These spaces included a TV and HIFI repair room, an 

appliance shop, and a parts room. The biggest internal changes concerned Hecht‘s employees. 

Well behind its peers in providing employee amenities, which some department store 

warehouses had done since the 1920s, Hecht‘s created a recreation and employment room and 

more administrative offices on the first floor, and it built a cafeteria, hospital, and kitchen on the 

second floor near the existing men‘s and women‘s bathrooms. The bathrooms were no longer 

specified as ―white,‖ and the second floor ―colored‖ bathroom was removed to make space for 

the cafeteria, indicating the end of separate facilities for different races.
132

  

The final step of the 1961 addition was the construction of a four-story warehouse 

addition in the place of the Kronheim and Mazo buildings. This addition, which connected the 

six-story building and the one-story new delivery building, was constructed with pillars strong 

enough to support an additional two stories if the company deemed another addition necessary in 
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the future.
133

 The first floor exteriors of both the one-story delivery building and four-story 

addition were designed to extend the glazed black and yellow brick pattern of the 1937 building, 

creating a seamless transition between each building segment. Likewise, the top three stories of 

the four-story building extended the glazed brick and glass block bands of the original building 

along the north façade facing New York Avenue. The east and south walls continued the banded 

pattern, but were constructed of pale brick and steel framed windows.
134

 From street-level, the 

four-story addition blocked the letters THE HECHT CO., which spanned the glass block at the 

east-facing fifth story. It was likely at this time or soon thereafter that the company added a 

larger, electric sign with white letters at the top story of the building, facing east, which read 

simply THE HECHT CO. It may also have been at this time that the company added similar 

neon red signs on the exterior of the building, spanning the yellow brick between the fifth and 

sixth of the original 1937 building. Curving around the central tower above the main entrance 

was the word SERVICE, while THE HECHT CO. flanked it on the north- and west-facing sides. 

Despite the major expansion in 1961, Hecht‘s began to reduce functions at the warehouse 

over the next two decades. The majority of the company‘s activities shifted to branch stores 

outside of the city, most likely due to demographic shifts in Washington. Like most American 

cities, Washington experienced extreme white flight in the 1960s. Between 1960 and 1970, the 

white population in Washington dropped from 45% to 28%, and the African American 

population continued to increase. By 1970, 71% of the city was African American.
135

 This 

demographic change meant department stores hired more black employees—in 1969, African 
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Americans comprised 16.2 percent of department store employees in border cities like 

Washington—but again, this was likely due more to available workforce than a change in 

values.
136

 Instead of investing in its urban stores and buildings, Hecht‘s, which had always 

catered to white, middle-class customers, focused its efforts on suburban branch stores. As a 

result, its Maryland warehouse and service facilities took on greater importance. In 1976, the 

company decided to move merchandise distribution from the New York Avenue warehouse to a 

new warehouse facility in Savage, Maryland. From that point on, the Washington warehouse 

would be used only for receiving, marking, and handling of goods for sale at the retail stores. 

The company marked this transition with a two-day ―warehouse removal sale‖ at the Washington 

warehouse.
137

  

This change did not bode well for jobs at the warehouse, as the cut in operation added to 

an ongoing trend toward mechanization. In the decades following World War II, department 

store warehouses across the country switched from human labor to machines to improve 

efficiency and reduce escalating operational costs.
138

 As early as 1951, when Hecht‘s hired 

Abbott, Merkt & Company to assess its Baltimore warehousing, the architecture firm encouraged 

the company to cut costs by replacing employees with machines. Its report to Hecht‘s concluded 

with a full-page diagram of men loading boxes replaced by forklifts. The accompanying text 

read, ―By replacing obsolete methods with modern handling methods in a modern service 

warehouse building, the Hecht Co., Baltimore, Maryland, can reduce labor, 25 men.‖
139

 By 1979, 

as a result of suburbanization and mechanization trends, the Hecht warehouse in Washington had 
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only 230 employees, a reduction by almost half from twenty years before.
140

 It is likely that the 

majority of these employees were men; just ten years before, men made up 70 percent of 

craftsmen, operative, and laborer positions in the department store industry.
141

  

Even though the warehouse had less regional importance for the May Company, the 

company added a final addition in 1986 to augment its receiving functions. This one-story 

concrete block building was the only segment not designed by Abbott, Merkt & Company, and 

its utilitarian design set it apart from the rest of the Hecht‘s complex. The building was located 

along Okie Street east of the one-story receiving building. Like its neighbor, it was designed for 

loading and unloading trucks, with twenty-three rolling steel doors.
142

 By this time, Hecht‘s had 

ceased using the railroad spur, and the new addition was built on top of the rail line. The 

addition‘s north end butted against the 1961 one-story delivery building, completing Hecht‘s 

footprint over the entire west end of the block.
143

 It was likely also at this time that the red neon 

signs over the front entrances, which read THE HECHT CO. and SERVICE, were taken down; 

while these signs are visible in a 1984 photograph, they are absent in a 1987 photograph.
144

  

 

                                                        
140

 ―Hecht Warehouse to Vote on Union,‖ The Washington Post, 30 August 1979. 
141

 Perry, The Negro in the Department Store Industry, 22. 
142

 Stockbridge, ―The Hecht Company Warehouse,‖ National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, 1994. 
143

 Sanborn Map Company, insurance maps of Washington, DC. 1989. New York: Sanborn Map Co, 1989), from 

Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division; Jack Boucher, [―Aerial View Southwest down New York 

Avenue Corridor as it Extends Beyond the Historic City, Taken near Intersection of Fenwick Street, NE Ivy City,‖] 

photograph, 1992, from Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division: Historic American Buildings 

Survey/Historic American Engineering Record/Historic American Landscapes Survey. 
144

 Wirz and Striner, Washington Deco, cover; Jeremiah J. Spaulding, ―[Hecht Company Warehouse on the 

southeast corner of New York Avenue and Fenwick Street NE],‖ photograph, 1987, from Kiplinger Research 

Library, Washington DC: Jeremiah J. Spaulding Photograph Collection.  Also, a ca. 1940 image records the 

northwest entrance of the Hecht Company warehouse, soon after construction. The display windows are visible 

along New York Avenue. See Theodor Horydczak, [―Hecht Company warehouse at 1401 New York Avenue, N.E. 

Exterior of Hecht Company warehouses I,‖] photograph, ca. 1940, from Library of Congress Prints and Photographs 

Division: Horydczak Collection. 

 



ADDENDUM TO 

HECHT‘S COMPANY WAREHOUSE 

HABS No. DC-862 

(page 45) 

 

 
 

 

 

VI. Postwar Effects on Ivy City: 1940-1980 

Although Ivy City had seen the largest amount of new industrial construction in the 

1930s, the division between its industrial and residential sections, and the differences in social 

interactions and quality of physical improvements between the two areas, became even starker 

after 1940. Just as the Hecht‘s warehouse expanded in the 1940s, the amount and size of other 

warehouses, storage facilities, and garages also expanded. By 1943, the railroad spur that led to 

the Hecht‘s warehouse had smaller extensions to serve other companies on the block. These 

included M. Kronheim & Jon Liquors, the National Trucking & Storage Co., District Trucking 

Terminal, Pittsburgh Plate Glass Co. and Anheuser-Busch Co. Another set of rail spurs ran 

through the block just south of Hecht‘s between West Virginia Avenue and Okie Street. The 

companies served here included the Sanitary Grocery Co., Dwight-Edwards Co, Table Product 

Co., and Lucerne Cream & Butter Co. Several other industries established warehouses across 

West Virginia Avenue as well; Acme Iron Works, O.J. Peters Testing Equipment, Flaherty Bros 

Screens, Carpet Cleaning, DC Motor Vehicles Safety Inspection Station, United Tile 

Distributers, Kent Dry Cleaning, and the Federal Security Agency Shop & Warehouse lined the 

street just north of Mount Olivet Cemetery. Many of these buildings changed ownership 

throughout the decade, received additions (as Hecht‘s did), and at least a dozen new cinder block 

warehouses were constructed by 1950.
145

 Together, these dozens of warehouses formed an 
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industrial district within Ivy City. The streets in this part of the neighborhood were paved with 

concrete, which facilitated transportation by truck in addition to railcar.
146

 

The 1940s were also the period of greatest residential growth in Ivy City. Between 1940 

and 1943, at least sixty new flats or apartments were erected on streets in the historic residential 

area, to the southwest of new industrial buildings. Nearly 90% of these were designed by the 

same architect, George Santmeyers. Only nine people owned all of these buildings, including 

Fred Ugast and Elmer Young who owned 29 and 15 flats respectively. In other words, these flats 

were constructed and owned by small-scale developers who erected buildings of similar size, 

layout and price. Nearly all of the new dwellings buildings were constructed of concrete or 

cinder block, with a few made of concrete and brick, or brick and tile. A new flat or apartment 

cost an average of about $5,300.
147

 Most people coming to live in these new homes were African 

Americans migrating from the American South, continuing the migration trend from the 1920s 

and 1930s. The community remained cohesive and supportive, as it had been in the 1930s, with 

the Crummell school and neighborhood churches serving as community gathering spaces.
148

  

While residential growth was significant and community life was vibrant in the 1940s, 

the residential area of Ivy City did not receive nearly the same amount of attention from the city 

as the industrial area. By the mid-1940s, Ivy City‘s residents needed considerable investment to 

improve their environmental conditions. In 1943 when the industrial section had paved concrete 

streets, residences still faced on to macadam roads.
149

 The Washington Post reported in 1946 that 
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the Ivy City Citizens Association had called on the District Commissioners for ―re-grading of 

streets, better lighting, improved sidewalks, paved alleys, better drainage at intersections and 

removal of trees obstructing gutters and sidewalks.‖
150

 In 1947, multiple citizens groups located 

near the Ivy City roundhouse protested noise and smoke violations by the Washington Terminal 

Company. Representatives of these groups complained of layers of soot in their yards, gas from 

the terminal approach tunnel, and excessive smoke emission. While the Ivy City Citizens 

Association was not one of the groups present to protest at the District Commissioners meeting 

in October 1947, Ivy City residents surely experienced noise and air pollution due to the 

roundhouse, which was located directly across New York Avenue at Fenwick Street.
151

 Through 

the 1940s, Ivy City remained poor and almost exclusively African American. By 1948, the same 

year Hecht‘s expanded its Ivy City warehouse, a temporary ―Negro‖ housing project had been 

constructed at West Virginia Avenue and Fenwick Streets. John P. Wymer, who photographed 

different DC neighborhoods between 1948 and 1952, wrote of Ivy City in 1948, ―some blocks 

are not very far from being slums.‖
152

  

As the Hecht Company expanded its warehouse in response to new suburban markets, 

residential Ivy City remained in poor condition in the postwar decades. Residents did not benefit 

from the company‘s growing affluence, despite the physical proximity of the main warehouse. It 

is unlikely that Hecht‘s hired many Ivy City residents, as it hired only a limited number of 

African Americans. In addition, Hecht‘s advertisements to potential employees targeted people 

who lived farther away. Nearly every advertisement for positions posted in The Washington Post 
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in the 1940s and early 1950s had instructions to ―Take Ivy City Bus‖ in addition to the address. 

The fact that the company provided directions, which was not common practice, implies that 

attractive candidates would not have been otherwise familiar with Ivy City.
153

 

Just as Hecht‘s did not consider Ivy City residents as potential employees, it did not 

consider them as potential patrons. The warehouse was designed to face externally. The shining 

crown tower, THE HECHT CO. lettering in the fifth-story windows, and New York Avenue 

display windows were oriented toward middle class passing commuters. The west and south 

sides of the building facing Ivy City were simple and uninviting. While the west façade had glass 

block and glazed brick on its higher levels, which could be seen from the western New York 

Avenue approach, no display windows faced the sidewalk on Fenwick Street; this first story was 

blocked from commuters‘ view by smaller buildings, and the company did not care to entice Ivy 

City residents who would have used the sidewalk. Even THE HECHT CO. lettering on the fifth 

floor of the west-facing wall was aligned to the north end of the façade, so that it was more 

visible to approaching cars on New York Avenue
154

 (The lettering on the north, New York 

Avenue-facing façade was centered). The building‘s south façade, which was out of view of New 

York Avenue, did receive glass block and glazed brick treatment initially, but it was removed 

during the 1948 expansion. In the following years, this Okie Street side was utilitarian in design 

and would have been full of noisy, idling trucks at the multiple loading bays.  

There is little indication of interaction between Ivy City industrial establishments like 

Hecht‘s and Ivy City residents. Yet while these sections of the neighborhood were disconnected, 
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they may not have had an antagonistic relationship. In 1955, for example, both the Hecht 

Company and the Ivy City and Trinidad Association teamed up with Greyhound Lines and 

American Oil Company, other industries in the area, to oppose a proposed junk yard on the lot 

opposite the Crummell school (The Ivy City and Trinidad associations had merged around 

1950.
155

 It is unlikely that residents and industries opposed the junk yard for the same reasons, 

but this case shows that when interests did align, the groups could work together. However, 

interests did not align often. In fact, there was talk at the city level in the mid-1950s of rezoning 

Ivy City to be a commercial zone, instead of a mixed commercial and residential area. The 

Citizens Association successfully blocked this proposal, which would have wiped out the historic 

residential section and its residents.
156

  

Another missed opportunity for residents and industry to become allies came in the 1960s 

when the city proposed a north-south freeway that would go directly through Ivy City and other 

residential areas in northeast Washington. According to early plans for the Northeast Freeway, 

approximately 1,100 homes and 103 apartments would be affected, displacing mostly African 

Americans who already had limited housing opportunities.
157

  Nothing came to pass on the 

proposed freeway for years, due to faulty original planning, citizen opposition, lack of housing 

for the displaced, lack of funds, and inability to make decisions.
158

 By 1967 a new route had been 

finalized that would displace only 350 families and 26 small businesses, including three or four 
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crowded blocks along Kendall Street in Ivy City.
159

 Kendall Street is located in the southwest 

corner of Ivy City, farthest from the large warehouses like Hecht‘s in the northeast. The 

industries had little reason to protest the freeway, which would not disrupt their operations. 

Instead, only residents and small businesses would be affected. 

Many northeast Washington residents opposed the freeway plan for fear that their 

communities would break apart and concern that they would not be compensated fairly. 

Community members in Ivy City during the early 1960s still cherished close relationships and 

family ties. Charles Brown, who was born in Ivy City in 1952 and whose family had lived in the 

neighborhood for nearly fifty years prior, had fond childhood memories of classes at the 

Crummell school, vacation Bible school at Bethesda Baptist Church, a neighborhood recreation 

center, free movies at the playground, and three Ivy City grocers, a laundromat, barber, and dry 

cleaner. His sentiment about the neighborhood was similar to those who were children ten and 

twenty years before: ―Everyone knew everyone.  We called all the grownups uncle and aunt even 

though they may not have been any kin to us.  And, all the parents looked out for all the 

children.‖
160

 Audrey Ray, a teenager in the mid-1960s, also fondly remembered her childhood in 

Ivy City. She similarly remembered all adults as secondary parents, block parties, and playing 

with friends at the Crummell School.
161

 The Federal City Council recognized the bad track 

record of other urban renewal projects in displacing and inadequately relocating residents and 
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acknowledged, according to The Washington Post, that ―many low-income families fear the 

freeway builder‘s bulldozer, which they believe will put them on the streets to benefit suburban 

commuters and truck operators.‖
162

 In addition to residents, small businesses along Mount Olivet 

Road and West Virginia Avenue actively opposed the new freeway.
163

 

The freeway‘s planned and uncertain future during the mid-1960s was an indication and 

reflection of the lack of city investment in the neighborhood. Ivy City had entered a stage of 

decline despite the lasting, but fading sense of kinship among neighbors. One 1967 article 

described the Kendall Street blocks where the freeway was planned to run as ―three blocks of 

densely populated tenements, rowhouses and apartment buildings.‖
164

 Much of this housing 

stock in Ivy City was deteriorating and many apartments were occupied by low-income renters 

who had recently moved to Ivy City from southwest Washington, where they had been displaced 

by other urban renewal projects.
165

 In 1966, Ivy City was identified as a neighborhood in need of 

code enforcement and accelerated rehabilitation for residents.
166

  

By the late 1960s, some residents felt indifferent about or even welcomed the proposed 

freeway, feeling it would give them an opportunity to leave the neighborhood. As one Ivy City 

mother put it in 1967, ―That would give us time to move. We don‘t like it here anymore. Too 

noisy and rough, especially in the summer. People fighting in the street and late, wild parties that 

keep you awake all night.‖ A manager of a barbershop on Mount Olivet Road similarly said, 

―I‘m glad to see the road coming. Nothing‘s been done to clean this neighborhood up 
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anymore.‖
167

 Statements like these supported a common argument that the road would ―disperse 

the ghetto,‖ as one Washington Post article put it, to make way for more attractive 

neighborhoods.
168

 As the Federal City Council‘s report stated in 1966, ―To the extent that 

freeways often pass through areas of substandard housing, the process of freeway development 

and urban renewal can be coordinated to upgrade entire sections.‖
169

  By the late 1960s, even 

longtime residents acknowledged that the neighborhood was in decline and that not much was 

being done at the city-level to save it. With the decision about the freeway still in flux, several 

residents and community leaders, many of whom were homeowners, decided to leave Ivy 

City.
170

  

The freeway was never built, but its threat broke apart integral members of Ivy City‘s 

strong community. The next few years proved difficult for Ivy City as well. In 1968, Reverend 

Martin Luther King, Jr. was killed and Washington DC erupted in riots. H Street, the center of 

African American commerce, was destroyed by looting and fires, and the chaos came north to 

Ivy City. Audrey Ray, who moved to Ivy City in 1965 at the age of twelve recalled the 1968 

riots: 

Oh man, I can remember that like yesterday.  The city was ablaze…. And my father was 

standing at the window, at the bedroom window with his double-barrel shotgun because 

nobody was going to set our house on fire.  He had to stand vigilant for two days, exhausted, 

to make sure that nobody threw a Molotov cocktail in our window.  They were burning the 

apartment buildings, they tore up the store down there on the corner, which is a mosque now.  

It was horrendous.
171
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While damage in Ivy City was not nearly as bad as on H Street or in other parts of Washington, 

the riots only worsened Ivy City‘s condition. 

The sense of community and safety for children also began to change in the increasingly 

poor community. In the late 1960s and 70s, Ivy City residents suffered high rates of 

unemployment, drug use, and street crime, including purse snatchings, robberies, and auto 

theft.
172

 Housing stock continued to deteriorate, grocery stores closed, and the neighborhood saw 

few physical improvements. In 1970, the median income in Ivy City and the neighboring 

Trinidad neighborhood was only $5,333, compared with $9,583 citywide.
173

 That year, Ivy City, 

Trinidad, and other poor neighborhoods Shaw and Stanton Park, were enrolled in the national 

model cities program. Collectively, these neighborhoods had lost 20,000 residents since 1960, 

and by 1971 were 91% black. (The percentage in Ivy City was likely higher). 40 percent of 

properties in these communities were rental units under $80. The model cities program was 

designed to provide federal funds to low-income communities for projects ranging from daycare 

centers to storefront libraries.
174

 The program also had elected community leaders, including 

youth representatives, from each neighborhood.
175

 By 1972, the program was running 23 

community projects in DC, including job training, day care, adult education and senior citizens 

programs.
176

  

Even with successes of the model cities program, Ivy City remained poor and plagued by 

crime and drugs. As Audrey Ray recalled:  
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Drugs were getting bad anyway when I was coming out of school in ‘71….the drugs came in 

like a swarm of locusts and just seemed to consume most of the people who had stayed.  And 

then you got that whole generation walking around like zombies and not paying attention to 

their children and it was just a mess.
177

  

 

The biggest blow came to the community in 1977, when the cherished Crummell School closed. 

The last class had graduated in 1972, but the school had remained open as a gathering place for 

children and families.
178

 Many residents cited the closing of the school as the end of community 

life as they knew it. Ray explained: 

The Crummell recreation center was vital, it was like the heartbeat.  It had a thriving day care 

center, a senior center, just everything that the community needed, it was right there.  And 

when they closed that down, the community wasn‘t being serviced anywhere else.  So the 

community died.
179

  

 

The citizens association and church groups remained active, but residents were increasingly 

disenchanted by the city government, which had not delivered on promises for recreation 

facilities or improvements to the school. In 1979, the voter turnout in Ivy City was a mere 75 out 

of 584 registered voters.
180

 By 1980, 50 percent of homes were headed by single women, and 

one fifth of families received public assistance. The infant mortality rate in Ivy City was more 

than twice the city average. Only 12.4% of residents owned their own homes, which were 

interspersed among subsidized housing, apartment complexes, vacant lots, and boarded 

houses.
181
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VII. Decline and Preservation: 1980-2008 

Ivy City‘s crime, drugs, unemployment and poverty got worse in the 1980s, but the 

industrial area and the surrounding New York Avenue corridor did not feel the same financial 

and social pressures that residential neighbors did. In 1982, nearly 500 light-industry companies 

remained on the New York Avenue corridor, in what comprised 40% of the city‘s industrial-

zoned land.
182

 The same year that Ivy City residents booed their elected officials who came to 

the neighborhood and received a tour of debris-littered vacant lots, abandoned cars, boarded-up 

buildings, and drug marketplaces, Hecht‘s planned its final warehouse expansion.
183

 Although 

the industries may have seemed immune to the poverty around them, the warehouses arguably 

contributed to the community conditions. The large, sprawling structures, which were mostly 

empty at night, isolated the community. Their large lots, which lacked landscaping or any 

community amenities, added to what one Ivy City community organizer called the ―isolated area 

of urban blight.‖
184

  

On the other hand, possibilities for employment at the warehouses made Ivy City 

residents eager to keep industry in the neighborhood. Hecht‘s for example, employed Ivy City 

residents by the 1980s and 90s. In 1992, it employed nearly 475 people at the warehouse during 

the busy season, including many people from the neighborhood.
185

 This shift from the 

company‘s early hiring practices was due in large part to desegregation, and was possibly also 

due to the1959 merger with the May Company, less demand by outsiders for jobs in the inner 
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city, and a change in the type of jobs available at the warehouse. Because repair services were no 

longer located in Washington, the majority of jobs were related to receiving and loading, which 

did not require extensive training and were therefore suitable for temporary workers.  

  The increased interaction between Hecht‘s and residents contributed to an alignment of 

interests in the early 1990s, when historic preservationists, the May Company, and neighborhood 

representatives together supported the building‘s nomination as a DC and national historic 

landmark. Historic preservationists had been interested in designating the Hecht‘s warehouse as 

a DC historic landmark and adding it to the National Register of Historic Places since the late 

1980s. The recent listing of the Art Deco Greyhound Depot in downtown Washington and the 

appearance of the Hecht‘s building on the cover of Hanz Wirz‘s and Richard Striner‘s 1984 book 

Washington Deco had drawn attention to the building and the Streamline Modern architecture of 

the 1930s. As architectural historian Richard Longstreth wrote about the time leading to Hecht‘s 

nomination, ―Rising along one of the major highways into the city, it was widely known and now 

widely appreciated.‖
186

  

In 1990 the May Company decided to repair the building‘s façade, where the exterior 

veneer was separating from the structural frame. This was the perfect time for the historic 

preservation community to get involved; a landmark designation would ensure that the May 

Company‘s repair adhered to appropriate historic rehabilitation standards. May cooperated with 

the Art Deco Society of Washington, The Committee of 100, and the DC Preservation League, 

the three groups that nominated the Hecht‘s warehouse to the DC Historic Preservation Review 

Board. All parties agreed to nominate the original 1937 structure as well as the 1948 and 1961 
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additions. The 1986 addition, which did not match the other segments and which was the center 

of May‘s operations on the site, was excluded.
187

  In its nomination form, Hecht‘s was noted as 

significant for its Streamline Modern design, its early and extensive use of glass block, and its 

contribution to DC‘s economic heritage as a department store warehouse.
188

  

In 1992, the DC Historic Preservation Review Board designated the Hecht‘s warehouse a 

historic landmark. Soon after, the rehabilitation process began. The $10 million construction 

project involved cleaning parts of the façade, adding vertical expansion joints to the existing 

walls, and replacing much of the glass block, which had broken or been cracked. The building 

corners and crown were completely rebuilt with new glazed brick and glass block. Corning Glass 

Works, Inc. made a special run of 10,000 Insulux glass blocks, which had long been out of 

production. The east-facing THE HECHT CO. electric sign, which had been placed on the sixth 

story of the building during the 1961 expansion and no longer worked, was also removed.
189

 In 

1994, once the rehabilitation was complete, the building was listed on the National Register of 

Historic Places.
190

 The May Company continued to operate Hecht‘s out of the building. As 

Longstreth reflected, ―The outcome was ideal in every respect, not the least of which is the 

continued use of a building that shows almost no signs of change.‖
191

  

The name Ivy City was not even mentioned in the either the DC or National Register 

nomination forms for the Hecht Company warehouse, and the effect of the decision on the 

residential section of Ivy City was a minor consideration when the May Company first decided 
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to fix the façade and when the historic preservation community rallied around the building. 

However, all parties came to recognize the potential impact that the rehabilitation of Hecht‘s and 

its designation as a landmark could have on the neighborhood, and the community 

enthusiastically welcomed possible benefits. There had been such little outside investment in the 

area for so long that the Advisory Neighborhood Commission (ANC) voted unanimously to 

support Hecht‘s landmark nomination and both the ANC and the Ivy City-Trinidad Citizens 

Association wrote letters of support for the nomination and rehabilitation.
192

 They hoped the 

repairs would sustain the company which could offer employment to residents, and that the 

rehabilitation would remind others of the beauty that the neighborhood used to offer. A 1992 

Washington Post article about the rehabilitation titled, ―A Beacon Offers Ray of Hope to its 

Neighborhood‖ explained, ―The Hecht building has always been a monument to better times in 

Ivy City. So when the Art Deco Society and the influential Committee of 100 last summer 

presented the landmark proposal to the ANC and the Ivy City Neighborhood Association, the 

reaction was immediate support and praise.‖ As Mary Rose Chappelle, an Ivy City resident since 

1949 and chairman of the ANC, said at the time, ―I‘ve watched this area deteriorate, but I‘m one 

of the hopeful ones who feels we can recapture the beauty. Hecht‘s is a first step.‖
 193

 

The same year that Hecht‘s was designated a DC landmark, the Woodies warehouse, 

located nearby in northeast Washington near H Street, was also nominated. Here though, the 

neighborhood vehemently opposed the nomination. Unlike citizen groups in Ivy City, which 

craved outside investment, the H Street Community Development Corporation felt that the 

designation of the Woodies warehouse would stall other community-based development and 
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economic revitalization in the area. As the executive director wrote to the Historic Preservation 

Review Board, ―We absolutely oppose this action. Our neighborhood commercial revitalization 

efforts will be little served by designating the Woodies site a historic landmark and sends a very 

painful message of non-support for the residents.‖
194

 The fact that proposed rehabilitation of the 

Woodies and Hecht‘s warehouses, long recognized as similar buildings constructed for the same 

purpose, prompted such different reactions highlights the role that historic preservation can play 

in community development. At Woodies, neighbors feared the designation would work against 

them and halt development, whereas in Ivy City, neighbors welcomed the designation as a signal 

of future prosperity.  The stark differences in neighborhood response also highlights how eager 

Ivy City was in the early 1990s for outside help. 

In addition to instilling hope for economic change, Hecht‘s rehabilitation and designation 

inspired some Ivy City community members to explore other ways that historic preservation 

could aid the area.
195

 A group of Crummell school alumni got together to revive efforts to open a 

recreation center at Crummell and then later to designate it as a historic landmark. By the time 

the group was ready to take the nomination to the Historic Preservation Review Board in 2003, 

after several years of work, over 100 alumni were involved.
196

 Remetter Freeman, who attended 

Crummell in the 1930s and was involved in designating the building, explained why the 

designation was important to Ivy City:  

At the time it was the only black school in that area. I don‘t recall any other elementary 

schools, because Wheatley on Montello Avenue was for the whites. And so it was dear to 

me. And it‘s such a unique building, and you don‘t find many buildings built like that. And 
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so I thought it would be nice to make it a designated landmark. All of us who had been 

meeting at all these other little meetings could sort of get together and declare it…Everybody 

in Ivy City went to Crummell.
197

  

 

Other alumni wanted to revive the spirit of the school, which had dedicated teachers who 

encouraged students to value their education and be involved in the community, and who taught 

African American history. The designation of the Alexander Crummell School on the National 

Register of Historic Places in 2003 did revive hope for the community. Freeman described her 

feelings when they declared Crummell historic, ―It was such a beautiful—Oh! I was just elated.‖ 

Romaine Thomas, another longtime resident, explained, ―We‘ve gotten to the point now where 

we can save this building and we can try to do something very special for the community….It 

defines this community. It did that, and it can do that again.‖
198

  

The Hecht Company warehouse and the Alexander Crummell School are Ivy City‘s two 

historic landmarks. However, neither designation brought the community revitalization that Ivy 

City residents had hoped for. The trend of economic decline persisted through the 1990s and 

early 2000s. Hecht‘s continued to operate in the rehabilitated building for over ten years but did 

not bring major changes to Ivy City, and Crummell remained empty as the building continued to 

deteriorate. When asked in 2006 to comment on how her neighborhood had changed, Audrey 

Ray had a particularly sad response:  

Oh geez….  Wow… It‘s like seeing your best friend die from AIDS.  First, healthy and 

lively, full of life and then neglected and shriveling and dying and vacant.  You don‘t hear 

any giggles, you don‘t hear any laughter.  You know, you don‘t even hear birds.  I mean, 

gosh, it‘s like a bad, bad spirit has settled down.  And it‘s not like we want to live like this.  

Because God knows I‘ve protested during the years about the lack of police participation, the 

lack of the city even caring and the illegal dumping and the open air drugs.  The community 
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has been made blighted, through neglect.  It‘s not through the residents of Ivy City that is 

doing this, it‘s outsiders that are doing this.
199

  

 

In the mid-2000s, many Ivy City residents still spoke of unemployment, prostitution, the lack of 

recreation spaces, drugs, and neglect in their neighborhood. Love nightclub had opened on New 

York Avenue between Fenwick and Kendall Streets in 2001 and brought traffic, noise, and 

outsiders to the neighborhood at night.
200

 In the summer of 2007, when asked about the potential 

for community activism, Aaron Ailer noted the depressed atmosphere in the area:  

There's a lot of people that live here, but you wouldn't know it - by the kind of dearth of 

people on the streets. I think that there's working people, they kind of keep to themselves. 

Ya, your homeless and your bums, and they're not going to be interested. And a lot of the 

other people, I just kind of think have just kind of been beaten into a - at least economically 

or racially or whatever - to a place where they don't believe it is ever going to get any 

better.
201

  

 

In 2005, Federated Department Stores purchased May Department Stores and acquired all 

of its property, including the Hecht‘s warehouse on New York Avenue. In the spring of 2007, it 

closed the warehouse, moving its merchandise to facilities in Maryland, New Jersey, and 

Georgia, and eliminating all 250 jobs that remained.
202

 Two years later, in 2007, Patriot Equities 

LP bought the property and began planning Patriot Yards, a major shopping center development 

to be anchored by big box stores, which would coincide with Abdo Development‘s planned 

Arbor Development nearby. Together, these projects were meant to revitalize, and change, the 
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area. As the developer Jim Abdo said, ―We are effectively creating a neighborhood.‖
203

 

Outsiders had begun buying real estate in Ivy City, drawn by low interest rate mortgages and the 

prospect of a return on investment. Citing similar recent trends in DC‘s neighborhoods of Shaw 

and Columbia Heights, where poor and blue-collar areas had been remade into luxury apartments 

for professionals, Geraldine Gardner, a project manager for the Office of the Deputy Mayor for 

Planning and Economic Development, said in 2005, ―It‘s not surprising that it [an upward surge 

in the market] came to Ivy City, but it is surprising how fast the land is appreciating.‖
204

  

Ivy City residents had mixed reactions to the pending development. Many looked 

forward to change, but were wary that new construction would not benefit longtime residents. 

Joel McPherson who was born and raised in Ivy City, said in 2006:  

Within the next 5 or 10 years, the property value‘s gonna go up because they buildin‘ 

everything around here…so all these old buildings is gonna be tore down and they gonna be 

building condos and townhomes. I‘d just like to see it change in the neighborhood, that‘s all, 

I‘d just like to see it change in the neighborhood.
205

  

 

Ericka Crews, a ninth grader in 2005, feared being priced out of Ivy City. She said:  

As far as them building houses and expensive apartments, condos and all that stuff in my 

neighborhood, I just want to know why they doing this in a neighborhood—a low-income 

neighborhood at that—people around here can't afford condos and houses like that. I truly 

think that they going [to] come and move us all out.
206

  

 

Fears of displacement were put on hold when the recession hit in 2008 and new development 

projects in the area, including both the Patriot and Abdo projects, were cancelled. 
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VIII. Change Coming for Hecht’s and Ivy City 

Since 2010, development interests have resurged in Ivy City. Some of these efforts focus 

on bettering lives of existing residents, and others aim to revitalize the area by bringing 

newcomers. The organizations Habitat for Humanity, Manna, and Mi Casa received land grants 

from the city government and funds from the Neighborhood Stabilization Program to come to 

Ivy City in 2010 with the goal of producing fifty units of mixed-income housing. The purpose of 

these initiatives was to improve the housing stock and to create a path to home ownership so that 

Ivy City residents would have more security in their neighborhood. In the first year, Habitat for 

Humanity built six new units and rehabilitated six units on Providence Street, and had plans to 

create at least sixteen more units and build energy efficient townhomes.
207

 By 2014, it had built 

or rehabilitated twenty homes in Ivy City and was working to build eleven more.
208

 These efforts 

have made Ivy City more desirable for residents who can move into new homes, and have even 

attracted more families to Ivy City. 

 After a lull in activity following the Crummell school‘s historic landmark designation, 

Crummell alumni and community members regrouped in 2012 when mayor Vincent Gray 

proposed a plan to build a bus depot on the grounds of the school. The depot would serve as a 

place for buses from companies like Bolt and Megabus to idle while drivers waited to pick up or 

drop off passengers at Union Station. Already, Ivy City had become home to parking lots for city 
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government vehicles like snowplows, salt trucks, parking-enforcement vehicles, and school 

buses. Many Ivy City residents felt that this development was the latest in a series of new, 

unwanted businesses and land uses in their community that they did not have power to stop; 

Love nightclub, an 88-bed juvenile facility, a homeless shelter, and a marijuana cultivation 

center all called Ivy City home.
209

 In 2011, the median income among Ivy City‘s 860 residents 

was only $23,700.
210

 Several residents had started calling their community the city ―dumping 

ground‖ or the ―Forgotten City.‖ In addition to insulting the symbolic meaning of the school, 

which community members had already demonstrated through the landmark designation process, 

Ivy City residents stressed that idling buses at the proposed bus depot would exacerbate 

respiratory problems, which were widespread in Ivy City due to the trucks and buses in other city 

lots and in lots of industrial neighbors. Neighbors also complained that a bus parking lot would 

eliminate one of the only potential places for youth recreation, and would make playing in the 

streets even more dangerous for children.
211

 With the help of the grassroots activist organization 

Empower DC, residents were able to successfully file a lawsuit to block the construction of the 

new bus depot in 2014. 

Today in 2014, Ivy City residents have won minor victories; they are seeing a turnaround 

in home ownership and have won the battle against the city government‘s bus depot. Love 

Nightclub closed its doors in 2014 as well.
212

 However, new land uses and businesses continue to 

enter Ivy City. Now though, these are not large, polluting developments but small businesses that 

cater to higher-income customers outside of Ivy City. For example, New Columbia Distillery, a 
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gin distillery, opened in 2012 on Fenwick Street, and Atlas Brew Works, a brewery, opened the 

following year on West Virginia Avenue. Again, for Ivy City residents, the beginning of new 

development brings a mix of hope and fear. Many crave changes but know they have little power 

to direct these changes. As Parisa Narouzi, the executive director of Empower DC said in March 

2014, ―Where we are right now is we‘re on the precipice of still being a low-income community 

that gets dumped on and suffers environmental injustice—and being gentrified, and that‘s a scary 

place to be.‖
213

  

Perhaps the biggest change for Ivy City is occurring at the Hecht Company warehouse. In 

2011, Douglas Jemal, of the private, family-run DC development company Douglas 

Development, purchased the property from Patriot Equities LLP. Jemal paid $20 million, a 

discount of nearly 75 percent from what Patriot had paid. At the time, Jemal said of the property, 

―We have two possibilities: one is the path of least resistance, which is warehouse distribution 

space. The other is a more grand plan, which is a little bit more risky, which is apartments in the 

tower and then retail along New York Avenue.‖
214

 Jemal opted for the second possibility, and 

began a project to bring people, jobs, and attractions to the Hecht‘s site. He projected Ivy City 

would be like New York City‘s meatpacking district, and his head of construction, Paul 

Millstein, compared the site to DC‘s NoMa neighborhood, which Douglas Development had 

been instrumental in turning into a thriving business and residential district (and which has the 

former Woodies warehouse as its centerpiece).
215

  

As of summer 2014, Douglas Development is in the midst of converting the 1937, 1948, 

and 1961 segments of the Hecht Company warehouse into a mixed-use development of 
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apartments and retail. The first two floors of the building will feature retail, including a Planet 

Fitness and a MOM‘s Organic Market, while the top four floors will have an estimated 330 

apartments.
216

 The glass block will remain, providing natural light to apartment interiors, and 

three courtyards have been cut through the concrete warehouse floors to provide more natural 

light to interior apartments. Douglas plans to extend the glass block bands to the south and east 

walls of the 1948 addition, which currently are constructed of pale brick and casement windows. 

The steel windows will remain on all sides of the building, but will be refabricated to be easier to 

open and to have double glazing. Douglas is also replacing damaged glass block, using original 

molds, and will retain the original concrete columns, which support the warehouse floors. The 

company will return display windows to the first floor facing New York Avenue, and will add 

them to the Fenwick Street façade.
 217

 It will retain the distinctive glass block crown and THE 

HECHT CO. lettering on the west, north, and east facades of the building. The most visible 

change to the building will be the addition of a seventh story penthouse on top of the 1937 

building, and a two-story addition to the 1968 four-story addition.
218

 The design for these new 

sections is still under consideration at the time of writing.    

To the east, Douglas is constructing a six-story garage that will also feature retail on the 

first floor. Designed with horizontal bands of brick and windows, to mimic Hecht‘s glass block 

and glazed brick, the garage extends the Hecht‘s complex to cover nearly the entire block 

between Fenwick and Sixteenth Streets. A new interior road, called Hecht Avenue, will connect 
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New York Avenue and Okie Street between the warehouse and garage, and will allow entry to 

the garage and to a roundabout at the apartment building‘s entrance. Plans also include planting 

trees along the perimeters of both buildings and along the new street and roundabout.
219

  

Ivy City spokespeople have been supportive of the project in its early stages. The 

Advisory Neighborhood Commissioner (ANC) for Ivy City, Peta-Gay Lewis, reported that ―The 

neighborhood is thrilled with it,‖ and Ivy City resident Andrea Swanson, who was a plaintiff in 

the case against the bus depot and is an active advocate for Ivy City, was pleased that Douglas 

Development had been working with the neighborhood. Millstein has spoken about the potential 

benefits for Ivy City with new jobs in the area and possible transportation connections to 

downtown with a bike lane and shuttle to the NoMa metro station.
220

  

It remains to be seen how the new Hecht‘s will be incorporated into the neighborhood. 

According to a supervisor on the construction site, the target demographic for Hecht‘s new 

residents are young professionals, ages 25 to 35. If the Hecht‘s development becomes like 

similar mixed-use buildings in DC neighborhoods like NoMa, its residents will likely be 

temporary, renting for a few years at a time, and not planning to stay in the neighborhood long-

term. In addition, the complex is meant to provide all amenities that residents need, eliminating 

the need to venture into the surrounding area. The Hecht‘s rooftop will have a running track and 

may also have a swimming pool and dog park.
221

 The retail on the first floors of the warehouse 

and garage will fill shopping, fitness, and grocery needs. There is even rumor of the former 

freight elevator inside the warehouse being converted to a mobile coffee shop. If plans for a 
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shuttle to the NoMa metro station are fulfilled, residents may find little need to patronize 

businesses in neighboring Ivy City. Time will also tell if shoppers turning off New York Avenue 

to the new parking garage and stores at ground level will be enticed to move past the Hecht‘s 

complex to the rest of Ivy City. What is certain is that Hecht‘s will bolster demographic and 

cultural changes that are just beginning to occur in Ivy City. 

 

IX. Conclusion 

 As a child in the 1950s, Charles Brown would sit on his family‘s front porch on Ivy 

City‘s Providence Street and pray to the Hecht Company warehouse tower. He thought God 

lived in the crown.
222

 During Brown‘s childhood, Ivy City had a mix of professionals and blue 

collar workers, some of whom worked at nearby warehouses. Children attended and played at the 

beloved Alexander Crummell School, and families gathered at the school and neighborhood 

churches. Grocery stores, a laundromat, and other small businesses sustained the all-black 

community. In 2000, when Brown remembered these days fondly, the Hecht‘s tower figured 

prominently in his recollections.  

Since its construction in 1937, the Hecht Company warehouse has been a symbolic 

building. It has been and remains a model of Streamline Modern design, an example of early and 

extensive use of glass block, a nod to mid-century warehousing and service efficiency, a link in 

regional transportation and distribution networks, a reminder of Washington DC‘s early 

economic and retail history, a sign of corporate prosperity and expansion, and a gateway to 
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Washington. Hecht‘s has also dominated Ivy City‘s built environment, and for some residents, 

like Brown, it is a visual marker of the neighborhood.  

 As the largest and one of the earliest industrial warehouses in Ivy City, Hecht‘s helped 

bring industry to the area in the 1930s and 40s. In the postwar years, as Ivy City began a steady 

decline like many inner city African American neighborhoods, the Hecht Company thrived with 

new suburban markets; the Hecht Company warehouse expanded as the surrounding community 

contracted. Yet by the late 1980s, both the building and Ivy City had suffered from neglect. 

Historic landmark designation in the 1990s offered an opportunity for positive change, and the 

department store and neighborhood teamed up for rehabilitation and revitalization. Their efforts 

brought limited success though, and only in recent years has the area seen renewed interest in 

investment. As developers focus on rehabilitating the Art Deco Hecht Company warehouse, Ivy 

City residents may be subject again to the power in the warehouse tower; it seems the building 

has become a harbinger for neighborhood change yet again.   
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Appendix A: Maps and Diagrams 

 

 

Fig. 1: Ivy City 1936 
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Fig 2: Employment at the Hecht Company Warehouse, 1959 

 

 

Fig 3: Hecht Company warehouse 
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Appendix B: Photographs 

 

  

 
 
 
 
Aerial photograph of Ivy City with the Hecht Company warehouse in the foreground, 1992.  

 

Jack Boucher, [―Aerial View Southwest down New York Avenue Corridor as it Extends Beyond the 

Historic City, Taken near Intersection of Fenwick Street, NE Ivy City,‖] photograph, 1992, from 

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division: Historic American Buildings Survey/Historic 

American Engineering Record/Historic American Landscapes Survey. 
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Top: The front entrance, at the intersection of Fenwick Street and New York Avenue. The letters THE HECHT 

CO., made of glazed brick among the glass blocks, are prominent, as is the rooftop crown. Taken by author, 

June 5, 2014. 

 

Bottom: The Okie Street façade with the 1937 first floor and numbered loading bays, and 1948 upper story 

additions made of pale brick and steel casement windows. Taken by author, June 5, 2014. 



ADDENDUM TO 

HECHT‘S COMPANY WAREHOUSE 

HABS No. DC-862 

(page 78) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Top: A view of the east-facing 
HECHT CO. letters and rooftop 
water tower, taken from the roof 
of the 1961 four-story addition. 
The addition blocks the letters 
from the street-level view. Taken 
by author, July 2, 2014. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bottom: The exterior of the 
crown, taken from the rooftop 
facing northwest. Catholic 
University is visible in the 
distance. Taken by author, July 2, 
2014. 
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Top: The interior of the warehouse's third floor. Colored columns likely indicate different storage areas. 
Light streams in from the hole cut for the new interior courtyard. Possible future apartment configurations 
can be seen at the right. Taken by author, July 2, 2014.  
 
Bottom: The transition from red brick to concrete block on the interior wall marks the 1948 addition, which 
extended the building’s second through sixth stories south. Taken by author, July 31, 2014. 
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Top: This one-story segment, 
built in 1937, ran along the east 
side of the original building. The 
peaked skylights, visible here, 
covered the entire south side of 
the 1937 structure, which was 
one-story until the addition of 
five more stories in 1948. The 
missing pale brick walls are being 
replaced by glass block and 
glazed brick bands. Taken by 
author, July 31, 2014. 
 
 
 
 
Bottom: A view from the south 
end of the Hecht's building 
looking southwest. The 
residential part of Ivy City, with 
the historic 1911 Alexander 
Crummell school (far right), is 
visible in the foreground. The U.S. 
Capitol and Library of Congress 
are visible in the distance. Taken  
by author, July 2, 2014. 
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