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Introduction 

  Washington, D.C. has long stood at the epicenter of lesbian, gay, bisexual 

and transgender (“LGBT”) life in the United States.1  From the federal anti-

sodomy laws and ‘Lavender Scare’ of the 1960s through the U.S. Supreme Court’s 

2015 recognition of same-sex marriage, Washington has borne witness to the 

struggle for LGBT civil rights.2  Local advocates have turned to historic 

preservation in an effort to identify, designate and preserve LGBT heritage in the 

Nation’s capital.3  The purpose of this effort is threefold and mirrors the efforts of 

other cultural groups: to recognize and interpret the significance, to preserve 

heritage, and to educate future generations.4 

 To date, progress has been limited and LGBT heritage sites remain at risk.5  

Therefore, this paper surveys the current legal and policy barriers to preserving 

                                                 
1 Mark Meinke, LGBTQ History in Washington, D.C., Perspectives on History (Dec. 1, 2007), 

available at: https://www.historians.org/annual-meeting/past-meetings/supplement-to-the-

122nd-annual-meeting/lgbtq-history-in-washington-dc/; see also Doug Rule, Our Gay Capital: A 

Brief History of the LGBT Movement in Washington, D.C., METROWEEKLY (June 12, 2015), 

available at: https://www.metroweekly.com/2015/06/our-gay-capital/.   
2 See generally Genny Beemyn, A Queer Capital: A History of Gay Life in Washington D.C. 

(Routledge, 2014); Jeremy W. Peters, The Gayest Place in America?, The New York Times, 

Nov. 2013, available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2013/11/17/fashion/Washington-DC-has-

thriving-gay-lesbian-and-transgender-population.html.  
3 Gail Dubrow, Blazing Trails with Pink Triangles and Rainbow Flags: New Directions in the 

Preservation and Interpretation of Gay and Lesbian Heritage, Preservation Forum 12, no. 3 

(Spring 1998). 
4 See generally Dr. Thompson Mayes, Blog Series: Why Do Old Places Matter, National Trust 

for Historic Preservation (March 30, 2016), available at: https://forum.savingplaces.org.   
5 John Henry, Does DC still have a gay neighborhood?, WUSA9, June 2019, available at: 

https://www.wusa9.com/article/news/does-dc-still-have-a-gay-neighborhood/65-85f6eabb-309e-

4071-8f22-af5860117993. 
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LGBT heritage.  In this paper, the author: I) provides an overview of LGBT 

historic preservation efforts to date; II) outlines the barriers to further preservation; 

III) proposes legal and policy remedies; and IV) conducts a case study of potential 

preservation sites to demonstrate the effectiveness of these proposals.   

I.   LGBT Historic Preservation Efforts to Date 

 Before 1999, private efforts to preserve LGBT heritage in the U.S. were 

undertaken without much government involvement.6  In fact, dating back to the 

1940s, federal and state governments had actively opposed LGBT culture; the 

government worked to “erase[] through punishing laws and general prejudice” 

LGBT activity.7  Yet, with the growing acceptance of LGBT people came the 

burgeoning field of LGBT historic preservation; activists sought to use this 

medium to foster “visibility and validation.”8  This section therefore outlines a 

number of positive developments over the past 20 years, including: A) federal 

efforts to preserve national LGBT heritage; and B) city efforts in Washington, D.C. 

to preserve local LGBT heritage. 

 

 

                                                 
6 Ken Lustbader, LGBT Heritage, Change Over Time Vol. 8 No. 2, 136 (Fall 2018 U. Penn. 

Press), available at: https://muse.jhu.edu/article/723963.  
7 Despite being ‘erased’ for so long, as the National Park Service now recognizes, LGBT 

Americans “nevertheless consistently played important roles in American cultural life.” Telling 

American Stories: LGBTQ Heritage, National Park Service (accessed Apr. 2020), available at: 

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/tellingallamericansstories/lgbtqheritage.htm.  
8 Phone Interview with Mark Meinke, founder of the Rainbow History Project (Apr. 1, 2020) 
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A.  Federal Efforts to Preserve National LGBT Heritage 

 The federal government, through the National Park Service of the U.S. 

Department of the Interior, has taken tangible first steps towards recognizing and 

preserving LGBT heritage.  These initial successes were most recently followed up 

with the national launch of the U.S. LGBT Heritage Initiative and the production 

of a groundbreaking LGBT Theme Study.9 

1.  Initial Successes  

  The dramatic reversal in the role of the federal government, from 

criminalizing LGBT conduct to preserving LGBT heritage, finally took hold when 

the U.S. Congress passed the National Park System New Area Study Act of 2000.10  

This legislation required the Department of the Interior to prepare a nationwide 

study of the U.S. civil rights movement; the resulting study examined 

underrepresentation in federal historic preservation programming.11  In fact, the 

Department of the Interior’s final report, the Civil Rights Framework, specifically 

called for the preservation of LGBT heritage sites.12  Without such resources 

studied, identified and then protected, the report concluded that the National Park 

                                                 
9 Mathew S. Bajko, National Park Service Launches LGBTQ Heritage Initiative, Echo Mag 

(Oct. 2014), available at: https://echomag.com/landmarks/.  
10 See Civil Rights in America: A Framework for Identifying Significant Sites, National Park 

Service, (Revised 2008), available at 

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/tellingallamericansstories/upload/ CivilRights_Framework.pdf.  
11 LGBTQ America: A Theme Study of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer History, 

National Park Service (2016), available at:  www.nps.gov/subjects/tellingallamericansstories/l 

gbtqthemestudy.htm.  
12 Id. at 02-3.  
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Service would be unable to fulfill its mandate and “tell[] the civil rights stories 

related to these groups.”13 

Therefore, in conjunction with this legislation, the federal government 

worked to study and recognize LGBT resources for listing on the National Register 

of Historic Places and as National Historic Landmarks.14  These two programs, 

authorized by the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, represent the federal 

government’s signature efforts to “accelerate” historic preservation programing.15  

Under both initiatives, the Department of the Interior works to “coordinate and 

support public and private efforts to identify, evaluate, and protect America's 

historic…resources.”16  This includes helping private resources, public benefits, 

and tax incentives.17 

Between 1999 and 2013, the federal government recognized four LGBT 

heritage resources on the National Register of Historic Places.  These sites 

included The Stonewall Inn (New York City – 1999)18, the Dr. Franklin Kameny 

                                                 
13 Civil Rights in America: A Framework for Identifying Significant Sites, National Park Service, 

(Revised 2008), available at https://www.nps.gov/subjects/tellingallamericansstories/upload/ 

CivilRights_Framework.pdf. 
14 Kasey J. Fulwood, The National Register of Historic Places and LGBT Heritage, 2014 

University of Georgia. 
15 National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, 54 USC 300101 (amended 1992). 
16 What is the National Register of Historic Places?, National Park Service (accessed Apr. 2020), 

available at: https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalregister/what-is-the-national-register.htm 
17 Id. 
18 The Stonewall Inn: National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, U.S. Department 

of Interior (Jan. 1999), available at: https://www.gvshp.org/documents/StonewallText.pdf. 
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Residence (Washington, D.C. – 2011)19, the Cherry Grove Community House and 

Theater (Cherry Grove, N.Y. – 2013)20, and the James Merrill House (Stonington, 

C.T. – 2013).21 All were included on the National Register of Historic Places, and 

The Stonewall Inn was later recognized as a National Historic Landmark.22 

To welcome these heritage resources into the federal fold, the National Park 

Service approved applications under existing historic preservation designation 

criteria.  The first three sites were designated as significant because the properties 

were “associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad 

patterns of history.”23  For example, The Stonewall Inn was designated as 

significant because it was the site of a 1969 police raid which was the described as 

the “single most important event that led to the modern gay and lesbian liberation 

movement…and the struggle for civil rights.”24  Only the James Merrill House was 

listed under a different criteria, as the property was “associated with the lives of 

                                                 
19 Dr. Franklin E. Kameny Residence: National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, 

U.S. Department of Interior (July 2006), available at: https://www.nps.gov/places/kameny-

residence.htm.  
20 Cherry Grove Community House and Theater: National Register of Historic Places 

Registration Form, U.S. Department of Interior (Feb. 2013), available at: 

https://www.nps.gov/places/cherry-grove-community-house-and-theater.htm.  
21 James Merrill House: National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, U.S. 

Department of Interior (March 2013), available at: https://www.nps.gov/nr/feature/places/pd 

fs/13000618.pdf.  
22 The Stonewall Inn: National Historic Landmark Nomination Form, U.S. Department of 

Interior (Jan. 1999), available at: http://www.columbia.edu/cu/lweb/eresources/exhibitions 

/sw25/gifs/stonewall_national_historic_landmark_nomination.pdf.  
23 National Historic Landmark criteria, 36 C.F.R. § 60.4.  
24 The Stonewall Inn: National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, U.S. Department 

of Interior (Jan. 1999), available at: https://www.gvshp.org/documents/StonewallText.pdf. 
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persons significant in our past.”  Advocates were able to achieve federal 

recognition of poet James Merrill’s residence based on his poetic achievements.  

According to the application, Merrill “produced virtually all of his major writings” 

in the designated house; however, this application made no reference to Merrill’s 

sexual orientation or the importance of this designation to LGBT cultural 

preservation.25  The designation of these four resources represented an initial 

victory, but also demonstrated the limitations of preserving sites that only fit into 

the mold of existing criteria.  

2.  LGBT Heritage Initiative and Theme Study  

 After designating those first four resources, the federal government took 

additional steps to preserve LGBT heritage.  In response to engagement with 

LGBT advocacy groups and historic preservation scholars, the National Park 

Service launched in 2004 an LGBT Heritage Initiative and also published an 

LGBT Theme Study.26   

  Following its successful launch of heritage initiatives for U.S. women, 

Hispanic Americans and Asian-Americans and Pacific Islanders, the National Park 

Service launched an LGBT Heritage Initiative.  This ambitious program set an 

                                                 
25 James Merrill House: National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, U.S. 

Department of Interior (March 2013), available at: https://www.nps.gov/nr/feature/places/pd 

fs/13000618.pdf. 
26 Megan E. Springate, The National Park Service LGBTQ Heritage Initiative: One Year Out, 

The George Wright Forum, Vol. 34, No. 3 (2017), available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2 

307/26452981. 
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inclusive agenda for LGBT historic preservation.27  The goals of the initiative 

included: engaging scholars and community leaders to identity LGBT associated 

properties; encouraging existing national heritage areas to tell the LGBT stories 

associated with them; to nominate sites as National Historic Landmarks; and to 

increase the number of LGBT-associated resources listed on the National Register 

of Historic Places.28  

 As part of the LGBT Heritage Initiative, the National Park Service 

announced the launch of a new theme study to ensure that the federal government 

“tells a more complete story of the people and events responsible for building this 

nation.”29  The LGBT Theme Study, published in 2016 by the National Park 

Service, provides over 1,200 pages of groundbreaking research into LGBT history 

in the U.S.  Furthermore, the report makes the strong case for the recognition and 

preservation of LGBT resources.30  This document has already had a tangible 

effect on LGBT preservation; applicants in localities all over the country have 

                                                 
27 Id.   
28 Press Release: Secretary Jewell Announces New National Park Service Theme Study to 

Interpret, Commemorate Sites Related to Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender History, U.S. 

Department of Interior (May 30, 2014), available at: https://www.doi.gov/news/pressrelease 

s/secretary-jewell-announces-new-national-park-service-theme-study-to-interpret-commemorate-

sites-related-to-lesbian-gay-bisexual-transgender-history.  
29 Id.  
30 Katie Steinmetz, National Park Service Releases First Report on Historic LGBT Sites, Time 

Magazine (Oct. 11, 2016), available at: https://time.com/4523492/lgbt-theme-study-nps/.  
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benefited from its detailed research and associated grant funding31 to draft their 

own historic preservation applications; often, local advocates lack the resources to 

conduct context study research of their own.  Therefore, these federal efforts were 

enormously helpful in advancing LGBT historic preservation. 

B.   Washington, D.C. Efforts to Preserve Local LGBT Heritage  

  The District of Columbia, through its Office of Planning (“OP”) and its 

Historic Preservation Office (“HPO”), has also taken tangible steps to recognize 

and preserve LGBT heritage.   

1.  Initial Successes 

 The D.C. HPO is perhaps one of the most forward-looking State HPO 

champions of LGBT historic preservation in the country.  The office, located 

within the D.C. OP, is tasked with promoting “stewardship of the District of 

Columbia's historic and cultural resources through planning, protection and public 

outreach.”32  Despite its limited resources, the office had long sought opportunities 

to advance LGBT historic preservation.33  The office has also worked to foster 

relationships with the D.C. LGBT community in furtherance of this goal.34   

                                                 
31 See Overview of Underrepresented Community Grants, National Park Service – U.S. 

Department of the Interior (accessed March 2020), available at: 

https://www.nps.gov/preservation-grants/community-grants.html. 
32 Historic Preservation Office, D.C. Office of Planning (accessed Apr. 2020), available at: 

https://planning.dc.gov/page/historic-preservation-office.  
33 Interview with David Maloney, D.C. State Historic Preservation Officer and Director of HPO 

(March 6, 2020).  
34 Phone Interview with Mark Meinke, founder of the Rainbow History Project (Apr. 1, 2020) 
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 In fact, the local government recognized its first LGBT heritage sight even 

before the federal government did.  Since 1964, Washington has regularly 

recognized historic sites and districts “for their contribution to the District of 

Columbia’s cultural and aesthetic heritage.”35  The local program for doing so is by 

listings in the D.C. Inventory of Historic Sites.  The D.C. Historic Preservation 

Review Board (“HPRB”), which reviews such applications, has protected over 

27,000 properties including 750 historic landmarks and 50 historic districts.36  

Once listed, sites are protected by D.C.’s preservation law, which promotes 

“compatible alterations and adaptation for current use.”37  Furthermore, resources 

become eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places, which opens 

the federal benefits and tax incentives outlined above.  Local LGBT preservation 

advocates, including the D.C. Rainbow History Project, therefore partnered with an 

eager city government to add two LGBT heritage sites to the D.C. Inventory.   

Kameny House: On February 26, 2009, the HPRB approved Dr. Franklin 

Kameny’s residence to be added to the D.C. Inventory.38  The application, drafted 

by Rainbow History Project founder Mark Meinke, was the first to specifically 

                                                 
35 About Historic Landmarks and Historic Districts, D.C. Office of Planning (accessed Apr. 

2020), available at: https://planning.dc.gov/node/1186561.  
36 Id.  
37 D.C. Inventory of Historic Sites, D.C. Office of Planning (accessed Apr. 2020), available at: 

https://planning.dc.gov/page/dc-inventory-historic-sites.  
38 Tierney Plumb, Franklin Kameny Home Becomes D.C. Landmark, WASHINGTON BUSINESS 

JOURNAL (Feb. 27, 2009), available at: https://www.bizjournals.com/washington/stories/2009/0 

2/23/daily97.html. 
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seek the preservation of LGBT heritage in Washington.39   Dr. Kameny, dubbed 

the “father of gay activism,” led an LGBT advocacy group called Mattachine 

Society of Washington from his residence at 5020 Cathedral Avenue, N.W.40  

According to the application, “[f]rom this site he created a militant gay civil rights 

campaign that transformed the status of American homosexuals.”41  In order to 

argue that the residence was significant, as required under the D.C. regulation, the 

application noted that the property was associated with both significant events and 

also with a significant person.42  Despite the fact that Kameny was still alive at the 

time of the application, which is usually a hurdle to winning a designation, the 

HPRB unanimously agreed to list the site in a major victory for LGBT 

preservation.  

Furies Collective:  On January 28, 2016, the HPRB added a second LGBT 

heritage resource to the D.C. Inventory: the former headquarters of the Furies 

Collective at 219 11th Street SE.43   According to the application, also submitted 

by Mark Meinke of the Rainbow History Project, the headquarters served as “a 

                                                 
39 Dr. Franklin E. Kameny Residence: National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, 

U.S. Department of Interior (July 2006), available at: https://www.nps.gov/places/kameny-

residence.htm. 
40 Id. 
41 Id.  
42 Dr. Franklin E. Kameny Residence: National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, 

U.S. Department of Interior (July 2006), available at: https://www.nps.gov/places/kameny-

residence.htm. 
43 The Furies Collective: National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, National Park 

U.S. Department of the Interior (2016), available at: https://www.nps.gov/places/furies-

collective.htm.  
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national center of lesbian feminist separatism” and also “firmly placed lesbian 

feminism within the women’s movement.”44  The application argued the home was 

significant during the early 1970s, when its residents helped to usher in the second 

wave of the women’s movement.  The house’s listing was ultimately approved by 

the HPRB on the grounds that that it met the category of resources that were 

associated with specific events; the Furies published a number of lesbian 

magazines and newspapers from the home during its period of significance.45 

2.  LGBT Context Statement and the 2020 Historic Preservation Plan 

 Following the successful designation of those two resources in Washington, 

the D.C. city government rapidly expanded its efforts to protect LGBT heritage.  

These efforts included the development of a city-wide Cultural Plan, the 

publication of an LGBT Context Statement, and the development of the 2020 

Historic Preservation Plan. 

  Cultural Plan: In 2018, the D.C. Mayor’s Office launched the D.C. Cultural 

Plan to promote a “world-class cultural environment…that advances cultural 

diversity.”46  The corresponding report ultimately paved the way for a robust effort 

to preserve LGBT heritage, including: additional grants, preservation planning, 

research, outreach and education, and public-private partnerships to leverage 

                                                 
44 Id.  
45 Id.  
46 D.C. Cultural Plan, D.C. Office of Planning (2018), available at: https://planning.dc.gov/publ 

ication/dc-cultural-plan.  
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existing efforts.47  The plan finds that D.C. “affirm[s] civic identity and community 

heritage through space” and that historic preservation helps the city maintain 

spaces that are culturally significant.48   

 LGBT Context Statement:  In 2019, the D.C. HPO published a Historic 

Context Statement on Washington’s LGBTQ Resources.49  The Context Statement, 

funded in part by an underrepresented community grant from the National Park 

Service, served as a “direct response to the nationwide effort to broaden the 

historical narrative of the LGBTQ communities by documenting their history in 

Washington.”50  At the time of its publication, the city’s Inventory of Historic Sites 

only included the two LGBT heritage resources referenced above; however the city 

noted that it had yet to protect the majority of the buildings, sites, and gathering 

places important to the LGBT community.  In fact, the D.C. Rainbow History 

Project identified over 150 unprotected places dating back from at least 1960 that 

warranted preservation.  The completed report, which was first funded in 2014, 

therefore provides a detailed narrative of LGBT heritage in Washington and also 

proposes 40 resources to consider preserving.  This narrative, like the federal 

                                                 
47 Id.  
48 Id.  
49 Shockley et. al, Historic Context Statement for LGBTQ History in New York City, New York 

State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation (May 2018); Donna J. Graves and 

Shayne E. Watson, Citywide Historic Context Statement for LGBTQ History in San Francisco, 

San Francisco City and County of San Francisco (October 2015).  
50Historic Context Statement for Washington’s LGBTQ Resources, D.C. Office of Planning, 

Historic Preservation Office (Sept. 2019), available at: https://planning.dc.gov/publication/dc-

lgbtq-resources.  
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LGBT Theme Study before it, has already empowered advocates to more easily 

complete applications for local preservation; previously, the context studies 

required by law for each designation were costly and time-consuming burdens.  

This study is therefore pivotal in the effort to protect LGBT heritage in D.C.  

 2020 Historic Preservation Plan:  The D.C. HPO recently published its 

2020 Historic Preservation plan, which “outline[s]’s a vision and goals to guide 

ongoing preservation efforts in the District.”51  To continue building off its initial 

progress for LGBT heritage preservation, the city projects for 2025 an expanded 

public engagement program, more recognition of LGBT resources in future 

designations, and new and improved online history trails.  All of these efforts, if 

implemented, would advance LGBT historic preservation in D.C. 

II.    Barriers to Further Preservation 

  Despite the strong support and action from the government, only a handful 

of additional D.C. sites have been preserved; major barriers exist to the further 

preservation of LGBT heritage.  As originally created, historic preservation 

regulations and programs were not equipped to preserve cultural heritage 

resources, especially those belonging to often oppressed and underrepresented 

minorities with no political power.  Therefore, obstacles to preserving LGBT 

spaces include: A) legal barriers such as narrow regulations; and B) policy barriers 

                                                 
51 D.C. Historic Preservation Plan, D.C. Office of Planning (2020), available at: 

https://planning.dc.gov/page/dc-historic-preservation-plan.  
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such as a lack of programming and preservation incentives for LGBT heritage 

sites.  

A.   Legal Barriers  

Generally, preservationists have struggled to protect cultural heritage 

because existing laws require sites to meet certain standards of significance and 

integrity.52  This poses an impediment to the identification and listing of resources 

that may not have an associated history or may not have architectural merit; but 

may be important to an underrepresented minority group as part of its living 

heritage.  This is especially true for LGBT heritage sites, some of which have lost 

their integrity over time or do not meet any of the existing criteria to be considered 

significant.  Hence, the major legal barriers to further preservation of LGBT sites 

include: the federal and state laws which narrowly define significance; and the 

federal and state regulations for assessing sites under those laws.    

1.  Federal Law 

  Under existing federal law and agency regulations, LGBT heritage resources 

are often unable to meet the legal requirements for both significance and integrity.  

In fact, the existing federal preservation regulations fail to take into account the 

                                                 
52 Antionette J. Lee, Cultural Diversity and Historic Preservation, National Park Service 

Cultural Resources Management Volume 15, No. 7 (1992), available at: 

http://npshistory.com/ne wsletters/crm/crm-v15n7.pdf; see also The Cultural Resource 

Challenge: Committing to Stronger Advocacy, National Trust for Historic Preservation, Nov. 

2016, available at: https://forum.savingplaces.org/blogs/special-contributor/2016/11/09/the-

cultural-resource-challenge-committing-to-stronger-advocacy.  
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types of cultural resources first envisioned in the original National Historic 

Preservation Act of 1966.53  In establishing its signature programs for national 

historic preservation, the federal government said in 1966 that the “historical and 

cultural [emphasis added] foundations of the Nation should be preserved as a 

living part of our community life and development in order to give a sense of 

orientation to the American people.”  This emphasis on preserving culture as a 

“living part” of the nation shcould be interpreted today to include the preservation 

of LGBT heritage sites.  Yet, the National Park Service has not fully incorporated 

this into regulations governing its historic preservation programming.    

 National Register: The National Park Service’s criteria for evaluating 

properties for the National Register are more restrictive than both the National 

Historic Landmark program criteria, and also the criteria used by the local 

government in Washington, D.C.  Only the following categories of resources are 

considered: a) those associated with “events that have made a significant 

contribution to the broad pattern of our history”; b) sites “associated with the lives 

of persons significant in our past”; c) sites that embody architectural history or 

have high artistic value; and d) sites that have or may yield “information important 

in prehistory or history.”54   

                                                 
53 National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, 16 U.S.C. 470 (1992), available at: 

https://www.nps.gov/history/local-law/nhpa1966.htm.  
54 National Register criteria, 36 C.F.R. § 60.4. 
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Many LGBT resources do not fit neatly into any of those National Register 

categories; if not tied to a specific historical event or specific person, an LGBT site 

will not likely be deemed significant.55  Furthermore, the National Park Service’s 

guidance on evaluating these criteria for a significant historic context suggests a 

number of “areas of significance” including ethnic heritage, architecture, and 

economics, among others.56  However, this guidance does not mention social 

movements or LGBT cultural spaces.  These evaluative regulations therefore 

further hinder the broadening of preservation to include LGBT culture.   

Although the guidance does permit resources with “traditional cultural 

significance,” this is defined narrowly to include only resources which play an 

important role in “a community’s historically rooted beliefs, customs, or 

practices.”57  LGBT culture has a mix of beliefs, customs, and practices and would 

not likely fit this standard.  The same guidance document further limits “traditional 

culture” designations to be used only sparingly. One eligible example would be 

that of a “location associated with the traditional beliefs of a Native American 

                                                 
55 Megan E. Springate and Caridad de la Vega, Nominating LGBT Places to the National 

Register of Historic Places and as National Historic Landmarks: An Introduction, LGBTQ 

Theme Study 
56 How to Apply the National Register Criteria for Evaluation, National Register Bulletin 

(revised 1995), available at: https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalregister/upload/NRB-

15_web508.pdf.  
57 Guidelines for Evaluating and Documenting Traditional Cultural Properties, National 

Register Bulletin (1992), available at: https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalregist 

er/upload/NRB38-Completeweb.pdf.  
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group about its origins, its cultural history, or the nature of the world.”58  To cite 

hypothetical cases, this criteria would not be used for an African-American concert 

venue, a women’s’ protest site, or an LGBT organization’s headquarters.  

 National Historic Landmarks: 

 The National Park Service’s criteria to evaluate properties as afor the 

National Historic Landmark differs from the National Register criteria in two key 

respects, but still serves as a burden to LGBT historic preservation for the same 

reasons: significance and integrity issues.    

First, resources must be deemed “nationally significant,” and must illustrate 

or interpret “the heritage of the United States.”59  The National Historic Landmark 

criteria includes the same restrictive criteria present in National Register 

regulations.   

Second, the National Historic Landmark regulation includes an additional 

criterion not present in the National Register regulation:  

36 CFR § 65.4 (a)(5): That are composed of integral parts of the 

environment not sufficiently significant by reason of historical association or 

artistic merit to warrant individual recognition but collectively compose an 

entity of exceptional historical or artistic significance, or outstandingly 

commemorate or illustrate a way of life or culture… 

 

According to the National Park Service, this additional criterion was created to 

recognize “traditional culture” resources of Native Americans, including sites that 

                                                 
58 Id.  
59 National Historic Landmark criteria, 36 C.F.R. § 60.4. 
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are “nationally significant for their extraordinary historic importance in illustrating 

and/or commemorating a way of life or culture.”60  While at first glance this seems 

to mark a tremendous opening for cultural groups like LGBT Americans, in fact 

the National Park Service has rarely approved applications on this criteria alone.  It 

has only done so for certain historic districts related to Native American 

resources.61  

2.  D.C. Law 

 The local preservation laws and regulations in Washington, D.C. also pose a 

burden to the preservation of cultural resources, especially for LGBT heritage sites.  

As with the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, the D.C. Historic 

Landmark and Historic District Protection Act of 1978 is inclusive of sites with 

cultural merit.  The stated purpose of the D.C. act is to “[s]afeguard the city’s 

historic, aesthetic and cultural heritage [emphasis added].”62  

  However, as with the federal regulations, the D.C. historic preservation 

regulation fails to incorporate cultural preservation into its significance criteria for 

the D.C. Inventory of Historic Sites.  The current regulations were promulgated 

jointly by the D.C. HPRB and the D.C. OP, which includes the D.C. HPO.  The 

                                                 
60 Determining the Eligibility of a Property for National Historic Landmark Designation, 

National Park Service (Aug. 2018), available at: https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalhi 

storiclandmarks/eligibility.htm.  
61 Id. 
62 Historic Landmark and Historic District Protection Act of 1978, D.C. Law 2-144 (amended 

March 1, 2020). 
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HPRB is ultimately responsible for reviewing applications and designating 

resources onto the inventory.  Under the local criteria, a property is eligible for 

designation as an historic landmark if it: a) serves as the site of events; b) history; 

c) if the site is associated with the “lives of persons significant to the history of the 

District of Columbia or the nation”; d) architecture and urbanism; e) work of a 

master; or g) archeology.63 

 According to the D.C. HPO, the only LGBT heritage resources that would 

meet these criteria include those sites associated with a specific “LGBT event or 

trend,” those sites associated with “an LGBTQ person(s) or group(s) of 

significance,” or those LGBT properties that possess “architectural or engineering 

design merit and/or was designed by an LGBTQ individual of significance.”64     

  Despite the incredible efforts that went into the city’s LGBT preservation 

programming, only one new site that meets that D.C. criteria is under review by the 

HPRB: the Slowe Burrill House at 1256 Kearny Street, NE.65   This house will 

likely be approved under the criteria for persons of significance, as it is the location 

of “what is thought to be one of the most prominent female same-sex relationships 

                                                 
63 Criteria for Designating Historic Properties in the District of Columbia, DCMR 10-C, Section 

C-201, available at: https://planning.dc.gov/publication/criteria-designation-dc-inventory.  
64 Historic Context Statement for Washington’s LGBTQ Resources, D.C. Office of Planning 

(Sept. 2019), available at: https://planning.dc.gov/publication/dc-lgbtq-resources. 
65 Landmark Nomination:Slowe-Burrill House, Case 20-02, D.C. Office of Planning (2019), 

available at: https://planning.dc.gov/node/1452366.  
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in Washington, DC during the early twentieth century.”66  No other LGBT heritage 

applications are pending.  

The city’s LGBT Context Study proposes a number of heritage resources 

which could meet the existing, yet narrow, categories for preservation.  However, 

the context study leaves off far more sites because many would not meet any of the 

signified/specified? criteria.  Section IV of this paper will examine those sites and 

their failure to be considered significant.   

B.  Policy Barriers 

 While the previous section focused on legal obstacles to further LGBT 

historic preservation, this section touches on those other facets of historic 

preservation beyond the formal designation programs.  At the city level, 

Washington, D.C. has in place a number of cultural heritage programs, grants and 

tax incentives, and most importantly a government wholly in favor of preserving 

LGBT heritage.  However, there remains a number of policy barriers to further 

implementation ofLGBT historic preservation in Washington, D.C.  These barriers 

include a lack of historic preservation grants and meaningful tax incentives, as well 

as a lack of official LGBT heritage programing and mapping.   

 

                                                 
66 Slowe-Burrill House Nominated to DC Inventory of Historic Sites, D.C. Preservation League 

(accessed Apr. 2020), available at: https://www.dcpreservation.org/current_issues/slowe-burrill-

house-nominated-to-dc-inventory-of-historic-sites/.  
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1.   Limited Incentives 

 Washington, D.C. lags behind other cities in the types of incentives offered 

to preserve cultural heritage.  Underrepresented minorities typically do not have 

the financial resources or established organizations to privately preserve heritage; 

instead, the government must fill this void.  This is especially true for LGBT 

historic preservation, a relatively new field that has to quickly catch up in order to 

preserve at-risk resources.   

Limited Preservation Grants: Presently, the D.C. government operates few 

independent grant programs for historical preservation outside of small 

preservation grants to ensure compliance or upkeep.  Instead, the city mostly 

partners with HumanitiesDC and the D.C. Preservation League to fund those 

“community groups, organizations, and nonprofits” looking to do larger 

preservation projects.67  One program, a collaboration between the D.C. HPO and 

HumanitiesDC, provides Community Heritage Project grants only up to only 

$2,500 for projects “focus[ed] on preserving the history, architecture, and 

collective memory of…neighborhoods.”68  However, these grants are limited to an 

intensive four-month grant period and require the production of a tangible product 

at the end of that time period.   

                                                 
67 Preservation Grants, D.C. Office of Planning (accessed Apr. 2020), available at: 

https://planning.dc.gov/page/preservation-grants. 
68 Id.; see also DC Community Heritage Project Grant, HumanitiesDC (accessed Apr. 2020), 

available at: https://humanitiesdc.org/grants/dc-community-heritage-project-grant/.  
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Another program, the D.C. Preservation League’s Preservation Initiatives 

Grant, provides matching funds to individuals and non-profit organizations for 

“preserving, planning, research, outreach/education, and bricks and mortar projects 

related to…cultural sites.”69  However, these grants of up to $10,000 oblige the 

applicant to find a co-sponsor for 25 percent of the funds, and require that for any 

projects focused on preservation planning the site must be a locally designated 

historic landmark.  Both grant regimes therefore make preserving new LGBT 

heritage sites difficult.  

 Limited Tax Incentives:  Washington, D.C. also offers limited tax 

incentives to cultural heritage resources.70  First, the city partners with the federal 

government to offer Historic Tax Credits, which are administered by the National 

Park Service.71  However, the 20 percent income tax credit provided under this 

program is focused on “community revitalization” and is meant to encourage 

“private sector investment in the rehabilitation and re-use of historic buildings.”72 

                                                 
69 Preservation Imitative Grant Program, D.C. Preservation League (accessed Apr. 2020), 

available at: https://www.dcpreservation.org/grants/.  
70 The D.C. Council granted a rare tax incentive to Sankofa Video Books & Café to help it cover 

rising property taxes.  Rachel Kurzius, Sankofa’s Tax Break Wins Approval From The D.C. 

Council, DCist (June 2019), available at: https://dcist.com/story/19/06/26/sankofas-tax-break-

wins-approval-from-the-d-c-council/. 
71 New Report Highlights Underused Tool with Potential to Expand Affordable Units and 

Preserve Historic Buildings, Press Release: Historic Tax Credits Create Opportunities for 

Affordable Housing in D.C., D.C. Office of Planning (Aug. 26, 2015).  
72 Tax Incentives for Preserving Historic Properties, National Park Service (accessed Apr. 

2020), available at: https://www.nps.gov/tps/tax-incentives.htm.  
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Owner-occupied residential properties do not qualify for tax credit.  Therefore, 

LGBT heritage sites will not likely benefit from this program.  

Second, the local government does not offer the types of robust legacy 

business grants that other cities offer.  These grants would ensure that owners of 

legacy businesses could maintain their businesses and continue contributing to the 

local community.  Many LGBT heritage resources are legacy businesses, as LGBT 

residents were excluded from other institutions or sought to create safe spaces of 

their own.  A legacy business is defined in D.C. as an historic business that serves 

as an “important fixture[] in the District’s local small business economy.”73   

However, the 2019 Office of the Deputy Mayor for Planning and Economic 

Development Request for Applications (“RFA”) only offers only legacy business 

tax credits for limited purposes.74  Funds are only awarded only/Josh “only” needs 

to modify the next word or prasefor physical improvements ranging from 

renovations to the purchase of equipment; funds cannot be used for salaries, 

existing debt, or rent.75 Furthermore, the RFA deems bars, nightclubs, hotels, 

home-based businesses, and adult entertainment shops as ineligible; this 

                                                 
73 FY19 Legacy Business Grant - Request for Applications, Office of the D.C. Deputy Mayor for 

Planning and Economic Development (June 21, 2019), available at: https://dmped.dc.gov/sites/d 

efault/files/dc/sites/dmped/publication/attachments/Legacy%20Business%20RFA%20%28final

%29.pdf.  
74 Id.  
75 Id.  



 24 

 

disqualifies many of LGBT legacy businesses in Washington, D.C.76  Therefore, 

these grants are not yet effective for LGBT historic Josh: the proper term is 

“historic (not “historical”)al  preservation.  

2.  No Formal Mapping Program 

 Another policy barrier is (pet peeve of mine is never to use the redundant 

phrase “the fact that”  the fact that the D.C. Office of Historic Preservation has not 

yet mapped LGBT heritage in the District.  This formal, government-sanctioned 

recording could lead to the creation of an official heritage trail that attracts the type 

of attention, community engagement, and investment needed to preserve LGBT 

heritage.  The city just completed its LGBT Context Statement; a heritage trail is a 

logical next step.  Without such a trail, and the research opportunities involved to 

identify and evaluate sites, LGBT heritage remains at risk.  

 For example, the D.C. HPO partnered with the Department of the Interior 

and local tourism organizations to create a Washington D.C. African American 

Heritage Trail—one of the first.of its kind.l.  The program’s purpose was the 

“identification, protection, and/or rehabilitation of historic properties and cultural 

resources in the District of Columbia.”77  The trail was designed for residents and 

                                                 
76 See generally Carson Bear, The Gay Way: History of Lesbian Bars in Southeast Washington, 

D.C., The National Trust for Historic Preservation, June 2018, 

https://savingplaces.org/stories/the-gay-way-history-of-lesbian-bars-in-southeast-washington-

dc#.Xm_nPBNKh-U. 
77 African American Heritage Trail, D.C. Office of Planning (accessed Apr. 2020), available at: 

https://planning.dc.gov/publication/african-american-heritage-trail-guide.  
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visitors “seeking an introduction to the wealth of the African-American historic 

and cultural sites in Washington, D.C.”78  The trail identifies one hundred historic 

places clustered amongst 15 distinctive neighborhood trails; the city created a 

corresponding publication to map out, illustrate  and describe each site.79   

The city also created a database with more in-depth information on each site 

listed in the publication, and anotherabout one hundred additional sites. While the 

physical publication has been made available in libraries and establishments across 

the city, the database and electronic copy of the publication is available on the 

city’s official website.  This effort has helped spur additional preservation of 

African American heritage.  A similar effort has not yet been initiated for LGBT 

heritage.  However, the Rainbow History Project in D.C. has begun to privately 

map sites and collect oral histories; the city has not as yet partnered with this 

meritorious effort.  

 

III.   Proposed Remedies  

  The author proposes the following legal and policy remedies to increase the 

preservation of LGBT heritage in Washington, D.C.  Many of these proposals can 

be applied to other cities and cultural groups, as well.  

1.  Legal Remedies 

                                                 
78 Id.  
79 Id.  
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 As indicated above, the main legal barriers to further publicize LGBT 

heritage sites are the narrow definitions of integrity and significance under federal 

and D.C. law.  In order to ensure that LGBT heritage resources are able to meet the 

requirements of historic preservation programs, I propose key legal 

measuresremedies to expand the criteria to be more amenable to cultural 

designations.  The theoretical underpinnings for this proposal are derived from the 

expansion of preservation to include historic landscapes and traditional cultural 

sites associated with Native American groups; both expansions faced difficult 

questions about integrity and significance, and yet successfully expanded the 

designation of cultural heritage sites.80  

A.  Amending Federal Law  

 First, the U.S. Congress should amend the National Historic Preservation 

Act of 1966 to clarify that the Act applies to the protection of cultural resources.  

Presently, 16 U.S.C. 470(a)(1)(A) permits the Secretary of the Interior “to expand 

and maintain a National Register of Historic Places composed of districts, sites, 

buildings, structures, and objects significant in American history, architecture, 

archaeology, engineering, and culture.”81  However, later in the Act “culture” is 

defined in the context of traditional culture as: “Native American cultural item[s] 

                                                 
80 How to Evaluate and Nominate Designed Historic Landscapes, National Register Bulletin 18, 

(1992), available at: https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalregister/upload/NRB18-

Complete.pdf.  
81 16 U.S.C. 470a(1)(A).  
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in which an Indian tribe or Native Hawaiian organization may have an interest.”82  

Therefore, to clarify the inclusion of both traditional cultural sites and cultural sites 

relating to groups such as LGBT Americans, the Act should be amended as 

follows:  

16 U.S.C. 470(a)(1)(A) should state: “districts, sites, buildings, structures, 

and objects significant in American history, architecture, archaeology, 

engineering, traditional Native American culture, and the cultural and 

social developments of other groups” [addition in bold].   

 

Furthermore Section 101(c) of 16 U.S.C. 470a should be amended to redefine 

designation to include culture:  

“the identification and registration of properties for protection that meet 

criteria established by the State or the locality for significant historic, 

prehistoric, traditional culture, and other cultural resources within the 

jurisdiction of a local government” [addition in bold].   

 

 Second, the National Park Service should amend its regulations governing 

criteria for the National Register of Historic Places and National Historic 

Landmarks.  As discussed above, the National Register criteria for significance 

only finds only eligible those sites associated with specific historical events, 

specific individuals, architecture, or those sites  that may yield information about 

prehistory.  Therefore, the National Register regulations should be amended to 

include a new criterion: 

                                                 
82 16 U.S.C. 470h-3.  
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“E) That are associated with cultural groups and social movements 

significant in our past, including traditional culture, ethnic culture, or 

other cultural traditions” [addition in bold].   

 

The National Historic Landmark criteria, 36 CFR § 65.4, should be amended to 

include a new criteria:  

 

“6) That are associated with cultural groups and social movements 

significant in United States history, including traditional culture, ethnic 

culture, or other cultural traditions” [addition in bold]. 

 

B.   Amending D.C. Law 

  First, the D.C. Council should amend the Historic Landmark and Historic 

District Protection Act of 197883 to clarify that the Act applies to the protection of 

cultural sites.  Presently, the Act as amended in March of 2020 (D.C. Law 2-144) 

holds that “…the enhancement and perpetuation of properties of historical, cultural 

and aesthetic merit are in the interests of the health, prosperity and welfare of the 

people of the District of Columbia.”  However, the Act does not define ‘cultural 

merit’ nor does it distinguish it from traditional culture identified in the federal law 

and regulations.  Therefore, to clarify the inclusion of both traditional cultural sites 

and cultural sites relating to groups such as LGBT Americans, the Act should be 

amended as follows:  

D.C. Official Code § 6-1101:  “Therefore, this act is intended to: (1) Effect   

and accomplish the protection, enhancement and perpetuation of 

                                                 
83 Historic Landmark and Historic District Protection Act of 1978, D.C. Mun. Regs 2-144 

(1978). 
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improvements and landscape features of landmarks and districts which 

represent distinctive elements of the city’s traditional culture, economic, 

political, architectural, and other cultural and social history…”[addition 

in bold]. 

 

Second, the D.C. Council, in conjunction with the OP and HPO, should 

amend its criteria for designations to the Inventory of Historic Sites.  As discussed 

above, the D.C. Inventory criteria only finds only eligible those resources 

associated with specific historic events, orthe association with historical periods or 

social movements, individuals, architecture, artistry, work of a master, or 

archeology.84  Therefore, the regulation should be amended to emphasize specific 

cultural groups and movements:  

“(b) History: They are associated with historical periods, social movements,  

cultural groups, institutions, achievements, or patterns of growth and 

cultural change that contributed significantly to the heritage, culture or 

development of the District of Columbia or the nation” [addition in bold]. 

 

Third, to encourage the protection of sites lacking integrity, the D.C. regulation 

should be amended as follows:  

“Integrity: Properties shall possess sufficient integrity to convey, represent 

or contain the values and qualities for which they are judged significant.  

Applications for resources lacking integrity are welcome, but applicants 

must outline existing or proposed restoration efforts” [addition in 

bold].85   

 

B.  Policy Remedies 

                                                 
84 Criteria for Designation in the DC Inventory, D.C. Mun. Regs 10-C. 
85 This is in line with National Register criteria e on reconstructed sites: “A reconstructed 

building when accurately executed in a suitable environment and presented in a dignified manner 

as part of a restoration master plan, and when no other building or structure with the same 

association has survived…” National Register criteria, 36 C.F.R. § 60.4(e).  
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  As indicated above, the main policy barriers to the protection of LGBT 

heritage include a lack of historic preservation grants and meaningful tax 

incentives, as well as a lack of official LGBT heritage mapping.  In order to 

promote the preservation of LGBT heritage, I propose the following policy 

remedies.  

1.  Revamping Incentives  

  The D.C. Council should bolster both its historic preservation grants 

program and also institute a new legacy institutions tax incentive.   First, and in 

line with the new D.C. Cultural Plan, the city should institute Cultural Preservation 

Grants.  Unlike the existing historic preservation grant programs, which partner 

with HumanitiesDC and the D.C. Preservation League, Cultural Preservation 

Grants should be award to sites which are not yet added to the D.C. Inventory of 

Historic Sites.  The city could partner with the private sector to fund and 

implement these grants, which would help preserve LGBT heritage sites that might 

not meet the existing criteria to be designated as a landmark.   

 Second, the D.C. Council should heed the various proposals of several D.C. 

Council members and pass a revamped legacy institutions tax credit. The existing 

legacy institutions tax credit exists to spur community revitalization, not 

preservation; its other restrictions do not help LGBT legacy-owned businesses.  

Therefore, the Council should pass a new law offering tax incentives that can be 
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used to cover salaries, existing debt, or rent for legacy institutions.  Furthermore, 

under the new policy, bars, nightclubs, hotels, home-based businesses, and adult 

entertainment shops should be deemed eligible.  

Certain D.C. Council members have offered some excellent first proposals, 

including: the “Protecting Local Area Commercial Enterprises (PLACE) 

Amendment Act” which would provide grants to longstanding businesses that 

“would be likely to continue operating but for rising rent”; the “Small and Local 

Business Assistance Amendment Act” which would offer a tax credit to eligible 

local businesses to offset rent and property taxes; and the “Longtime Resident 

Business Preservation Amendment Act” which would offer longstanding local 

businesses grants and low-interest loans to pay for capital improvements and 

operating expenses, and also supplement rents paid to landlords who sign long-

term leases with longtime resident businesses.86  Each of these proposals would 

further the effort to preserve LGBT heritage.  

2.   Mapping LGBT Heritage: A Preservation Trail 

In order to promote the preservation of LGBT heritage, D.C. should create 

an official LGBT Heritage Trail.  This effort would be a logical outgrowth of the 

city’s recent LGBT Historic Context Statement; in fact, one of the 

                                                 
86 Ally Schweitzer, New Council Bills Would Provide Relief To Small ‘Legacy’ Businesses 

Facing Displacement, DCist (Sept. 18, 2019), available at: https://dcist.com/story/19/09/18/as-

small-businesses-face-displacement-d-c-considers-helping-them-pay-rent/.  
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recommendations featured in the LGBT Context Statement was the creation of 

LGBT tours and publications; however, the recommendation called for “tour 

groups and companies that service the District” to conduct this research and 

programming, instead of through a partnership with the D.C. government.  This 

author argues that a government-initiated project would ensure that any future trail 

attracts the type of attention, community engagement, and investment needed to 

preserve LGBT heritage.   

 As it did for the D.C. African-American Heritage Trail, the city could work 

with local organizations to create a program that works to identify, protect, and/or 

rehabilitate LGBT historic properties and cultural resources in D.C.87   As part of 

its LGBT Context Study, the city already partnered with an organization (the 

Rainbow History Coalition) that has started to identify LGBT heritage sites around 

the city, including sites related to LGBT history, civil rights and activism, social 

spaces and community development (bars, drag venues, gay-owned businesses), 

artistic sites, and LGBT sites associated with religion and spirituality.88  The 

Rainbow History Project maintains an informal “Places and Spaces Database” that 

                                                 
87 African American Heritage Trail, D.C. Office of Planning (accessed Apr. 2020), available at: 

https://planning.dc.gov/publication/african-american-heritage-trail-guide. 
88 Historic Context Statement for Washington’s LGBTQ Resources, D.C. Office of Planning, 

Historic Preservation Office (Sept. 2019), available at: https://planning.dc.gov/publication/dc-

lgbtq-resources. 
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this effort could easily build on.89  Any formal trail could identify many LGBT 

historic sites in Washington, and include a corresponding publication and website 

to share information about each site.    

IV.   Case Studies  

In this section, the author analyzes the preservation status of a number of 

LGBT heritage resources in Washington, D.C. in order to demonstrate the 

effectiveness of the various legal proposals.  The sites are divided into the 

following categories: 1) designations to be amended; 2) new resources; and 3) 

resources with eroded integrity.  

1.  Designations To Be Amended 

  Using the new cultural significance criteria proposed above, the following 

resources could be amended to reflect LGBT heritage: the Dupont Circle Historic 

District, the Lafayette Square Historic District, Annie’s Steakhouse, the Francis 

Perkins House, among others.  Some of these sites could likely meet the original 

significance criteria because of their connections to historic events or individuals, 

but all would qualify for consideration under the author’s proposed cultural 

significance criteria.  

  According to the National Park Service, “a National Register designation is 

                                                 
89 Places and Spaces Database, Rainbow History Project (accessed Apr. 2020), available at: 

https://www.rainbowhistory.org/?page_id=28.  
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a picture of a property at a specific point in time; it’s a claim of significance…but 

properties may have multiple layers of significance and once a nomination is 

accepted.  It is not set in stone.”90  Many sites already listed by the D.C. 

government or the federal government include LGBT heritage elements to them, 

but often the application and resulting listing did not incorporate that story. 

Therefore, in order to more fully integrate LGBT heritage, the D.C. HPRB should 

approve amendments to existing listings on the D.C. Inventory of Historic Places.  

Furthermore, the D.C. HPO should apply to amend local listings on the National 

Register of Historic Places and those resources deemed National Historic 

Landmarks.   

  For example, Dupont Circle, which was listed on the D.C. Inventory in 1977 

and on the National Register in 1978, has served as the center of LGBT life in 

Washington.91  It housed the city’s first LGBT community building, civil rights 

organizations, cultural sites, as well as the first LGBT inclusive bars and 

restaurants.92  Lafayette Square, first listed on the National Registrar and as a 

National Historic Landmark in 1970, also should be amended to reflect its LGBT 

                                                 
90 National Register Guide, Appendix C: Amending an Existing Nomination, National Trust for 

Historic Preservation (Oct. 20, 2015), available at: https://savingplaces.org/stories/national-

register-guide-amending-existing-nomination#.Xp3nKC-ZN-U.  
91 Dupont Circle Historic District: National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, U.S. 

Department of Interior (July 21, 1978), available at: https://historicsites.dcpreservation.org/item 

s/show/164.  
92 Dupont Circle LGBT Walking Tour, Rainbow History Project (accessed Apr. 2020), available 

at: https://www.rainbowhistory.org/cms/wpcontent/uploads/2015/07/dupontcircle 

_walkingtour.pdf.  
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heritage.93  The park was a popular gay meeting spot for men in the first half of the 

20th century, and also represented the site of protests to end LGBT employment 

discrimination.94  This amendment process would not be too onerous: under the 

D.C. regulations, an applicant may seek to amend an existing designation by 

submitting an application which “address[es] only the features and characteristics 

that are the subject of the amendment.”95  And under the federal regulations, 

applicants would similarly apply under the usual processes but address the features 

to be amended.   

2.  New Resources 

  Using the new cultural significance criteria proposed above, the following 

sites could be nominated: the Black Forest, J.R.’s Bar and Grill, the Washington 

Free Clinic, the D.C. Eagle, and the Lambda Rising Bookstore, among others.  

These sites are not tied to specific events or specific individuals, and therefore 

would not likely meet the existing significance criteria.  Under the amended 

significance criteria for the D.C. Inventory, sites that represent the “cultural and 

social history” of D.C. would now be eligible.  Under the proposed criteria for the 

                                                 
93 Lafayette Square Historic District: National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, 

U.S. Department of Interior (1970), available at: https://planning.dc.gov/publication/lafayette-

square-historic-district.  
94 Mikeala Lefrak, Where To Find D.C.’s LGBTQ Landmarks, WAMU 88.5 (Aug. 11, 2017), 

available at: https://wamu.org/story/17/08/11/find-d-c-s-lgbtq-landmarks/.  
95 Amendment or Revocation of Designation, DCMR 10-A, Section 221, available at: 

https://planning.dc.gov/publication/criteria-designation-dc-inventory. 
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National Register, sites that represent the “cultural and social developments of 

other [non-Native] groups” would be eligible. 

 One potential new site to be designated is the Black Forest, a section of 

Rock Creek Park along the canal in Georgetown.  This site was a popular gay 

cruising ground in the early 1970s for gay men to meet.96  Furthermore, it also 

served as a violent and painful reminder of the criminalization of gay relationships 

in D.C.; the site was the scene of arrests by the D.C. Metropolitan Police 

Department’s Moral Division for “indecent acts” throughout the 1970s.97  This site 

should be added to both the D.C. Inventory and the National of Historic Places; it 

served as a significant site to the development of LGBT culture, counterculture, 

and civil rights battles in D.C.  Although not tied to a specific event, individual 

person, or architecture, this site is important to LGBT heritage and should be 

preserved.  

 A second potential site to be designated is J.R.’s Bar and Grill, located in the 

Dupont Circle neighborhood at 1519 17th St NW.  For over 35 years, J.R.’s Bar 

and Grill has served as a central cultural site of the D.C. LGBT community.  The 

bar famously hosted the first High Heel Drag Queen Race, which has since become 

                                                 
96 Richard Rosendall, On Policing The Bushes In Malcolm X Park, GLAA (Aug. 22, 2019), 

available at: http://glaa.org/2019/08/22/on-policing-the-bushes-in-malcolm-x-park/.  
97 Pat Kolar, Police Crackdown, THE GAY BLADE Vol. 5, No. 8 (March 3, 1974).  
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a D.C. institution now sponsored by the D.C. government.98  Although not tied to a 

specific historical event, individual person, or architecture, this site is important to 

LGBT heritage and should be preserved.  

 A third potential site is the original site of Washington Free Clinic, 1606 

17th Street NW.  This site was also recommended for consideration in the D.C. 

LGBT Context study.  The Washington Free Clinic housed the first Gay Man’s 

Venereal Disease Clinic in 1973 and became a center of medical care for LGBT 

residents in the 1970s and 1980s.  In 1978, the Washington Free Clinic became the 

Whitman-Walker Clinic, and ultimately led the local response to the HIV/AIDS 

crisis.  This site is therefore important to LGBT heritage and should be preserved 

under the new cultural significance criteria.  

3.  Resources with Eroded Integrity 

 Many LGBT heritage sites have either lost their integrity or been replaced 

entirely by other enterprises.  To preserve those resources with limited integrity, 

this author proposed an integrity amendment to the D.C. regulations above that 

would encourage: “[a]pplications for sites lacking integrity” but would require 

applicants to “outline existing or proposed restoration efforts.”  Under this 

                                                 
98 A Timeline of LGBT Places and Spaces in D.C., Data Lens DC (accessed Apr. 2020), 

available at: https://www.datalensdc.com/iframes/rainbowHistory.html.  
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proposal, sites such as the Clubhouse,99 the Lambda Rising Bookstore at 1625 

Connecticut Avenue, the original LGBT Community Building at 1724 20th, Phase 

1, and the Fox Lounge could be preserved and have their stories told as part of a 

preservation effort.  Furthermore, the D.C. HPO could consider adopting a physical 

or digital historical markers program; by placing plaques on sites with eroded 

integrity, D.C. could still preserve history through story-telling.  

Conclusion 

 Each generation has worked to expand ourthe efforts of historic preservation 

efforts, from the early Revolutionary War battlefields to the spaces important in the 

history of social change. The preservation of LGBT heritage is already a priority of 

the federal government and of the local government in Washington, D.C.  As 

LGBT resources are preserved and given the imprimatur of government 

recognition, newer generations of Americans will come to celebrate and learn from 

these places.  The author has provided a number of legal and policy 

recommendations to ensure this work can proceed in full force.   

 

 

                                                 
99 The Clubhouse: National Register of Historic Places Survey Report, U.S. Department of 

Interior (accessed Apr. 2020)), available at: https://www.nps.gov/places/clubhouse-bar-

washington-dc.htm.   


