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I. Introduction 

 Adas Israel, the oldest synagogue in Washington, D.C., has moved three 

times in the last fifty years.1  The building exemplifies “the city’s early vernacular 

religious architecture.”2  Features include “brick with [a] gable roof, cantilevered 

wooden apse, cylindrical cupola, and tall unevenly spaced windows.”3  Three 

relocations signify a story of survival.  The synagogue has become a symbol of the 

wandering of the Jewish people.4  

In 1873, the Orthodox Jewish congregation bought a plot of land at the 

corner of Sixth and G Streets Northwest, “exist[ing] side-by-side” with “homes, 

businesses, places of worship, and federal buildings.”5  Three years later, the 

building opened for worship.  President Ulysses S. Grant attended the dedication 

ceremony.6  Grant “bec[ame] the first president to attend a synagogue service.”7   

                                                 

1. STANLEY RABINOWITZ, THE ASSEMBLY: A CENTURY IN THE LIFE OF THE ADAS ISRAEL 

HEBREW CONGREGATION OF WASHINGTON, D.C. 151 (1993). 

2. District of Columbia Inventory of Historic Sites: Alphabetical Version, D.C. OFF. OF PLAN. 1, 

1 (Sept. 30, 2009), 

https://planning.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/op/publication/attachments/Inventory%202009

%200%20Alpha%20Version%2003%2011.pdf. 

3. Id. 

4. Wallace Mlyniec, The Jewish Community and Synagogue: Architecture in the Old East End, 

CONSTRUCTION NOTES (Feb. 6, 2019), https://medium.com/construction-notes/the-jewish-

community-and-synagogue-7e64dd51ee93. 

5. THE RECORD 9 (Jewish Hist. Soc’y of Greater Washington ed. 2005). 

6. RON CHERNOW, GRANT 836 (2017). 

7. A Presidential Visit, JEWISH HIST. SOC’Y OF GREATER WASHINGTON, 

https://www.jhsgw.org/history/presidential-visit (last visited May 12, 2019). 
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The president donated $10, worth approximately $237 today,8 to the Adas Israel 

Synagogue.9  The visit allowed the president to “aton[e] for General Orders No. 

11,”10 “the most sweeping anti-Jewish regulation in all of American history.”11  

The “wartime edict,”12 issued in 1862, “expelled all Jews ‘as a class’ from the 

Department of the Tennessee, an area under [Grant’s] command that included parts 

of southern Illinois, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Mississippi.”13 

 As the Jewish community in Washington increased, the congregation 

outgrew the synagogue.14  In 1908, the original synagogue sold for $14,000.15  The 

building converted into a Greek Orthodox Church and, later, an Evangelical 

Church of God.16  Subsequently, the building opened for commercial use as “a deli, 

a barbershop, a barbecue restaurant (oh, the irony), a bicycle store, and a coffee 

shop.”17  The Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority (“WMATA”) 

acquired the land in 1966 and scheduled the synagogue “for demolition as part of 

                                                 

8. U.S. Inflation Rate, $10 in 1876 to 2019, Official, OFFICIAL DATA FOUND., 

https://www.officialdata.org/us/inflation/1876?amount=10 (last visited May 12, 2019). 

9. CHERNOW, supra note 6, at 837; A Presidential Visit, supra note 7. 

10. RABINOWITZ, supra note 1, at 51. 

11. Id. at 53. 

12. CHERNOW, supra note 6, at 836. 

13. A Presidential Visit, supra note 7 (discussing the 1862 General Orders No. 11). 

14. RABINOWITZ, supra note 1, at 149. 

15. Id. 

16. Id. 

17. Mikaela Lefrak, Yes, That Was D.C.’s Oldest Synagogue Moving Down the Street (Again), 

WAMU (Jan. 9, 2019), https://wamu.org/story/19/01/09/yes-that-was-d-c-s-oldest-synagogue-

moving-down-the-street-again/. 
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an extensive urban renewal program.”18  This paper explains how the Jewish 

Historical Society of Greater Washington saved the building.19 

Relocating a historic building is typically a last resort.20  People are against 

moving historic buildings, but often, relocating a building is a terrific 

accomplishment.  The story of the Adas Israel Synagogue exemplifies why the 

negativity toward moving is overstated and must be qualified.  This paper suggests 

moving the historic preservation laws toward a slightly greater liberality when 

urban conditions make relocation good public policy. 

This paper analyzes the legal and historical foundations for relocating 

historic buildings in Washington, D.C.  Part II addresses the arguments against 

moving.  Negativity toward moving buildings is manifested in historic preservation 

legal instruments: designation criteria, the D.C. Historic Preservation Act, and 

Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Review Act.  The two main 

reasons for negativity are removal from the original context and concern about 

keeping the structure intact.  Part III qualifies the negativity and presents a positive 

view toward relocation.  The traditional standards are too strict.  History and 

tradition, urban change, and climate change support the argument that the legal 

                                                 

18. RABINOWITZ, supra note 1, at 149. 

19. Id. at 149-151. 

20. See Anne E. Grimmer, The Secretary of the Interior’s Guidelines for the Treatment of 

Historic Properties With Guidelines for Preserving, Rehabilitating, Restoring & Reconstructing 

Historic Buildings, U.S. DEP’T OF THE INTERIOR NAT’L PARK SERV. 1, 63 (2017), 

https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/treatment-guidelines-2017.pdf. 
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tools should be slightly adjusted.  Also, legislative history demonstrates a feeling 

of positivity toward moving buildings.  Part IV concludes with a comment on 

further research regarding the relocation of historic buildings. 

II. The Negative View 

 Moving a historic building from its original location partially takes away an 

element of its character.21  The United States Secretary of the Interior does not 

recommend “removing or relocating buildings or landscape features” because such 

alterations “destroy[] the historic relationship between buildings and the 

landscape.”22  This Part discusses how the negative view was manifested in historic 

preservation legal instruments.  Subsequently, the reasons for the negativity are 

explained. 

A. Legal Instruments 

Analyzing the historic preservation legal instruments provides insight into 

the negativity.  Attorney Jacob Morrison wrote in 1965, “It is only in recent years 

that our own nation, its cities, towns and governmental agencies have become 

aware of the necessity to enact positive laws to save their historic treasures from, at 

first, decay and blight, and now, destruction in the march of so-called ‘progress.’”23  

                                                 

21. See generally id. 

22. Id. 

23. JACOB H. MORRISON, HISTORIC PRESERVATION LAW 2 (1965). 
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Morrison’s comments came one year prior to the enactment of the National 

Historic Preservation Review Act.  The negativity toward moving historic 

buildings from their original locations is embedded in the modern historic 

preservation legal instruments. 

1. Designation Criteria: Federal and D.C. 

Designation saved the Adas Israel Synagogue from demolition.24  In 1966, 

WMATA planned to construct its headquarters on the city block where the 

synagogue was located.25  WMATA refused the Jewish Historical Society of 

Greater Washington’s “proposal to save the synagogue.”26  The Joint Landmarks 

Committee of the National Capital Planning Commission and the Fine Arts 

Commission designated the Adas Israel Synagogue on the Washington Landmarks 

List on March 17, 1967.27  However, “[t]he designation alone . . . was not enough 

to save the building from demolition.”28  The D.C. Historic Landmark and Historic 

District Protection Act did not go into effect until 1978.29 

Next, Adas Israel’s designation on the National Register of Historic Places 

(“the National Register”) swayed WMATA’s attitude in favor of saving the 

                                                 

24. RABINOWITZ, supra note 1, at 150. 

25. Id. at 149. 

26. Id. 

27. Id. at 150. 

28. Id. 

29. D.C. Code 2-144 § 6-1101 (2006). 
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building.30  WMATA did not offer any funds, but the change of attitude led to “[a] 

joint committee of the Jewish Historical Society and Adas Israel,” which planned 

to move the synagogue to a different location.31  In July 1969, “District and federal 

authorities” created an agreement.  The deal included: (1) moving the synagogue 

“three blocks from the original site”; (2) the City Council would cover half the cost 

through a Housing and Urban Development historic preservation grant, while the 

Jewish community would pay for the other half; and (3) the D.C. government 

would own and lease the building “on a long-term basis to the Jewish group at a 

symbolic rental.”32 

Buildings that “are deemed to be ‘significant’ and have ‘integrity’” may be 

protected by historic preservation laws.33  Relocated properties are treated 

differently under the law.  Moving a property is a last resort.  The negativity is 

embedded in the National Register’s regulations.34 

Listed properties “should be moved only when there is no feasible 

alternative for preservation.  When a property is moved, every effort should be 

made to reestablish its historic orientation, immediate setting, and general 

                                                 

30. RABINOWITZ, supra note 1, at 150; see Adas Israel Synagogue, NAT’L REG. HIST. PLACES 

(Mar. 24, 1969), https://npgallery.nps.gov/NRHP/AssetDetail?assetID=5faee040-1f7c-4cb0-

8dc3-1137afeed64b. 

31. RABINOWITZ, supra note 1, at 150. 

32. Id. at 150-51. 

33. SARA C. BRONIN & J. PETER BYRNE, HISTORIC PRESERVATION LAW 8 (2012). 

34. See 36 C.F.R. 60.14(b)(1) (1981). 
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environment.”35  In the face of “no feasible alternative,” such as demolition, 

historic buildings should be saved and should not be punished for preservation.  

The National Park Service would likely agree with that statement, but the legal 

instruments do not reflect a positive outlook toward moving historic buildings. 

a. National Register of Historic Places 

 Negativity toward relocation is manifested in the National Register’s criteria 

for designation.  There is a great difference between the enforcement of moved 

buildings that are listed on the National Register and the D.C. Inventory of Historic 

Sites.  The National Register’s federal “regulations state that unless prior approval 

is given by the Keeper, any [National Register] property that is moved is 

automatically delisted.”36  Properties “are considered removed from the [National 

Register] at the time of relocation.”37  Procedurally, de-listing occurs “when 

someone points [the moved properties] to [the National Register’s] attention.”38 

Relocated buildings are rejected for three reasons: artificial location, 

distance of the move, and compatibility of the new site.  First, artificial groupings 

or buildings, such as zoos and museums, are “one of the most universal reasons for 

                                                 

35. Id. 

36. E-mail from Paul Lusignan, Reviewer, Nat’l Reg. of Hist. Places, to Jenna Spoont, Student, 

Geo. Univ. Law Ctr. (Apr. 29, 2019, 03:03 EST) (on file with author) (discussing 36 C.F.R. 

60.14(b)). 

37. Id. 

38. Id. 
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rejecting a moved property.”39  Buildings that are moved to museums lack 

“locational integrity and setting” and “most will lead to rejections.”40  Second, 

distance impacts the National Register’s decision.  For example, “[m]oving a 

railroad depot a few yards down the track might be acceptable, but moving that 

depot into a residential area would not.”41  Third, the compatibility of the building 

with the new site matters.  For instance, “moving a [V]ictorian house to a nearby 

mid-century-modern neighborhood” would not be compatible.42  The three reasons 

for the rejection are valid, but the designation criteria should emphasize that every 

case presents its own unique considerations. 

Moved properties make up two percent of the National Register’s listings.  

The National Register designated 2,287 properties out of 94,000 total listings as 

“Criterion Consideration B – Moved Resources.”43  Eleven of the 2,287 are located 

in D.C.44  Six of the eleven are buildings.45  The remaining five are small 

structures, such as memorial statues.46  The statistics do not completely reflect 

                                                 

39. Id. 

40. Id. 

41. Id. 

42. Id. 

43. Id. 

44. Criteria Consideration B, Nat’l Reg. of Hist. Places (unpublished spreadsheet) (on file with 

author). 

45. Id. (including the Dumbarton House, Samuel and Harriet Burrows House, Scheele-Brown 

House, The Lindens, Warder-Totten House, and Wardman Park Annex and Arcade). 

46. Id. (including Cuban Friendship Urn, General Jose de San Martin Memorial, Titanic 

Memorial, U.S. Capitol Gatehouses and Gateposts, and Van Ness Mausoleum). 
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properties that have been moved because some relocated structures are listed under 

“Criterion C – Architecture/Engineering.”47  The Adas Israel Synagogue is listed as 

Criterion A – Religion.48  According to National Register Reviewer Paul Lusignan, 

“a good many represented bridges and the majority (buildings and bridges) were 

found eligible for listing under Criterion C.”49 

i. Relocation Prior to Designation 

Buildings that have moved prior to designation are “closely review[ed].”50  

Applicants are expected to “directly address” the structure’s relocation.51  If 

applications do “not elaborate on the move, its impact on integrity, or how the 

property meets the Criteria Consideration,” the National Register automatically 

returns the applications for revision.52  Structures “will qualify” after relocation “if 

they are integral parts of districts that do meet the criteria” or if the structures’ 

significance is its “architectural value, or which is the surviving structure most 

importantly associated with a historic person or event.”53  If the criteria are met, the 

                                                 

47. E-mail from Paul Lusignan, supra note 36. 

48. E-mail from Paul Lusignan, Reviewer, Nat’l Reg. of Hist. Places, to Jenna Spoont, Student, 

Geo. Univ. Law Ctr. (May 13, 2019, 04:05 EST) (on file with author). 

49. E-mail from Paul Lusignan, supra note 36. 

50. Id. 

51. Id. 

52. Id. 

53. Patrick W. Andrus, How to Apply the National Register Criteria for Evaluation, NAT’L REG. 

BULL. 1, 2 (1997). 
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National Register “probably side[s] on the listing of the property where [they] 

can.”54 

ii. Relocation After Designation 

 State Historic Preservation Officers and Federal Preservation Officers are 

guided by the Code of Federal Regulations regarding how to report relocations of 

designated properties.55  Prior to the move, an officer “shall submit 

documentation” that discusses why the building is set for relocation, what effect 

the relocation will have on the historical integrity, and whether the move will have 

an “adverse” effect on the new location.56  After the move, an officer must follow 

up with the Keeper.57 

Every year, the National Register receives approximately three to eight prior 

approval requests. 58  The requests are reviewed “in detail much like the new 

nominations for previously moved resources.”59  Unfortunately, the National 

Register’s “database . . . does not provide[] a way to search for” cases in which a 

building was de-listed because of a subsequent relocation. 60  This administrative 

                                                 

54. E-mail from Paul Lusignan, supra note 36. 

55. 36 C.F.R. 60.14(b). 

56. Id. at 60.14(b)(2). 

57. Id. at 60.14(b)(3). 

58. E-mail from Paul Lusignan, supra note 36. 

59. Id. 

60. Id. 
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issue is troubling because members of the public should be able to view the 

statistics for de-listing of moved properties.  

b. District of Columbia Inventory of Historic Sites 

Similar criteria are considered for properties on the D.C. Inventory of 

Historic Sites (“the Inventory”).  If a building has been relocated, it may be eligible 

for the Inventory if it has “significan[ce] primarily for architectural value, or which 

is the surviving structure most importantly associated with a historic person or 

event.”61  According to Kim Prothro Williams from the D.C. Historic Preservation 

Office, “. . . we may be considering including some moved buildings in an 

expanded historic district in the near future.”62  Williams explained that “[i]f a 

building was moved many years ago, [the move] is not held against it . . . If the 

building were moved more recently and its setting is compromised, then it would 

be more difficult to get it designated[,] probably.”63  This differentiation is 

troubling because of the stigma against recent moves.  A move many years ago 

versus a recent move still presents the same issue regarding contextual 

significance. 

                                                 

61. Criteria for Designating Historic Properties in the District of Columbia, HISTORIC 

PRESERVATION OFF., 

https://planning.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/op/publication/attachments/DC%20and%20NR

%20Criteria%20Handout.pdf (last visited May 12, 2019). 

62. E-mail from Kim Prothro Williams, D.C. Historic Preservation Off., to Jenna Spoont, 

Student, Geo. Univ. Law Ctr. (Apr. 29, 2019, 12:17 EST) (on file with author). 

63. Id. 
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 De-listing designated historic properties should not be a concern for property 

owners because “D.C. has never had a building de-listed.”64  Instead, the concern is 

for properties that relocate before they are designated on the Inventory.  A building 

that would have been listed on the Inventory in its original location may not be 

eligible for listing after a move if the building does not meet the criteria.65  D.C. 

does not enforce the designation criteria as strictly as the National Register.66 

In practice, moved farmhouses have been “easier” to designate.67  

Farmhouses are a category of structures that are more likely to be eligible for 

listing after a move.68  Traditionally, historic farmhouses “were commonly moved, 

or re-oriented” as the city developed.69  For example, the Burrows Farmhouse was 

constructed prior to the Civil War, moved in 1925, and listed on the D.C. Inventory 

and the National Register in 2011.70  This mid-nineteenth century revival, 

Italianate farmhouse was part of over seventy acres of farmland.71  The land was 

                                                 

64. Id. 

65. See generally Criteria for Designating Historic Properties in the District of Columbia, supra 

note 61. 

66. See supra Part II(A)(1)(a). 

67. E-mail from Kim Prothro Williams, supra note 62. 

68. Id. 

69. Kim Prothro Williams, Rural Remnants of Washington County: An Architectural Survey of 

Washington’s Historic Farms and Estates, D.C. HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICE 1, 6 (2013), 

https://planning.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/op/publication/attachments/Farm%20Estates_0

.pdf. 

70. Samuel and Harriet America Burrows House, DC HISTORIC SITES, 

https://historicsites.dcpreservation.org/items/show/694 (last visited May 12, 2019). 

71. Matthew Gilmore & Kim Prothro Williams, Moving Buildings: The Case of the Burrows 

Farmhouse, 28 WASH. HIST. 49, 49 (2016). 
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subsequently sold and subdivided after the Civil War.72  When Charles Limerick 

purchased the home in 1925, he “applied to move it for his own residence.”  The 

building moved approximately one mile from its original location.73  The liberality 

toward listing relocated farmhouses supports the argument that the designation 

criteria is too strict. 

The Historic Preservation Review Board’s (“HPRB”) permit process serves 

as a check on moving historic properties.74  Since historic properties in D.C. go 

through a permit process, it makes sense that D.C. has never de-listed a property.  

Imagine if the relocation of a historic property, with a permit, resulted in automatic 

de-listing from the D.C. Inventory.  If that were the case, there could be less of an 

incentive to move historic buildings.  D.C.’s designation criteria should reflect a 

more positive outlook. 

2. Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Review Act  

Moving a building is considered an “adverse effect” under Section 106 of 

the National Historic Preservation Review Act of 1966 (“NHPA”).75  The 

regulation “makes moving a historic property a problematic solution for permitting 

an undertaking, except for properties whose settings do not contribute to their 

                                                 

72. Id. 

73. Id. at 51. 

74. See infra Part II(A)(3). 

75. 36 C.F.R. § 800.5(a)(1)(iii) (2004). 
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significance, primarily objects such as locomotives.”76  The word “adverse” 

embeds a feeling of negativity in the NHPA.77  This negativity set a tone for future 

historic preservation legal instruments. 

Federal preservation differs from the D.C. law because Section 106 includes 

properties “that are listed or eligible for listing on the National Register.”78  Section 

106, in order to mitigate or limit adverse effects,79 “imposes duties on a federal 

agency only in regard to an ‘undertaking.’”80  The duty to conduct a Section 106 

review begins when there “has been an ‘approval of the expenditure’ of federal 

funds through which the federal agency’s consideration of its effects on historic 

resources can influence the project.”81  For example, according to Lusignan, “It 

may be the case that in each instance that the [Adas Israel] Synagogue was moved 

it was a result of a negotiated mitigation under Section 106.”82  Section 106 review 

may not apply to private property owners seeking to move a historic building 

unless the owner is required to obtain a federal permit or needs to use federal 

funds.83 

                                                 

76. BRONIN & BYRNE, supra note 33, at 151. 

77. See Adverse, BLACK’S LAW DICTIONARY (10th ed. 2014). 

78. BRONIN & BYRNE, supra note 33, at 107. 

79. 16 U.S.C. 470f (1976). 

80. BRONIN & BYRNE, supra note 33, at 111. 

81. Id. at 132. 

82. E-mail from Paul Lusignan, supra note 48. 

83. See Nat’l Mining Ass’n v. Fowler, 324 F.3d 752, 760 (D.C. Cir. 2003). 
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3. D.C. Historic Landmark and Historic District Protection Act of 1978 

Relocating a historic building in D.C. is considered an “alteration” under the 

D.C. Historic Preservation Act (“the Act”).84  Under the Act, an “alteration” is 

defined as “[a] change in the exterior appearance of a building or structure or its 

site, not covered by the definition of demolition, for which a permit is required.”85  

The D.C. Act’s classification is not as harsh as Section 106, which considers 

moving a building an “adverse effect.”86  

Property owners wishing to move a designated historic building must 

receive a permit.87  The Historic Preservation Review Board is tasked with 

considering the application and issuing a recommendation.88  The Act only applies 

to structures that have been designated as historic.  If the building has not been 

designated, the regulations under the Act do not apply.89  Instead, a property owner 

goes through the regular building permit process.90 

Next, the HPRB considers whether moving a building is “consistent with the 

purposes of [the] act.”91  Moving a historic building may adapt the structure for 

                                                 

84. D.C. Code 2-144 § 6-1101(1)(A). 

85. Id. at § 6-1102(a)(1)(A). 

86. 16 U.S.C. § 470f; see supra Part II(A)(2). 

87. D.C. Code § 6-1105(a). 

88. Id. at § 6-1105(b). 

89. Id. at § 6-1105(a). 

90. About Permits, DEPT. OF CONSUMER & REG. AFF., https://dcra.dc.gov/page/about-permits 

(last visited May 12, 2019). 

91. D.C. Code § 6-1105(f). 
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current use.  The purposes of the Act are “[t]o retain and enhance historic 

landmarks . . . and to encourage their adaptation for current use; and [t]o encourage 

the restoration of historic landmarks.”92  In a city with constantly changing urban 

conditions, relocation is good public policy. 

D.C. Historic Preservation Office Staff Reports provide insight into the 

circumstances when a permit is granted.  For example, the HPRB “has approved 

projects if the building’s new siting is compatible for the building and improves its 

setting, results in a high-quality renovation of the building, and the associated new 

construction is found compatible for the historic district.”93  If the HPRB is not 

satisfied with a proposal, the Board suggests that permit applicants modify requests 

to meet the Act’s expectations.94  

B. Reasons for Negativity 

 After analyzing the legal instruments, the negativity can be categorized into 

two main reasons: moving “severs the relationship between the building and its 

context”95 and relocation “potentially jeopardizes the building during the process 

of relocation.”96  The legal instruments should emphasize the case-by-case 

                                                 

92. Id. at § 6-1101(b)(2)(A)-(B). 

93. Steve Callcott, Historic Preservation Review Board Staff Report and Recommendation, D.C. 

OFF. OF PLAN. 1, 2 (Nov. 29, 2018), 

https://planning.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/op/publication/attachments/Cleveland%20Park

%20HD%203219%20Wisconsin%20Avenue%20NW%20%20HPA%2019%20041.pdf. 

94. See id. 

95. Id. 

96. Id. 
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approach to relocating buildings.  Every building is not worth moving.  Moreover, 

the contextual and technological risks should always be evaluated.  However, the 

following sections demonstrate why the negative reasons must be qualified. 

1. Removal from the Original Context 

First, moving a building creates a disconnect between the structure and its 

original context.97  This reason is completely valid.  When someone visits a 

historic building in its original location, a person can experience the smells, sights, 

and sounds of the structure.  Visiting the location transports the person back in 

time.  A relocated building decreases the original sense of place and authenticity.   

Two buildings, which both moved from Massachusetts to Washington, D.C., 

exemplify how removal from the original location can be negative and positive.  A 

two-hundred-year-old “Georgian-style, two-and-a-half-story timber-framed house” 

sits in the Smithsonian National Museum of American History’s “Within These 

Walls” exhibit.  Hailing from Ipswich, Massachusetts, this home is “the largest 

artifact in the museum.”98  The “exhibition explores some of the important ways 

ordinary people have been part of the great changes and events in American 

history.”99  However, the home lacks integrity, under the designation standards,100 

                                                 

97. Id. 

98. Within These Walls, NAT’L MUSEUM OF AMER. HIST., 

https://americanhistory.si.edu/exhibitions/within-these-walls (last visited May 12, 2019). 

99. Id. 

100. See supra Part II(A)(1)(a). 
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because the relationship between the house and its context was severed by 

displaying the building in a museum. 

Compare the Ipswich home with one of the oldest houses in Washington, 

D.C.  In 1934, Miriam and George Maurice Morris wanted “only an authentic 

Colonial” home to “complement their treasures.”101  The couple could not find any 

home in D.C. that met their desires.102  At the same time, “a 1750s Georgian 

masterpiece in Danvers, Massachusetts,” named The Lindens, was facing the threat 

of demolition.103  The Morris couple purchased the home.  The house “was 

dismantled nail by nail and carted to Washington on six railroad freight cars to be 

rebuilt in the posh Kalorama neighborhood.”104  The move caused some 

windowpanes to shatter, but “three complete sets of Dufour et Leroy scenic 

wallpapers” survived.105  The building was designated in D.C. in 1964 and the 

National Register (Criteria B) in 1969.106  The relationship between the house and 

its original context was severed, however, its relocation created a new significance.  

                                                 

101. Douglas Brenner, See How Mariette Himes Gomez Decorates the Oldest House in 

Washington, D.C., ARCHITECTURAL DIG. (Feb. 15, 2017), 

https://www.architecturaldigest.com/story/the-lindens-house-washington-dc-mariette-himes-

gomez-article. 

102. Id. 

103. Id. 

104. Id. 

105. Id. 

106. District of Columbia Inventory of Historic Sites: Alphabetical Version, supra note 2, at 89; 

The Lindens, NAT’L REG. OF HIST. PLACES, 

https://npgallery.nps.gov/NRHP/AssetDetail?assetID=4710f918-3f96-4e7e-bd95-425b98ed9c3a 

(last visited May 12, 2019).  
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It is fascinating how two homes from Massachusetts, both relocated to D.C., took 

on a completely different significance after the move.  The reason for negativity is 

overstated because a relocation may create a new significance in a different 

context. 

2. Concern About Keeping the Structure Intact 

Second, moving a historic structure risks keeping the building intact.107  

Relocation requires meticulous planning because “things can go dreadfully 

wrong.”108  For instance, moving can be a “tumultuous experience” if the plans go 

awry, such as “[a] runaway crane” or a “hurricane storm.”109  Keeping the structure 

intact without reconstruction after the move requires “punch[ing] holes through the 

foundation, slid[ing] steel beams under and alongside the house and us[ing] 

hydraulic jacks to lift the structure on [the] steel frame.”110  The building’s 

integrity and architectural significance may decrease if the structure is materially 

altered.111 

                                                 

107. Callcott, supra note 93, at 2. 
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Fear and concern about harming the building’s structure is overstated.  

Buildings are no longer hauled by teams of horses.112  Since the early 1900s, 

carpenters have “turned the art of house moving into a science.”113  Technological 

innovations have made relocation of historic structures easier.114  More than two 

hundred businesses in North America “advertise their [house moving] services,”115 

which shows that moving buildings continues to be a common practice. 

As an illustration, the Adas Israel Synagogue was made “movable” with 

modern technology.116  Unfortunately, “[t]he first floor was too weak to be moved, 

so only the second and third floors” survived the first relocation.117  The first floor 

was used for classrooms.118  This move did not compromise the sanctuary, the 

most significant part of the building.119  Another positive is that the relocation lead 

to the discovery of “the synagogue’s original mikvah, a zinc-lined pool used by 
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117. Illustrated History of 1876 Synagogue, JEWISH HIST. SOC’Y OF GREATER WASHINGTON, 

https://www.jhsgw.org/history/synagogue (last visited May 12, 2019). 
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Jewish women for ritual bathing.”120  In December 1969, the synagogue took three 

hours on a dolly with twenty-eight wheels, pulled by two tractors, to arrive at its 

new location three blocks away.121  In 2016, the building moved fifty feet to “make 

room” for the Capitol Crossing development project.122  Three years later, the 

synagogue moved two hundred yards to its final destination.123 

III. The Positive View 

Traditional designation standards in the legal instruments are too strict.  The 

negative views are valid.  Anyone who moves a historic building should be 

sensitive about altering the significance and integrity of a valuable resource.  The 

negative attitude must be qualified with positive reasons to relocate.  Both the 

federal and state historic preservation laws should encourage moving historic 

buildings when a relocation makes for good public policy.  In practice, D.C. and 

the National Register consider every case individually.124  However, the language 
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of the legal instruments, including automatic de-listing on the National Register, do 

not reflect an encouraging, positive attitude. 

A. Traditional Standards Are Too Strict 

Designation criteria should include an expanded definition of “significance.”  

A building’s “significance” constantly evolves.125  Historic preservation officials 

must recognize that significance does not only mean architectural, primarily related 

to a person, or the location of an important event.126  Relocated buildings are 

symbols of the time, energy, and passion of the people that protected the structure 

from demolition.  For example, the Adas Israel Synagogue survived because of the 

dedication of the Jewish Historical Society of Greater Washington, members of the 

Washington Jewish community, and the D.C. and federal governments. 

A structure’s relocation invites a new kind of significance.  The federal and 

state governments should approach relocations of historic buildings with slightly 

more liberality when moving makes for good public policy.  Those reasons include 

the history and tradition of relocating buildings, urban change, and climate change.  

The legislative history also suggests arguments in favor of moving historic 

buildings.  

                                                 

125. See BRONIN & BYRNE, supra note 33, at 71 (discussing the de-listing of Soldier Field, 
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1. History and Tradition 

Buildings have been moved for centuries.  In the United Kingdom, “. . . even 

Stonehenge was quarried and constructed in Wales only to be dismantled many 

centuries later and moved about 40 miles east to its present site on the Salisbury 

Plain.”127  An early image in the United States depicts moving a home “by teams of 

horses” in 1799.128  Even Charles Dickens, as a European visitor, commented about 

the “real economic value” of moving buildings in “preindustrial America.”129 

Rather than starting fresh and constructing new homes, relocations were cheaper 

options because of expensive “materials and labor.”130 

City directories from the early twentieth century listed house movers, which 

“indicat[es] that moving houses was common enough that people made a business 

of it.”131  A project administered by the District of Columbia’s Historic 

Preservation Office found that at least seventy D.C. properties received permits to 

move from 1876-1952.132  This evidence demonstrates that moving buildings was 

historically a positive, common practice in American life.  The negativity about 

moving buildings manifested in the modern historic preservation laws.  This 
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negative attitude in the legal instruments must be contrasted with the “old 

American tradition”133 of moving buildings.  

2. Urban Change 

Relocation of buildings has served different purposes over time.  

Historically, buildings were moved to save money and to enjoy the structure in 

another location.134  In the modern era, however, buildings are moved to make 

room for developers.135  For example, the Adas Israel Synagogue was forced to 

move or face demolition.136  The following analysis presents the dilemma between 

development and historic preservation. 

Urban change is inevitable, especially in D.C.  New relocations should not 

be treated differently as old moves under the designation standards.  The standards 

should be more liberal for property owners who wish to find a more suitable plot of 

land for the old building.  Historic structures that sit among towering new 

buildings appear out of place.  A positive argument for moving historic buildings 

away from their original locations is to find a more appropriate neighborhood and 

context.  The Anacostia Historic District and 655 New York Avenue project 

exemplify how historic buildings may positively adapt to urban conditions. 
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a. Anacostia Historic District 

In the case of In re 2228 MLK LLC, the Mayor’s Agent granted the District 

of Columbia Department of Housing and Community Development and the 

developer permission to move two historic houses.137  The move made room for a 

“project of special merit” in the Anacostia Historic District.138  Moving the 

buildings would create space for “a five story, ‘affordable’ apartment building with 

ground floor retail.”139  The Mayor’s Agent provides the balancing and reasoning 

that must be considered when deciding to move a historic building: 

“The preservation losses here are real but not great.  The houses will be 

relocated, not demolished.  Moving these two houses will eliminate their 

‘integrity of location,’ no small matter.  They will no longer be able to convey to 

observers how houses in the Anacostia Historic District originally lined Martin 

Luther King Jr. Avenue and commanded views of the Anacostia River.  Yet the 

net loss of historical value is greatly lessened by the careful planning of the 

applicants.”140 

 

The houses were “propose[d] to move . . . to two lots within the Anacostia Historic 

District,” where the buildings would be restored and offered for sale.141 

In addition, “[t]he historic significance of the two buildings will be better 

appreciated on the sites to which they will be moved, which retain a consistent and 
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Martin Luther King Jr. Ave., SE, 1, 1 (2014). 

138. Id. 

139. Id. 

140. Id. at 7. 

141. Id. at 1. 
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aesthetically appropriate context.”142  This case demonstrates that historic buildings 

do not have to be demolished when a developer presents a project of special merit.  

Developers may contribute to the economic growth of the neighborhood, while 

allowing the city to hold on to its historic resources. 

b. 655 New York Avenue 

 A development project at 655 New York Avenue illustrates how historic 

preservation and development work together.143  This project “blend[s] the old and 

new” because the developers included nineteen historic structures in the design.144  

The developer moved “two of the early 1900s era buildings” to successfully 

execute the project.145  The D.C. Preservation League, a non-profit organization 

that advocates for historic preservation in the District, “compromised with 

developers at Douglas Development Corp. on saving these structures without 

historic status.”146 
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Incorporation of the historic buildings serve as an architectural contrast, but 

the structures are swallowed up by large offices and apartments.147  This property, 

located in the Mount Vernon Triangle neighborhood, includes office, mixed-use, 

residential, and retail space.148  An alternative to combining the old and the new is 

to move the historic buildings to a more appropriate context. 

Developers and property owners do not all share the same high regard for 

moving historic buildings as Douglas Development.149  Douglas Development, 

according to National Public Radio, “likes saving old buildings.”150  Others may 

push for demolition, as WMATA did prior to Adas Israel’s listing on the National 

Register.  When faced with the dilemma of moving or demolishing, the Federal 

and state governments should consider that moving historic buildings away from 

development projects could give the structure a stronger context and more 

integrity.  For example, buildings could be moved to neighborhoods with similar 

                                                 

147. Daniel J. Sernovitz, What’s Old is New Again at 655 New York Ave. NW. We Take You 

Inside the Massive Project., WASHINGTON BUS. J. (July 25, 2018), 

https://www.bizjournals.com/washington/news/2018/07/25/whats-old-is-new-again-at-655-new-

york-ave-nw-we.html#g/438842/7. 

148. 655 New York Avenue, BROOKFIELD PROPERTIES, 

https://www.brookfieldproperties.com/portfolio/washington-dc/downtown-dc/655-new-york-

avenue/ (last visited May 13, 2019). 

149. According to the head of construction at Douglas Development Corp., “There’s not an 

institution or financier or lender out there that we’ve ever been able to convince these [moves] 

make[] sense . . . [There are so many things that can go wrong from moving structures.” Block, 

supra note 146. 

150. Id. 



 28 

 

architectural features.  When small historic buildings are moved “adjacent to and 

clustered with similarly sized buildings,” there is continuity.151 

3. Climate Change 

 Relocation of historic structures is predicted to become more common as the 

population increases, sea levels rise, and flood plains expand.152  Buildings have 

weathered the storms.  In New Orleans, there has been an increase in “moving 

houses out of harm’s way” after Hurricane Katrina caused devastation.153  Moving 

endangered structures to where they can survive will preserve their dignity.  In a 

2017 study, researchers found that 13,000 “historic and prehistoric archaeological 

sites” could be lost if the sea level rises one meter.154  Accordingly, “this might be 

the moment preservation gains its widest influence” because historic preservation 

can contribute to “slow[ing] the transformation of the planet.”155 

B. Legislative History 

 At the time of drafting the NHPA, Congress did not have an outwardly 

negative view toward relocating buildings.  In the House of Representatives 
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Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs’ Report, Congressman Roy. A Taylor 

takes a positive view that relocated buildings have contributed to the “[p]rogress 

toward preservation.”156  Rep. Taylor referenced the Housing and Urban 

Development Act of 1965 (“HUD Act”), which provided for renovating and 

maintaining properties of historic value.157  The Senate Committee on Interior and 

Insular Affairs’ Report does not mention relocation,158 but silence should not be 

interpreted as a lack of consideration for moving historic buildings. 

 Legislative history also provides insight into how the Adas Israel Synagogue 

ultimately received permission to relocate.  The building could not have moved 

without the approval of Congress, President Richard Nixon, and the HUD Act.  In 

1969, D.C.’s Commissioner did “not have the authority under existing law to enter 

agreements for the preservation of historic buildings.”159  D.C. needed an act of 

Congress.160  Saving the building “was delaying [WMATA’s] timetable.”161 

The Committee Reports demonstrate that both houses of Congress were 

enthusiastic about moving the synagogue.162  Moreover, the Committee Reports do 

not mention the disadvantages of moving.163  Rather, the bill served as an urgent 
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request to save a historic resource.  The HUD Act grant would provide $60,500 for 

the synagogue’s preservation.164  This law for the Adas Israel Synagogue, titled 

“Lease of District Property to the Jewish Historical Society of Greater 

Washington,” officially allowed for the synagogue’s relocation.165 

IV. Conclusion 

 Relocating historic buildings is an excellent way to preserve valuable 

resources.  The negative view that relocation is problematic was manifested in 

historic preservation legal instruments.  The reasons for the negativity, removal 

from context and risks to the structure, are overstated.  History and tradition, urban 

change, climate change, and legislative history suggest that relocating buildings 

positively impacts the purpose of preservation.  Today, buildings are moved to 

make way for developers.  When the fight to keep a building in its original location 

fails, moving the building saves the resource. 

Throughout this paper, the story of the Adas Israel Synagogue has 

exemplified why moving historic buildings is a terrific accomplishment.  The 

synagogue gained an additional significance the day WMATA announced its plan 

to demolish the structure.  It would be ideal if the synagogue had remained in its 

original location.  However, it is amazing that the building was moved instead of 
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torn down.  The story of saving Adas Israel Synagogue will be remembered in the 

forthcoming Lillian and Albert Small Jewish Museum.166  The original building 

will be incorporated into the design of the museum, opening in 2021.167 

 This paper analyzed the legal and historical foundations for relocating 

buildings in Washington, D.C.  Further research about urban development and 

climate change will make federal and state governments reconsider the negative 

attitude toward relocation.  The historic preservation laws should be slightly more 

liberal when urban conditions make relocation good public policy. 
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