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The Art of Preservation
When visiting a historic home the average visitor will ask 
several questions - questions about the people who owned 
the home, about events which took place there, and about 
what it may have been like to live there in the past. But 
rarely do visitors ask questions about why this particular 
site was preserved, and not others. Often times this ques-
tion seems inherent to visitors because of the site’s con-
nection to a historic person or event, such as Thomas Jef-
ferson’s Monticello. But homes of this nature are not the 
only kind preserved, so we must look deeper to see what 
makes a building historic. 

The National Park Service’s National Register of Historic 
Places uses use six parameters for determining what 
makes a building preservation worthy. These factors are 
age, rarity, uniqueness, connection to a well known per-
son, connection to a historic event, or if the building is an 
outstanding example of a specific architectural type. 

This study examines Tudor Place, a historic home in the 
Georgetown neighborhood of Washington DC, which at the 
time of its completion would not have seemed to fit any 
of these characteristics. When it was completed in 1816, 
Tudor Place was one of many large estate homes with 
small farms in the neighborhood, lacking rarity or unique-
ness. While it was the home of the wealthy Peter family, 
Tudor Place was never the home of a historic figure, and 
no historic event took place there. Despite its seemingly 
unexceptional quality upon its construction, less than 
200 years later Tudor Place was officially made a historic 
site and house museum. This study will look at how and 
why this came to be in order to explore ideas about what 
makes historic buildings preservation worthy. Investigat-
ing Tudor Place’s path to preservation we can begin to 
unpack questions surrounding what is preserved and why. 

Tudor Place: Then and Now
Though on its surface, Tudor Place seems an odd choice 
for preservation, the first step in our study is to look 
deeper at the history of Tudor Place to see if the answer for 
its preservation lies within the home.

Tudor Place would be home to the Peter family for six 
generations, with four owners over the course of the one 
hundred sixty-seven years that the house was a private 
residence. Tudor Place’s original owners were Thomas and 
Martha Peter. Thomas was a wealthy tobacco merchant 
and Martha was the granddaughter of Martha Washing-
ton, step granddaughter of George Washington.  Using 
$8,000 Martha inherited from George Washington’s will, 
the young couple purchased an eight and a half acre 
property, which made up an entire city block at Q Streets 
between 31st and 32nd Streets, in the hills of Georgetown 
within Washington DC. 

The house was designed by Dr. William Thorton, the ar-
chitect of the first US Capital building, in the neo-classical 
style. Defined by symmetry and the inclusion of 

Figure 1: This image of Tudor Place as it appears today. Notice the Temple Portico at the 
center of the house. This is Tudor Place’s most striking neo-classical design element. 
From the Tudor Place Collection, Washington DC. 

Figure 2:  From left to right we see how the house and grounds of Tudor Place appeared in 1816, 1914, and today. Notice how few changes were made to either the 
house or the grounds in this nearly 200 year time span. The most pronounced changes occurred between 1816 and 1914 when an expanded kitchen was added to 
the west wing of the house and the barn was converted into livable space. Original content created by the author based on landscape maps of Tudor Place from the 
Tudor Place Collection, Washington DC. 



Georgetown & Beyond
Georgetown has a long history. Founded as a tobacco trading 
port by Scottish settlers in the colonial Maryland, eventually 
Georgetown became a neighborhood within Washington D.C. 
when the city became the nation’s capital in 1791.

In 1820, Georgetown had a population of 7,360. Many of these 
residents lived in elite estates similar to Tudor Place. Georgetown 
was a prominent trading port, expanding exponentially through 
the 1850’s. This expansion was due in large part to the opening 
of the Chesapeake and Ohio (C&O) Canal. This Canal linked the 
interior of the country to trading along the Potomac River, and 
was a prosperous addition to the community. 

Unfortunately, Georgetown was soon hit with a series of major 
economic blows which changed the character of the neighbor-
hood. First, the outbreak of the Civil War meant that many 
Georgetown residents lost their homes to Union war efforts, as 
they were damaged or commandeered as hospitals. Georgetown 
was a tobacco port before the war. The suspension of the tobacco 
trade during the war hurt many Georgetown residents financially. 
Because of this following the Civil War you saw a large turn over 
in real estate in the area as people lost their homes. Neo-classical 
estates were divided into smaller plots and Victorian homes 
were built in their place. Throughout the 1890’s four-hun-
dred new homes were built in Georgetown in the Victorian 
style.To add insult to injury in the 1870’s the C&O Canal 
was made obsolete because of the expansion of the rail-
road, and trading in Georgetown declined.

Figure 3 - Above: This is a map of Washington DC from 1855. Georgetown is the neigh-
borhood on the western most edge of the city, colored yellow in this map, and almost 
entirely outlined in red. From the David Rumsey Historical Map Collection online.
Figure 4 - Below: This image shows the Georgetown waterfront in the 1920’s. Georgetown 
was an industrial neighborhood at this time, notice the number of prominent smoke-
stacks and factories. From the Library of Congress. 

Greco-Roman design influences, the house’s most strik-
ing neo-classical feature is the Temple Portico, a circular 
temple-like porch at the back of the house.  Dr. Thorton 
designed not only the Capital, but several other homes for 
prominent Washingtonians as well. His most architectur-
ally complex design can be found at Octagon House, two 
miles from Tudor Place. This home features an octagonal 
floor plan and is today a part of the American Architecture 
Foundation. Tudor Place was not even Dr. Thorton’s most 
exceptional creation in the District.  

When Martha Peter passed away in 1854, the house was 
willed to her youngest daughter, Britannia Peter-Kennon.  
Tudor Place was an extraordinarily valuable property, and 
to compensate her other siblings, three acres from the 
northern end of the property were sold off at this time. 
This sale represents the first and last time that the prop-
erty’s boundaries would be changed, and Tudor Place sits 
on these same five and a half acres within the city today. 

Living at Tudor Place from 1854 until her death in 1911 at 
the age of 96, Britannia owned the home during the Civil 
War. Washington’s location between Maryland and Virgin-
ia meant that Civil War battles were frequently waged close 
by and there was a constant influx of injured soldiers. 
Many large, elite homes in the District were converted into 
hospitals during the War; nearly 20,000 soldiers received 
medical care in makeshift hospitals throughout the federal 
city. Britannia knew that should Tudor Place be taken over 
as a Union hospital that it would be very unlikely that she 
would ever be able to buy it back. So, despite her Confed-
erate sympathies, Britannia opened her home to Union 
officers and their wives as a boarding house. This was one 
of the shakiest times in Tudor Place’s history. 

When Britannia passed, the home was willed to her  
grandson, Armistead Peter Junior. Armistead Peter Junior 
and his wife Anna Williams were the owners of Tudor Place 
from 1911 until 1961. Living through the Great Depres-
sion, the Peters were able to hold on to their house be-
cause of Anna’s family fortune; she was a New York ship-
ping heiress.  Armistead Peter III, the final owner of Tudor 
Place, took control of the property in 1960. By this point in 
time Tudor Place was extraordinarily out of date and had 
become increasingly difficult to live in as a family home. 
Armistead Peter III knew that it was unlikely that another 
generation of the Peter family could live in the house. 
Upon his death in 1983 he established the Tudor Place 
Foundation, a fund to convert the home into a museum. 
Today the house is classified under the National Park Ser-
vice’s Registry of Historic Places.

During Tudor Place’s time as a family home the house 
itself changed minimally, staying largely the same dur-
ing the entire time it was a private residence. Though the 
history of the Peter family and their time at Tudor Place is 
interesting, ultimately it lacks any connection to national 
history, and Tudor Place’s design was not exceptional at 
the time of its construction. So to see Tudor Place’s signifi-
cance we must look beyond the house itself and the family 
who lived within it to explore why Tudor Place came to be 
preserved.  In moving beyond Tudor Place itself, our first 
step is to look at its neighborhood, Georgetown.

Though the history of the Peter family and their time at 
Tudor Place is interesting, ultimately it lacks an explanation for 
what makes the site preservation worthy. Tudor Place lacks any 
connection to local, state, or national history, and the home’s de-
sign was not exceptional. So to see Tudor Place’s significance we 
must look beyond the house itself and the family who lived within 
it to explore why Tudor Place came to be preserved.  In moving 
beyond Tudor Place itself, our first step is to look at its neighbor-
hood, Georgetown.  



Throughout the 1890’s four-hundred new homes were 
built in Georgetown in the Victorian style. To add insult 
to injury in the 1870’s the C&O Canal was made obsolete 
because of the expansion of the railroad, and trading in 
Georgetown declined.

This time saw another major change in the neighborhood 
with the establishment of a large African American com-
munity between Wisconsin and 31st Streets. Made up of 
small, two story wood and brick row homes, known as “al-
ley houses,” this neighborhood flourished and soon many 
more African American communities spread throughout 
Georgetown and the District. In fact, by 1900, 3,500 alley 
houses existed across 250 alleys with 19,000. Ninety per-
cent of these residents were black.  

By the early 20th century, Georgetown had become home 
to such undesirable industries as power production, stor-
age, and meat packing. The 1920 zoning ordinance for 
Washington classified Georgetown as an industrial neigh-
borhood. Following World War One there was a building 
boom in Georgetown of low income, tenement, and board-
ing houses, and the number of apartment buildings and 
row homes rose sharply at this time.  As you can see from 
the maps in Figure 5, between 1903 and 1927 eight new 
apartment buildings sprang up in the two block radius 
around Tudor Place alone.  The Peters and Tudor Place 
had quickly become the exception within the formerly ho-
mogeneous neighborhood.  

However, throughout the 1920’s the Preservation Move-
ment had been gaining strength in the US. This move-
ment, which called for the preservation of America’s histor-
ical past, was based largely around the restoration of elite 
homes which were connected to America’s colonial or early 
federal history. The rise of the Preservation Movement and 
its focus were ideal for the restoration of Georgetown. Its 
roots as a colonial port and as an elite pastoral neighbor-
hood in early 1800’s, brought Georgetown’s state of decay 
to the foreground of preservation concerns. 

In 1938 the C&O Canal was made a historic site, in 1949 
Georgetown was declared a historic district, and in 1950 
the Old Georgetown Act, requiring all building plans to 
be approved by city legislators, was passed by Congress. 
These measures effectively ensured that those historic 
sites which still stood would remain preserved, but also 
raised local property values. This new interest in recreat-
ing the elite Georgetown of the past pushed out factories, 
the lower classes, and by the mid-1930’s these ordinances 
effectively removed the African American community 
from Georgetown.  The newly re-gentrified neighborhood 
became increasingly popular amongst Smithsonian and 
governmental workers, and Georgetown was restored to its 
former status. 

Figure 5: These maps show the two block radius around Tudor Place, which can be found in the large plot on the bottom left of each map. Notice the number of 
homes, the size of the homes, the amount of lawn space, the presence of apartment buildings, and the number of non-domestic buildings in each map. In 1903 there 
are fewer homes and these homes are larger in size. Where as in 1927 the number of homes has risen sharply, their size has decreased, and the amount of open 
lawn space has decreased considerably. Also notice the addition of eight apartment buildings in this small radius of Georgetown alone in 1927.  Original content cre-
ated by the author based on maps from the Digital Sanborn Maps Collection, 1867-1970 online.
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Conclusion 
Tudor Place came to be preservation worthy due to fac-
tors beyond its walls. As you can see from Figure 6, Tudor 
Place sits squarely within the borders of Georgetown’s 
historic district. This location helped Tudor Place’s preser-
vation cause. When the Preservation Movement emerged, 
its focus on elite areas made Georgetown particularly 
appealing. Because of this the neighborhood of George-
town became preservation worthy in the late 1930’s. Once 
Tudor Place was no longer a family home its chances for 
preservation were strengthened because of this location.

While its location helped, the real reason for Tudor Place’s 
preservation appears to be its relationship to the neighbor-
hood at large. When it was built neither the Peter’s, nor 
their home, were particularly exceptional. But because the 
Peter family was able to keep their home through the Civil 
War, Georgetown’s economic depression in the 1870’s with 
the decline in canal shipping, the revamp of the neighbor-
hood to the Victorian style, and the rise in low income, 
industrial housing in the area, their home became excep-
tional. They chose to renovate their home minimally, both 
inside and out, and because of this the home became a 
unique find. So, when determining what should be pre-
served it is not the building itself which makes it intrinsi-
cally preservation worthy, but rather its relationship to the

Figure 6: This map shows the outline of the Georgetown historic district. Notice Tudor Place’s position squarely within this boarder. Original content created by the 
author based on maps from the Washington DC Office of Planning. 

KEY:
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region more broadly. As the area changes over time, those 
buildings which stay the same become more unique, more 
interesting, and more likely to become preserved. 
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