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INTRODUCTION 

Persons throughout history have always been drawn to stadiums, and these 

unique structures have culturally contributed to communities in ways that are 

difficult to quantify. A city’s need for a stadium is often multi-faceted. A stadium 

must meet the expectations of the modern spectator and function cohesively with 

the surrounding neighborhoods, all while facilitating a sense of community 

solidarity. These complex needs raise important historic preservation questions. 

What makes a stadium significant? What should a city do with a stadium that has 

outlived its original purpose, and what actions are necessary to preserve the 

structure’s memory? 

The Colosseum is an example of a stadium that, despite outliving its 

function by a millennium, has been deemed worthy of preservation at all costs. 

Construction of the Colosseum began during the reign of Emperor Vespasian 

sometime between 70 and 72 A.D.1 It was built on the site that was once Nero’s 

Golden House, as a symbolic gesture, replacing the tyrannical emperor’s private 

space with a public amphitheater that all the citizens of Rome could enjoy.2 The 

structure was officially dedicated in 80 A.D. in a celebration that included 100 

days of games.3 The building could seat over 50,000 spectators, and it played host 

                                                 
1 Editors of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, Colosseum, Encyclopaedia Britannica (2019), available at 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Colosseum.  
2 Id. 
3 Id. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Colosseum


 3 

to thousands of events during its centuries of active use, including gladiatorial 

matches, contests between men and exotic beasts, and many larger battle 

reenactments (even naval engagements).4  

The Colosseum’s design and its architectural qualities have become iconic, 

and its image is instantly recognizable. Unlike earlier amphitheaters, the 

Colosseum is a freestanding structure of stone and concrete.5 Three of the arena’s 

stories are encircled by arcades framed on the exterior by engaged columns in all 

of the major styles, Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian, and its design, the rising 

arrangement of columns, became the basis for the Renaissance period’s 

“assemblage of orders.”6 

Today, over 1900 years after its opening, the Colosseum continues to 

capture the imagination of over seven million world travelers annually and remains 

one of the most historically important landmarks ever built.7 The entire Historic 

Centre of Rome is a designated World Heritage Site, and the Colosseum greatly 

contributes to that designation.8 Italy protects the Colosseum (and cultural 

resources like it) through national and local law. Italy’s Code of Cultural Heritage 

and Landscape dictates that buildings of particular archaeological value cannot be 

                                                 
4 Id. 
5 Id. 
6 Id. 
7 Id. 
8 Historic Centre of Rome, the Properties of the Holy See in that City Enjoying Extraterritorial Rights and San 

Paolo Fuori le Mura, UNESCO, available at https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/91, visited Apr. 19, 2019 [hereinafter 

UNESCO]. 

https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/91
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“[destroyed, altered, or used in a way that is incompatible with their historic 

characteristics].”9 The General Urban Plan of Rome regulates the entire territory of 

the city, extending the classification of “historic city” to the entire heritage 

property.10 The Plan also outlines fundraising mechanisms for conservation, 

promotion, and presentation of the site.11 

The history of the Colosseum affirms that Sport is an essential part of the 

human cultural experience, and people have long been fascinated not only with the 

games and matches themselves, but also with the venues and buildings where those 

spectacles are brought to life. Stadiums represent a class of structure that is 

culturally important and vital to a community’s identity. Even stadiums that have 

not seen a game or a crowd in some time are often cherished for the ghosts they 

hold within their confines: the faded memories of impossible athletic feats; the 

echoes of jubilant cheers and wails of despair; the lingering scent of concessions 

and fresh-cut grass; the gaping expressions of children as they see the field for the 

first time. Stadiums, by their nature, transcend the benefits of simple aesthetic 

pleasure, playing host to events that can become historically significant and 

creating emotional bonds with their onlookers. 

                                                 
9 Decreto Legislativo 22 gennaio 2004, n.42, G.U. Feb. 24, 2004, n.45, art. 10, 20 (It.) (translated by Nicholas 

Malin). 
10 UNESCO. 
11 Id. 
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When viewed through this lens, it becomes clear that the historic 

preservation process has a role to play in the lives of stadiums, but the extent of 

preservation and the process involved requires careful consideration. Preservation 

of these structures is important, but, of course, not every stadium is the Colosseum. 

Today’s stadiums are more numerous and their individual significance is thus more 

diluted. However, all sports venues do retain certain qualities that make them 

significant, complicating the balance between preservation values and the need for 

an advanced and innovative community design. 

One aspect of stadiums that challenges the traditional notions of historic 

preservation is that all such structures are designed to draw people to their confines 

and to delight those individuals when they arrive. For example, stadiums are 

typically architecturally distinct, both from the buildings surrounding them and 

other stadiums. In fact, sports venues are often given idiosyncratic design elements 

to set them apart from other sports venues and even to reflect the community’s 

history.12 The discrete communities where these buildings reside come to value the 

structures and the fields as integral parts of daily life and their shared 

experiences.13 

                                                 
12 Tal Barak, A Look at Why No Two Ballparks are the Same, NPR (Jun. 1, 2005), available at 

https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4675798. 
13 See e.g., Heinz Von Eckartsberg, The Day Baseball Died in Brooklyn – Ebbets Field, Untapped Cities (Aug. 17, 

2011), available at https://untappedcities.com/2011/08/17/the-day-baseball-died-in-brooklyn-ebbets-field/. 

https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4675798
https://untappedcities.com/2011/08/17/the-day-baseball-died-in-brooklyn-ebbets-field/
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Stadiums are also high occupancy buildings, allowing for many different 

people to use and experience them. Stadiums play host to events that can 

potentially influence the national conversation or zeitgeist, as sporting events draw 

millions of eyes every year, and the results of those matches and the storylines that 

play out during them are ascribed importance by the spectators. From time to time, 

stadiums may even play host to events of larger socio-political importance, such as 

Jackie Robinson breaking the color barrier at Ebbets Field or the use of the 

Louisiana Superdome as a shelter of last resort during Hurricane Katrina.14 

However, while communities care about their stadiums, and while these sites 

frequently engage in moments of historic importance, there are challenges 

associated with preserving stadiums. One of the challenges in preserving sports 

venues is that the amenities, which could be state of the art when the structures are 

built, quickly become outdated. Before long, spectators will cry out for the 

amenities they enjoy in newer stadiums, and it will hurt a team’s profitability if its 

competition enjoys a new, cutting-edge stadium while it is hampered by an older 

building, unable to support the same type of onlooker experience.15 Older stadiums 

                                                 
14 Eric Moskowitz, On Jackie Robinson Day, 100 Photos of the Icon on the Field and With Family, NY Times (Jan. 

31, 2019), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/31/sports/jackie-robinson-photos-100th-birthday.html; 

Nate Scott, Refuge of last resort: Five days inside the Superdome for Hurricane Katrina, USA Today (Aug. 24, 

2015), available at https://ftw.usatoday.com/2015/08/refuge-of-last-resort-five-days-inside-the-superdome-for-

hurricane-katrina. 
15 See generally Mike Chamernik, More than a game: 4 ways sports teams are adapting to changing fan 

preferences, Building Design and Construction (Apr. 13, 2016), available at https://www.bdcnetwork.com/more-

game-4-ways-sports-teams-are-adapting-changing-fan-preferences. 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/31/sports/jackie-robinson-photos-100th-birthday.html
https://ftw.usatoday.com/2015/08/refuge-of-last-resort-five-days-inside-the-superdome-for-hurricane-katrina
https://ftw.usatoday.com/2015/08/refuge-of-last-resort-five-days-inside-the-superdome-for-hurricane-katrina
https://www.bdcnetwork.com/more-game-4-ways-sports-teams-are-adapting-changing-fan-preferences
https://www.bdcnetwork.com/more-game-4-ways-sports-teams-are-adapting-changing-fan-preferences
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can also have structural problems, raising safety concerns, and there is also a risk 

that a team will move, leaving a massive husk in the center of town that may be 

difficult to adapt to other uses. 

Today, an interesting chapter is on the verge of opening in the debate of how 

best to preserve this unique class of structure. On March 26, 2019, 

Congresswoman Eleanor Holmes Norton introduced a bill to sell the Robert F. 

Kennedy (“RFK”) Stadium site to the District of Columbia for fair market value.16 

In a press release, Congresswoman Norton set forth the underlying reasoning of the 

proposal, stating that the RFK stadium site is owned by the Department of Interior, 

and that “[t]his vast, unused track of federal land has incredible potential in the 

hands of the District of Columbia.”17 Nearly 90 percent of the site is devoted to 

parking lots, and the federal government gains no revenue from its ownership of 

the site, which is part of its motivation to sell the land to the District.18 

Under the District’s current lease of the land with the federal government, it 

may only use the space for “recreation, stadium purposes, or open space.”19 The 

                                                 
16 116 H.R. 1883; Prince of Petworth, Norton Introduces Legislation to Sell RFK Stadium Site, Unused Federal 

Land, to the District of Columbia, Popville (Mar. 27, 2019), available at 

https://www.popville.com/2019/03/legislation-to-sell-rfk-stadium-to-district-of-columbia/.  
17 Press Release, Norton Introduces Legislation to Sell RFK Stadium Site, Unused Federal Land, to the District of 

Columbia, Eleanor Holmes Norton (Mar. 26, 2019), available at https://norton.house.gov/media-center/press-

releases/norton-introduces-legislation-to-sell-rfk-stadium-site-unused-federal. 
18 Id. 
19 Id; Statement Of Robert Vogel, Acting Deputy Director For Operations, National Park Service, U.S. Department 

Of The Interior, Before The House Natural Resources Subcommittee On Federal Lands, Concerning H.R. 3373, To 

Amend The District Of Columbia Stadium Act Of 1957 To Extend For An Additional 50 Years The Lease Under 

Which The Government Of The District Of Columbia Uses The Ground Under The Parking Facilities Associated 

With Robert F. Kennedy Memorial Stadium, Office of Congressional and Legislative Affairs (Oct. 11, 2017). 

 

https://www.popville.com/2019/03/legislation-to-sell-rfk-stadium-to-district-of-columbia/
https://norton.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/norton-introduces-legislation-to-sell-rfk-stadium-site-unused-federal
https://norton.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/norton-introduces-legislation-to-sell-rfk-stadium-site-unused-federal
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lease isn’t set to expire until 2038, and the uncertainty surrounding long-term use 

and control of the land has stymied investment and planning.20 Sale of the land to 

the District would open up new avenues for action and creative use of the space, 

ranging from additional green space to affordable housing to commercial, mixed-

use space, or perhaps even a new stadium. 

While all the new possibilities are exciting, they beg several questions. What 

will become of the stadium? Is the stadium eligible for historic preservation, and 

should it be preserved? Will it be demolished? What are the legal barriers, and 

which options are even possible given the current landscape of historic 

preservation law? How does the federal government’s involvement change the 

equation? This paper will answer these questions, providing a thorough analysis of 

RFK Stadium’s eligibility for inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places, 

the procedures necessary to convey the property and fundamentally change it, and 

possible preservation actions that both the federal government and District 

government could implement. 

ANALYSIS 

RFK Stadium represents a unique case in terms of stadium construction and 

ownership. The stadium was originally constructed pursuant to an act of Congress, 

signed by the President, and the stadium site remains the property of the federal 

                                                 
20 Id. 
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government.21 This is an extremely solitary occurrence, as RFK remains the only 

stadium in the country that is located on land owned by the federal government. 

The federal element present in the case creates historic preservation questions that 

would not be present in ordinary circumstances. Specifically, the situation raises 

questions surrounding the National Historic Preservation Act (“NHPA” or “the 

Act”). 

In 1966, Congress, concerned with the loss of “historic properties significant to 

the Nation’s heritage,” enacted the NHPA.22 The NHPA created a federal policy to 

“administer federally owned, administered, or controlled prehistoric and historic 

resources in a spirit of stewardship for the inspiration and benefit of present and 

future generations.”23 In the spirit of that policy, the NHPA imposes certain 

requirements on the federal government when their actions will potentially affect 

historic properties.24 If the conveyance of RFK Stadium triggers the NHPA, any 

proposed deal would be subject to the Act’s procedural requirements. 

I) THE CONVEYANCE OF RFK STADIUM TRIGGERS THE NHPA 

                                                 
21 P.L. 85-300. 
22 80 Stat. 915 § 1 (1966). 
23 Id. at § 2. 
24 80 Stat. 915, 917 § 106 (1966). 
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Section 106 of the NHPA requires actions that a federal agency must take 

before engaging in an “undertaking” on any property in or eligible for inclusion in 

the National Register.25 Specifically, Section 106 states: 

The head of any Federal agency having direct or indirect jurisdiction 

over a proposed Federal or federally assisted undertaking in any State and the 

head of any Federal department or independent agency having authority to 

license any undertaking shall, prior to the approval of the expenditure of any 

Federal funds on the undertaking or prior to the issuance of any license, as the 

case may be, take into account the effect of the undertaking on any district, 

site, building, structure, or object that is included in or eligible for inclusion 

in the National Register. The head of any such Federal agency shall afford the 

Advisory Council on Historic Preservation established under Title II of this 

Act a reasonable opportunity to comment with regard to such undertaking.26 

Applying Section 106 to the present case to determine its applicability, it is clear 

that a “Federal agency” is involved here, as the Department of the Interior falls into 

that category. RFK Stadium also easily falls into the category of “building” under 

the NHPA, as the regulations define “building” as any “structure created to shelter 

any form of human activity.”27 Therefore, whether Section 106 is applicable to a 

                                                 
25 80 Stat. 915, 917 § 106 (1966). 
26 Id. 
27 36 C.F.R. § 60.3(a). 
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conveyance of RFK Stadium from the Department of the Interior to the District of 

Columbia will be dependent on interpretation of two key elements: (1) whether the 

conveyance of the RFK site would constitute an “undertaking” and (2) whether 

RFK is “eligible for inclusion in the National Register.” 

A) The Conveyance Constitutes an Undertaking 

 The term “undertaking” means a project, activity, or program funded in 

whole or in part under the direct or indirect jurisdiction of a Federal agency, 

including (1) those carried out by or on behalf of the Federal agency; (2) those 

carried out with Federal financial assistance; (3) those requiring a Federal permit, 

license, or approval; and (4) those subject to State or local regulation administered 

pursuant to a delegation or approval by a Federal agency.28 “The Advisory 

Council’s regulations indicate that a sale or transfer of a building by an agency 

triggers NHPA’s consultation requirements.”2930 Here, the conveyance of the RFK 

Stadium site would constitute a sale or transfer of a building by the Department of 

the Interior, constituting an “undertaking” under the NHPA. 

B) RFK Stadium is Eligible for Inclusion in the National Register 

                                                 
28 54 U.S.C. § 300320. 
29 Nat’l Trust for Historic Preservation v. F.D.I.C., 1993 WL 328134 (D.C. 1993). 
30 Congress has granted the Council authority “to promulgate such rules and regulations as it deems necessary to 

govern the implementation of [Section 106].” 54 U.S.C. § 304108. According to the D.C. Circuit, “the Advisory 

Council regulations command substantial judicial deference.” CTIA-Wireless Ass’n v. F.C.C., 466 F.3d 105, 116 

(Sep. 26, 2006). 
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 RFK Stadium is not listed in the National Register of Historic Places, so 

whether an NHPA consultation is necessary will be dependent on whether RFK 

Stadium is “eligible for inclusion in the National Register.” The criteria for 

evaluation for inclusion in the National Register can be found in the Advisory 

Council’s regulations in the Federal Register. Those regulations provide that a 

candidate for inclusion shall be evaluated based on the following standards:31 

The quality of significance in American history, architecture, archeology, 

engineering, and culture is present in districts, sites, buildings, structures, and 

objects that possess integrity of location, design, setting, materials, 

workmanship, feeling, and association and 

(a) that are associated with events that have made a significant contribution to 

the broad patterns of our history; or 

(b) that are associated with the lives of persons significant in our past; or 

(c) that embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of 

construction, or that represent the work of a master, or that possess high 

artistic values, or that represent a significant and distinguishable entity whose 

components may lack individual distinction; or 

(d) that have yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in 

prehistory or history. 

                                                 
31 36 C.F.R. § 60.4 
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The two major requirements for eligibility for inclusion in the National Register 

can thus be boiled down to “historical significance” and “integrity.” 

1) RFK Stadium is “historically significant” 

The concept of significance encompasses places made historically important 

by association with important events or persons, those with aesthetic or cultural 

value, and those that may provide useful information to the trained eye.32 

Importantly, the concept of “our” history in the regulations does not refer only to 

properties of national significance, but also of state and local significance.33 This 

permits local organizations to argue for the “significance” of places that may 

embody their particular community identity.34 This allows for a wide variety of 

different sites, structures, and buildings to be considered for inclusion in the 

National Register. 

i) RFK Stadium is associated with historically important events and 

individuals 

RFK’s status as a “national stadium” located in the Nation’s Capital meant 

that its conception, construction, and lifespan was more intertwined with national 

politics than perhaps any other stadium. 

                                                 
32 Sara C. Bronin & J. Peter Byrne, Historic Preservation Law, Foundation Press 61 (2012). 
33 Id. 
34 Id. 
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While National Park (later renamed Griffith Stadium)The idea of a 

“National Stadium” in the District was first proposed in 1916 by New York 

Congressman George Hulbert.35 While National Park (later renamed Griffith 

Stadium) stood near Howard University at the time of the proposal, it was privately 

owned and one of the smallest ballparks in baseball, seating around 30,000.36 

The proposed bill called for an appropriation of $1,545,397 for a stadium 

project in East Potomac Park. Hulbert noted that “in every other country ample 

accommodations are afforded in the capital city for national athletic events except 

in the United States” and that “should a favorable action [be] obtained upon the 

bill, a concerted effort will be made... to have the Olympic games in 1920 held in 

Washington.”37 It was envisioned that the National Stadium could also be used to 

host the annual Army v. Navy football game in addition to the Olympics.38 

However, this vision never came to fruition. 

Multiple plans similar to Hulbert’s 1916 effort materialized and dissolved 

over the course of the following decades. One plan involved a stadium seating 

100,000 proposed by Colonel Ulysses S. Grant III (the superintendent of the 

National Capital Parks and Planning Commission), designed by the Allied 

                                                 
35 Bill for Huge Stadium, Washington Post (Apr. 22, 1916). 
36 Griffith Stadium, Ballparks of Baseball, available at https://www.ballparksofbaseball.com/ballparks/griffith-

stadium/. 
37 Bill for Huge Stadium, Washington Post (Apr. 22, 1916). 
38 Id. 

https://www.ballparksofbaseball.com/ballparks/griffith-stadium/
https://www.ballparksofbaseball.com/ballparks/griffith-stadium/
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Architects, and lobbied through the Roosevelt Memorial Association as a tribute to 

late President Theodore Roosevelt.39 A similar idea was later advanced by the 

Jefferson Memorial Commission, but was also ultimately scrapped.40 During 

World War II, several congressmen introduced competing bills, which eventually 

resulted in the creation of a commission to survey sites and plan for a stadium that 

would fit 100,000-200,000 people and serve as a memorial for war veterans.41 

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt eventually lent his verbal support for a 

stadium project, but the 1944 commission ultimately failed to gain funding for its 

stadium project.42 

The idea for a stadium in the District didn’t generate enthusiasm again until 

almost decade later in the mid-1950s when Congress introduced legislation to build 

a stadium on the east side of town, again hoping to attract attention from the 

Olympics.43 The District of Columbia Stadium Act was finally signed by President 

Eisenhower on July 29, 1958, authorizing the private construction of a 50,000-

person stadium to be used by the Washington Redskins and the Washington 

Senators with an estimated cost of $7.5 to $8.6 million.44 The government 

contributed the site in part because Congress felt it was “unusual” for a private 

                                                 
39 Brett L. Abrams, Capital Sporting Grounds: A History of Stadium and Ballpark Construction in Washington, 

D.C., McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers 123-27 (2008). 
40 Id. at 128. 
41 Id. at 134. 
42 Id. at 135. 
43 85 H.R. 1937. 
44 P.L. 85-300. 
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entity to “come in here saying give us a piece of ground and we will build a 

stadium” and that cooperating was “the least [they] could do.”45 District of 

Columbia Stadium broke ground in 1960 and officially opened its doors in October 

of 1961.46 

This level of federal involvement in a stadium’s construction is unique 

among the nation’s stadiums. It was clear that DC Stadium was intended to serve 

as a locus of national events and pride, and as a draw for international engagement, 

particularly for Olympic events. The original purposes behind RFK Stadium help it 

relate to both U.S. stadiums that are built for frequent use and international 

stadiums built to exhibit the nation’s prosperity to the rest of the world (i.e. Beijing 

National Stadium). 

When it opened, DC Stadium was the home of the Washington Redskins, the 

Washington Senators, and the George Washington University Colonial football 

team.47 The first official event at the stadium was on October 1, 1961, as a football 

game featuring the Washington Redskins and the New York Giants drew a crowd 

of nearly 37,000 people. President John F. Kennedy was present for the game, 

which ended in a 24-21 loss for the Redskins.48 

                                                 
45 To Authorize the Construction, Maintenance and Operation by the Armory Board of D.C. of a Stadium in D.C., 

and for Other Purposes: Hearing Before the Sen. Subcomm. On Fiscal Affairs; Comm. on the District of Columbia, 

85th Cong. 13 (Jul. 1, 1957) (statement by Senator Beall). 
46 RFK Stadium, Events DC, available at http://eventsdc.com/Venues/RFKStadium/OurHistory.aspx. 
47 RFK Stadium, Events DC. 
48 Jack Walsh, 36,767 See First Game in Stadium, Washington Post A1 (Oct. 2, 1961). 

http://eventsdc.com/Venues/RFKStadium/OurHistory.aspx
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President Kennedy would later return to DC Stadium the following spring to 

throw out the first pitch on Opening Day for the Washington Senators.49 Notably, 

this was a new Senators team, as the original Senators fled to Minnesota while DC 

Stadium was still under construction. Kennedy’s first pitch was less than 

impressive, described as “a soft lob which hit the ground and rolled to the first base 

line in front of his box.”50 However, It wasn’t Kennedy’s last first pitch, as he 

would get another chance to throw a strike on July 10, 1962 when DC Stadium 

hosted the MLB All-Star Game in its inaugural year.51 A crowd of 45,480 people 

attended the game, the largest ever to see a baseball game in the District. 

The Presidential First Pitch is a tradition that stretches back to President 

Taft, and, while RFK Stadium has seen more President’s throw out a first pitch 

than most, it has not seen the greatest number of Presidential First Pitches, an 

honor belonging to Griffith Stadium.52 Nor did RFK Stadium play host to the most 

consequential first pitch. This honor likely belongs to Yankee Stadium, which 

witnessed George W. Bush throw a strike to start Game 3 of the 2001 World Series 

                                                 
49 History.com Editors, President Kennedy throws first pitch at new D.C. Stadium, History (Nov. 16, 2009), 

accessed Apr. 8, 2019, available at https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/kennedy-throws-first-pitch-at-new-

d-c-stadium.  
50 Nats Defeat Tigers Behind Daniels, JFK, Star News 9 (Apr. 10, 1962). 
51 Scott Allen, Looking Back at 10 of the greatest games in RFK Stadium history, Washington Post (Oct. 20, 2017), 

available at https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/dc-sports-bog/wp/2017/10/20/looking-back-at-10-of-the-

greatest-games-in-rfk-stadium-history/?utm_term=.7a2d2e73536d. 
52 Steve Wulf, From Taft to Trump: Scouting presidential first pitches, ESPN (Apr. 3, 2017), available at 

http://www.espn.com/mlb/story/_/id/18974934/scouting-presidential-first-pitches 

https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/kennedy-throws-first-pitch-at-new-d-c-stadium
https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/kennedy-throws-first-pitch-at-new-d-c-stadium
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/dc-sports-bog/wp/2017/10/20/looking-back-at-10-of-the-greatest-games-in-rfk-stadium-history/?utm_term=.7a2d2e73536d
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/dc-sports-bog/wp/2017/10/20/looking-back-at-10-of-the-greatest-games-in-rfk-stadium-history/?utm_term=.7a2d2e73536d
http://www.espn.com/mlb/story/_/id/18974934/scouting-presidential-first-pitches


 18 

after the 9/11 attacks.53 However, Kennedy’s attendance did kick off a rich 

association with the Kennedy family that would last for the entirety of the 

stadium’s life. 

In 1969, Interior Secretary Stewart Udall ensured that the stadium would be 

forever associated with the legacy of the Kennedy family, organizing the renaming 

of DC Stadium to Robert F. Kennedy Memorial Stadium.54 This move was not 

without opposition, and was reflective of the complicated historical and political 

relationship between the Johnson and Kennedy Administrations. The story of the 

renaming of DC Stadium is an artifact in itself; a reminder of days of old when 

stadium details were not simply decided by whichever advertiser could pay the 

most money. 

The idea was first proposed several months after Robert Kennedy’s 

assassination in Los Angeles. William Geoghegan, a lawyer who had worked in 

the Justice Department under President Kennedy, brought the notion to an 

individual in the Department of the Interior, who brought it to Udall, another 

Kennedy holdover.55 Udall supported the idea, but he also knew that Lyndon 

                                                 
53 From the Museum, Remembering President George W. Bush's 2001 World Series Pitch, 9/11 Memorial Museum 

(Oct. 30, 2018), available at https://www.911memorial.org/blog/remembering-president-george-w-bushs-2001-

world-series-pitch. 
54 Rick Massimo, End runs, curve balls and last-minute shots: How RFK Stadium got its name, WTOP (Oct. 20, 

2017), available at https://wtop.com/sports/2017/10/end-runs-curve-balls-last-minute-shots-rfk-stadium-got-

name/slide/1/. 
55 Id. 

https://www.911memorial.org/blog/remembering-president-george-w-bushs-2001-world-series-pitch
https://www.911memorial.org/blog/remembering-president-george-w-bushs-2001-world-series-pitch
https://wtop.com/sports/2017/10/end-runs-curve-balls-last-minute-shots-rfk-stadium-got-name/slide/1/
https://wtop.com/sports/2017/10/end-runs-curve-balls-last-minute-shots-rfk-stadium-got-name/slide/1/
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Johnson hated Robert Kennedy and that the President would shut down the plan if 

he got wind of it.56 

Luckily, since the stadium stands on federal land, in Anacostia National 

Park, Udall could change the name without the President’s approval.57 Udall, made 

courageous by the fact that Johnson was set to leave office within the month, went 

ahead with the name change, which was announced by the Armory Board on 

January 18, 1969, two days before Nixon took office.58 LBJ was reportedly 

enraged by the news, and used his last morning in the oval office to deny most of 

Udall’s requests to put aside land for national parks.59 

RFK Stadium’s close association “with the lives of persons significant in our 

past” sets it apart, even from stadiums that have been accepted in the National 

Register. For example, Fenway Park was deemed “historically important as a 

location associated with... nationally important baseball players, such as Babe 

Ruth, Ted Williams, and Carl Yastrzemski.”60 Not only is RFK associated with 

individuals that had a greater level of national significance, those associations are 

essential to some of the stadium’s characteristics, including its name. Many 

memorial stadiums dot the country, Soldier Field for instance (which lost its 
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National Register designation after significant alterations), stands as a memorial to 

WWI soldiers, but a stadium named for a significant political individual in such a 

short time after his death is a unique occurrence in sports. 

A stadium like Fenway Park achieved its National Register designation 

through more than just association with historically important individuals, serving 

“as a location associated with a community, for the history of the sport of baseball, 

[and] for momentous team moments.” While the sports and cultural history at RFK 

may be less substantial than at Fenway Park (as Fenway is over one hundred years 

old, becoming a site of pilgrimage for baseball fans everywhere)61 RFK’s sports 

and cultural history nevertheless maintains great local importance. 

Most of the District’s sports teams have called RFK Stadium home over the 

course of the stadium’s 58-year history—D.C. United (1996-2017), the 

Washington Redskins (1961-1996), the Washington Federals (1983-1984), the 

Washington Senators (1962-1971), the Washington Diplomats (1974-1981, 1991), 

the Washington Darts (1971), Washington Freedom (2001-2003, 2009-2010), the 

Washington Whips (1968), the Washington Nationals (2005-2007), and the George 

Washington University Colonials (1961-1966).62 It has hosted United States men’s 

national soccer team matches, the Olympic soccer tournament, and the Women’s 
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62 Aaron Morrissey, By the Numbers: RFK Stadium, DCist (Oct. 7, 2011), available at 

https://dcist.com/story/11/10/07/by-the-numbers-rfk-stadium/. 

https://dcist.com/story/11/10/07/by-the-numbers-rfk-stadium/


 21 

World Cup. This amounts to greater than two thousand games or matches played 

within the confines of RFK Stadium. 

The Redskins had the longest tenure playing in RFK Stadium, and the team 

has accumulated its fair share of exciting moments and sports heroes. The run in 

1982-1983, leading up to Super Bowl XVII, was particularly magical, as fans in 

RFK Stadium watched John Riggins dominate Minnesota to advance the Redskins 

to the NFC Championship where the same fans cheered as Washington stomped 

the Cowboys 31-17.63 Along with Riggins and Jurgensen, fans visiting RFK 

Stadium had the opportunity to watch several legends of the game take the field, 

including Darrell Green, Chris Hanburger, Art Monk, and coaches Joe Gibbs and 

Vince Lombardi. 

Though RFK Stadium was not originally designed with soccer in mind, it 

quickly became a bastion for the sport in the United States.64 The DC United 

played 347 games there,65 and the United States men’s national soccer team played 

more games there than at any other venue.66 RFK is the only stadium in the United 

States to host the World Cup, the Women’s World Cup, the NASL Soccer Bowl, 
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the MLS Cup, and Olympic group stages for men and women (finally, in a small 

way, realizing the 1916 motivation for building a stadium in the District).67 

ii) RFK Stadium embodies “the distinctive characteristics of a type, 

period, or method of construction” 

RFK Stadium was designed by George Dahl, Ewin Engineering Associates and 

Osborn Engineering, and it was the first major stadium built with the intent of 

serving as a multisport facility for both football and baseball.68 Football teams and 

baseball teams had shared stadiums before, including Griffith Stadium, Yankee 

Stadium, Wrigley Field, Forbes Field, and the Polo Grounds, but those stadiums 

were designed for one sport and adapted to serve the other, and, for the most part, 

those stadiums catered to baseball first and foremost.69 RFK Stadium was the first 

major stadium designed to cater to both in an egalitarian manner. 

The design advanced by George Dahl and Osborn Engineering was a huge leap 

forward in treating the two sports equally. The designers used a circular design for 

RFK Stadium, and they allowed for the movement of seating areas depending on 

the event. For example, the left field bleachers were moved on tracks, and those 

bleachers became notorious for their ability to shake the stadium when bounced 
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upon (though this was likely not an intended design feature).70 RFK Stadium’s 

adaptable design was later copied by cookie-cutter stadiums in New York, St. 

Louis, Pittsburgh, Oakland, Philadelphia, and Atlanta. 

RFK also incorporated more interesting design elements than its cookie-cutter 

followers. Particularly, its curved, dipping roof was its most recognizable design 

element. Another notable feature was that the lights were placed directly on the 

roof because the stadium was not permitted to install light towers due to its direct 

sight line to the Washington Monument and Capitol Building.71 

RFK Stadium’s design is significant in similar respects to the significance of 

the Houston Astrodome. The Astrodome, which was deemed eligible for listing in 

the National Register, was the first enclosed and air-conditioned sports stadium in 

the United States.72 It was nominated in part for being the “progenitor of enclosed 

multi-purpose sports stadiums, now an American sports archetype architectural 

form[.]”73 RFK Stadium’s architectural qualities are likewise significant, as they 

precipitated many copycat designs in several cities throughout the nation. 

Therefore, it is clear that RFK Stadium has the “historical significance” 

required under the NHPA. If it did not make significant contributions to the broad 

                                                 
70 Id. 
71 Aaron Morrissey, By the Numbers: RFK Stadium, DCist (Oct. 7, 2011), available at 

https://dcist.com/story/11/10/07/by-the-numbers-rfk-stadium/. 
72 Astrodome, National Park Service, available at https://www.nps.gov/nr/feature/places/13001099.htm. 
73 Id. 

https://dcist.com/story/11/10/07/by-the-numbers-rfk-stadium/
https://www.nps.gov/nr/feature/places/13001099.htm


 24 

patterns of our national history, it definitely contributed to the patterns of the 

District’s local history, living at the center of the District’s sports consciousness for 

decades. RFK Stadium has been “associated with the lives of persons significant in 

our past,” particularly with the Kennedy family and with some of the greatest, most 

famous athletes of the 20th century. It embodies distinctive characteristics of a type 

of construction, given that it was the first major multi-purpose stadium ever built, 

and many other cities copied the design. 

2) RFK Stadium has maintained its “integrity” 

 In addition to satisfying the “historical significance” requirement, the 

property must have “integrity” to be included in the National Register. According 

to the Park Service Bulletin No. 15, “Integrity is the ability of a property to convey 

its significance.”74 Properties that have been neglected or modified may lack the 

physical features that impress upon the viewer the rationale behind preserving the 

property.75 The National Register criteria contains seven aspects or qualities that, 

in various combinations, define integrity.76 “To retain historic integrity a property 

will always possess several, and usually most, of the aspects.”77 The evaluation of 

integrity is sometimes subjective, but it must always be grounded in an 
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understanding of a property's physical features and how they relate to its 

significance.78 

 Soldier Field is an example of a stadium that lost its integrity and was 

thereafter removed from the National Register. In September 2003, Soldier Field 

underwent a remodeling project to retrofit and modernize the stadium.79 “The 

result was a new seating bowl cantilevered and asymmetrical in shape, with sky 

box seating extending four-stories beyond the original colonnades on the east side 

eclipsing a distinctive architectural feature of the original stadium.”80 National 

Historic Landmark designation was withdrawn because “the addition of the 

cantilevered bowl during remodeling affected the stadium's ability to convey its 

historic appearance.”81 

 Here, RFK Stadium has maintained its “integrity” under the NHPA. While 

the property has seen some decay over time, it generally meets the requirements 

listed in the regulations. It is in the same location it was originally built; its design 

hasn’t fundamentally changed; and the relationship between the stadium and the 

surrounding landscape is generally the same. Essentially, part of what is motivating 
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individuals to demolish RFK Stadium is its integrity: the fact that it is old and has 

remained largely the same for almost 60 years. 

3) RFK Stadium does not meet any listed exceptions 

 The regulations list certain exceptions to the eligibility criteria, indicating 

that even if a property meets the requirements for “integrity” and “historical 

significance” it may still be ineligible for inclusion based on several other policy 

factors or constitutional restrictions. The regulations state that “[o]rdinarily 

cemeteries, birthplaces, or graves of historical figures, properties owned by 

religious institutions or used for religious purposes, structures that have been 

moved from their original locations, reconstructed historic buildings, properties 

primarily commemorative in nature, and properties that have achieved significance 

within the past 50 years shall not be considered eligible for the National 

Register.”82 

 In terms of exceptions, none of the listed exceptions in the regulations 

appear particularly relevant. The stadium is over 50 years old, it hasn’t been 

moved, the exterior hasn’t been altered or reconstructed, and the property, while 

not in use, was not built to be primarily commemorative. 

Therefore, because RFK Stadium has both “historical significance” and 

“integrity” under the criteria, it is eligible for inclusion in the National Register 
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under the NHPA, and an NHPA consultation would trigger in the event of an 

undertaking that affects the property. 

II) THE NHPA CONSULTATION PROCESS 

Just because a property is eligible for inclusion in the National Register does 

not mean that it cannot be altered or demolished. The NHPA does not require 

federal agencies to preserve historic properties, but it does require the agency “take 

into account” the effects of undertakings on listed or eligible properties and to 

“afford the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation a reasonable opportunity to 

comment with regard to such undertakings.”83 

The goals of the Section 106 process are “to identify historic properties 

potentially affected by the undertaking, assess its effects and seek ways to avoid, 

minimize or mitigate any adverse effect on historic properties.”84 The ACHP 

regulations provide instructions on the process that the agency must follow, and the 

process regarding RFK Stadium would likely be as follows: 

The agency responsible for carrying out the NHPA consultation process would 

be the National Parks Service under the purview of the Department of Interior, as 

the Act specifies that the legal duties are placed on agencies with “direct or indirect 

jurisdiction” over the undertaking, and here the National Parks Service and the 
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Department of the Interior owns the land. The agency needs to “involve” 

consulting parties in “findings and determinations,”85 and here the federal 

government would be required to consult with the D.C. Historic Preservation 

Office and the D.C. government, generally (and maybe local governments in 

Maryland and Virginia), as the agency must consult with relevant State Historic 

Preservation Officers (SHPOs) and local governments with jurisdiction over areas 

where an undertaking may have effects.86 

The agency must then, in consultation with the SHPO, identify the historic 

properties that may be affected by the undertaking, by determining the “area of 

potential effects” for the undertaking.87 Here, RFK Stadium would likely be the 

only property affected, but it is difficult to say for certain given that the “area of 

potential effects” is defined as “areas within which an undertaking may directly or 

indirectly cause alterations in the character or use of historic properties.”88 This is a 

broad definition and there are other historic districts in the area that may fall under 

that umbrella. 

Once the historic properties are identified, the agency must evaluate whether 

the undertaking may impose “adverse effects” on the property. “An adverse effect 

is found when an undertaking may alter, directly or indirectly, any of the 
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characteristics of the historic property that would qualify the property for inclusion 

in the National Register[....]”89 Here, this evaluation is fairly simple unless the 

District endeavors to repurpose RFK Stadium while keeping the structure intact. 

As there is no indication that this is intended, the undertaking will cause adverse 

effects. 

If the agency finds that there are adverse effects, it must proceed to consult 

about alternatives and modifications to the undertaking with all consulting 

parties.90 Essentially, the agency must attempt to develop alternatives that could 

minimize and mitigate the adverse effects to the historic property.91 The agency 

must provide documentation about the adverse effects to all consulting parties and 

to the general public.92 However, after consultation and comment from the ACHP, 

the final decision about how to resolve the adverse effects will be left to the 

agency.93 

Here, there are several ways to mitigate the adverse effects of the undertaking. 

The first option, and the most inconvenient for individuals who wish to develop the 

land, is to do nothing. Another option would be to repurpose the building to 

another use, integrating it into the project design. However, this is easier said than 
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done, as exemplified by the Astrodome. The Astrodome was the world’s first 

indoor, air-conditioned domed stadium, and, after the Astros left to play elsewhere, 

there were efforts to convert the Astrodome into a multi-purpose event space 94 

However, stadiums are not easily converted to other uses, and all major plans for 

the space have fallen through.95 

The solution that may offer the most middle ground between new development 

and reverence for the history of RFK Stadium would be incorporating design 

elements and themes from RFK into any new development. Architects could 

consider implementing curved roof designs into new buildings or perhaps a 

Redskins color scheme. Some of the space could be converted into soccer fields, 

commemorating that phase of the stadium’s life, and street names could be 

changed to maintain the association of the area with Robert F. Kennedy or a new 

permanent memorial to Robert F. Kennedy could be constructed on the site. 

Solutions like these would balance the desire to remember the history of the 

stadium with the need for new uses for the site. 

A low-maintenance solution may also be to commission commemorative 

plaques to be placed around the former site of the stadium. The plaques could 

contain details about RFK Stadium or even depict memorable moments from the 
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stadium’s history. However, this option may not totally capture the impact that the 

stadium had on the District or adequately respect the buildings 58 years of service. 

Nevertheless, it is ultimately for the agency to decide after adhering to all the 

procedural requirements imposed by the NHPA. 

It is also possible that the federal government, as a means of satisfying its 

Section 106 requirements, could attach a covenant to the conveyance of the RFK 

site similar to the covenant used in the conveyance of the West Heating Plant. That 

covenant provided, among other provisions, that “any alteration,... demolition, or 

modification of existing structures on the property, and any development of new 

construction in the property, shall be in compliance with applicable local historic 

preservation law and consistent with the recommended approaches set forth in the 

applicable sections of the Secretary of Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of 

historic Properties with Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings[....]”96 It 

also is subjected such changes to the written approval of the SHPO.97 

CONCLUSION 

 It is difficult to see how any stadium could avoid eligibility for inclusion in 

the National Register, given a life span of greater than fifty years. Stadiums have 
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certain inherent qualities that make them important to their communities, and RFK 

Stadium is no exception, as its story is more interesting than most. The National 

Park Service and the District of Columbia should be cautious and diligent during 

the conveyance process and they should make sure to take the historic nature of 

RFK Stadium into account, lest any vision for the project be undermined by 

procedural challenges. 

  

 


