
60      GO ESCAPE  |  SUMMER 2021  

NORTHEAST    |  WASHINGTON, D.C .

G
ET

TY
 IM

A
G

ES

W
ashington, D.C., is known for its 
hustle and bustle, especially in the 
downtown area where politicians 
and lawmakers are busy running 
the nation. Even during a pandemic, 
many commuters and workers 

remain on their daily grind. However, despite the noise 
and government business underway, there are quiet places 
along the National Mall, offering lush views and refuge 
from crowds. These gardens, largely unknown educational 
treasures, offer a peaceful place to get off your feet and 
take a breather:

BARTHOLDI PARK 
Bartholdi Park, an extension of the United States Botanic 

Garden (USBG) near the Capitol, is an enchanting 2-acre 
garden that entices you to stop and rest on the benches and 
picnic tables copiously spread about. Devin Dotson, public 
affairs specialist for USBG, says colorful and fragrant flowers 
abound in the summer. “The U.S. Botanic Garden’s Bartholdi 
Park is a perfect blend of beautiful and educational gardens 
featuring the magnificent Fountain of Light and Water in 
the center.”

At 30 feet high, it’s one of the tallest flowing fountains 
in D.C., Dotson says. “A great summer treat is to find which 
direction the wind is blowing and enjoy the cool mist from 
the fountain.” 

The USBG just turned 200 years old, he adds, and it’s 
thrilling that the historic 1872 fountain continues to be 
showcased, as it was one of the first spots in D.C. to be lit at 
night, providing a community gathering place. 

POLLINATOR GARDEN
An unassuming garden not far from the Smithsonian 

National Museum of Natural History, the Pollinator Garden 
invites you to wander and delight in dancing butterflies and 
buzzing bees. Part of the Smithsonian Institution’s horticul-
tural program, this mini-garden's educational placards offer 
a live show-and-tell story of the partnership between plants 
and pollinators. 

Sylvia Schmeichel, the Smithsonian’s lead horticulturist, 
suggests immersing yourself in the vibrant habitat of native 
plants. “One of my favorite summer highlights > 

Hidden 
Horticulture

Venture beyond the monuments and  
memorials in the nation’s capital
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is looking for eggs, caterpillars and 
chrysalis of some of our native 
butterfly species, such as monarchs 
and swallowtails, hiding on leaves. If 
you look closely, you’ll often see them. 
Sometimes, if I’m lucky, I’ll spot a 
hummingbird jetting around sipping 
nectar. I make it a point to slow down, 
sit quietly and watch all the life the 
garden supports. I invite our guests to 
do the same.”

Sit on nearby benches and take 
your time appreciating the flora 
and artwork. Whimsical sculptures 
throughout the garden are part of the 
Bug B&B exhibit, Schmeichel explains.

UPPER AND LOWER SENATE PARK
With a fountain, reflecting pool, 

tree-lined pathways, carpetlike grass 
and flowers blooming in season, Upper 
and Lower Senate Park offers an oasis. 
Adjacent to the Capitol by the Senate 
office buildings, the park’s elaborate 
water feature welcomes visitors, says 
James Kaufmann, director of Capitol 
grounds and arboretum at the Architect 

of the Capitol. A central fountain 
surrounded by roses is the primary 
feature in the Upper Park. Two flights 
of steps bordering triple cascading 
wall fountains transition visitors to 
the Lower Park where a pool provides 
a stunning reflection of the iconic 
building. Recently restored, the parks 
are integral to the design of the Capitol 
grounds, says Kaufmann, because they 
provide functional pathways between 
the Capitol, Senate office buildings and 
Union Station.

When you visit, Kaufmann says to 
appreciate the colorful crape myrtles, 
mature oaks and Yoshino cherry 
trees. On hot summer days, large oaks 
offer shade in the Upper Park, and 
the fountain drowns out the noise of 
surrounding traffic. “It offers a beautiful 
wide expansive view of the U.S. Capitol 
while the trees and water provide a 
sense of privacy,” he says.

MARY LIVINGSTON  
RIPLEY GARDEN

Snuggled alongside the Smithsonian 

Institution Building, also known as The 
Castle, is the Mary Livingston Ripley 
Garden. Disappearing into a quiet 
place in D.C. is a tough trick, and this 
petite half-acre garden accomplishes 
just that. Its accessible design offers 
a lovely meandering pathway with 
sinuous curves, says Janet Draper, 
the horticulturist who has overseen 
the garden for 20 years. She looks for 
ways to showcase underutilized plants 
that engage and educate visitors. The 
Smithsonian is all about education, 
whether inside its museums or outside 
in its gardens, Draper points out. The 
Ripley garden theme is “homes,” telling 
the story of how a garden can provide 
food, water and shelter for insects, 
birds and other life.

In summer, Draper says to expect a 
profusion of color with tropical plants 
reaching for the skies, lush beds full 
of vibrant greens and singing birds. 
“This is a garden beckoning you to slow 
down and explore. Listen and learn and 
be totally overcome by the awesome-
ness of plants!” l

Upper and Lower 
Senate Park
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