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Boulder Bridge in winter

Rock Creek Park was established to protect the 
natural and historic landscape of Rock Creek 
Valley and to be a "pleasure ground for the 
benefit and enjoyment of the people of the

One look at Rock Creek (top photo), and 
you can see how it got its name. Boulders 
of all sizes guide the water's path and 
create rapids. Cross one of the park's 
many bridges made of stone and wonder 
how these rocks were formed.

Most of the rocks are ancient granite 
formed by volcanic forces and aged 
through pressure and time. Erosion from 
the creek's waters has slowly revealed the 
rocks and continues to shape them.

Rock Creek Valley lies at the boundary of 
two geologic provinces, the Piedmont 
and the Coastal Plain (left). You'll find 
plants and animals from both provinces 
here, and from ecosystems like forests 
and floodplains.

Clockwise from top: 
Rock Creek in autumn; 
American beech tree 
leaves; vintage postcard 
of Taft Bridge over Rock 
Creek; monarch butterfly; 
vintage postcard of Piney 
Branch Bridge; white oak 
leaves.
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(above left) to mate near short-lived 
ponds. As spring moves into summer, bats 
frequent the night skies in search of fly­
ing insects. Walk on trails shaded by tall 
oaks and tulip poplars. In autumn, their 
leaves and those from shrubs and grasses 
create a riot of color. Winter brings rain 
and occasional snow to imbue a depth of 
quiet rare in this international city.

As you walk or ride a horse along the 
trails, enjoy the variety of life here. Count 
the birds, insects, or frogs you hear. 
Watch for movement in the shadows. 
Spend time watching the water; you will 
likely see fish and aquatic insects.

park. They identified 
six distinct areas 
(above): A, the river 
valley "backbone"; 
B, a flat area "admi­
rably adapted for. . . 
[sports] and band 
concerts"; C and E, 
woodlands perfect 
for trails; D, an over­
grown farm that 
could be turned into 
a meadow; and F, 
"a meandering

United States." The park now includes other 
small valleys, urban parks, and historic sites. 
Together they showcase the many kinds of 
stories that national parks protect and honor. 
Here you can explore human history, conflict, 
and progress. See native plants and animals of 
the area. Engage in hiking, bicycling, and many 
other activities.

Washington, DC, bustles with visitors from 
around the world along with almost 700,000 
residents. All are within a few miles of Rock 
Creek Park. Few know that this ribbon of forest, 
parkland, parkway, and trails is a national park. 
Set aside in 1890, it was the first urban national 
park.

Welcome to the natural heart of this 
international city.

Exploring the Park's Wild Side
One can hear the soft water sounds of a 
stream on its way to the river and sea.

Rachel Carson, scientist and author

The Olmsted broth­
ers, Frederick Law 
Jr. (top) and John 
Charles (below), 
wrote a report in 
1918 advising how 
to develop Rock 
Creek Park. In the 
1800s, their father, 
Frederick Law Sr., 
who designed Cen­
tral Park in New 
York City, supported 
establishing the

Each season has its own surprises. Spring 
brings out the rare spotted salamander

meadow bordered 
by the creek on one 
side and by dense 
forest on all sides— 
an element of ex­
treme beauty and 
interest in the land­
scape."

Some of their ideas 
were adopted. See if 
you can identify 
them as you explore 
the park.

Herring; projectile points
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Finding History Here
Herrings come up in such abundance into their 
brooks and fords that it is almost impossible to 
ride through without treading on them.

Robert Beverley, 1700s scientist

For more than 10,000 years, people have 
come to this valley for its fish and wildlife, 
plants, and rocks. Ancient hunters left 
piles of stone chips from making spears 
and other weapons and tools.

Old Stone House
©CHUCK PEFLEY

As early as 4,000 years ago, people were 
growing food here. Until a few hundred 
years ago, Algonkian people came here to 
hunt and seek shelter from winter's winds 
and storms.

Europeans arrived in the 1600s, drawn by 
the fresh water, fish, and wildlife. A city 
began to form during the 1700s. Visit the 
Old Stone House (above) to see how the 
colonial middle class and their slaves lived.

Peirce Mill (above) operated in the 1800s. 
The Peirce family used enslaved laborers 
until the Civil War freed them. Forts were 
built on hills above the valley to protect 
the city (above right).

Beginning in the 1900s, Rock Creek Park 
grew as it added small parks like Meridian 
Hill (above) and Dumbarton Oaks (above). 
Meridian Hill's history includes being the 
rallying site for 1960s civil rights marches.

Beatrix Farrand, landscape architect, 
created Dumbarton Oaks' peaceful paths. 
She said, "The essence of the enjoyment 
of a garden is that things should look as 
though they like to grow in it."

In the 2000s, the National Park Service 
joined with the city and park partners to 
rejuvenate a stretch of Potomac River 
waterfront (above). It is now one of the 
park's most popular sites.

Herring (below left) 
and other migrating 
fish were blocked 
from their spawning 
grounds by the dam 
at Peirce Mill (left). 
Now a fish ladder (to 
the right of the dam) 
allows fish to move 
upstream. Today you 
can see this and six 
other sites on the 
"herring highway." 
Each site's informa­
tion panel explains a 
different aspect of 
the highway. If you 
come in the spring, 
you might see fish 
migrating.

Keep the Wild Heart Beating
Herring Highway

My heartfound its home long ago in the beauty, 
mystery, order and disorder of the flowering 
earth. Lady Bird johnson> First Lady lysz.W
This wild heart of Washington, DC, has 
faced many challenges in the past few 
centuries, from being stripped of trees 
to being polluted by industry to being 
damaged by road construction. The 
National Park Service faces these and 
other problems with the help of its many 
hard-working partners and volunteers. 
Look for these and other examples.

Restoring Peirce Mill
If you had visited 
Peirce Mill between 
1993 and 2011, you 
would not have 
been able to see the 
mill in action. In 
1993, the main shaft 
broke. A group of 
volunteers helped 
raise the money for 
experts to repair 
the mill. Volunteers 
and staff now offer 
programs and tours 
of the mill.
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People flock to Rock 
Creek Park in spring 
and fall to look for 
migrating songbirds 
like these shown 
here. Some birders 
send lists of species 
they have seen to 
national databases 
where their informa­
tion helps scientists 
track these migrants. 
Others volunteer in 
the park, helping to 
restore native plants 
that birds need for 
food, shelter, and 
nesting.
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Designing Rock Creek Park in 1918

Spotted salamander

Horses being led on a morning walk
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Peirce Mill
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Fort Stevens
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Meridian Hill Park, a 
National Historic Landmark
LIBRARY OF CONGRESS/JACK BOUCHER

Beatrix Farrand, Dumbarton^ 
Oaks, Virginia bluebells
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Georgetown Waterfront 
Park

Migrating Beauty

Scarlet tanagers

Yellow 
warbler

Blackburnian
warbler



Exploring Rock Creek Park

Defending the CapitalCenter & Planetarium

Other Places to Go

Fort Reno Few traces remain of this site, 
which is now a recreation area and music 
venue. Belt Road and Chesapeake Street.

The nature center and most programs are accessible to 
wheelchairs. Enjoy two self-guiding nature trails; one is 
accessible to wheelchairs and to blind or visually impaired 
persons. Other popular park sites are described at right.

Battleground Cemetery Final resting 
place for soldiers who died at the battle 
of Fort Stevens. 6625 Georgia Avenue NW.

The nature center has exhibits about the plants, animals, 
geology, and archeology of the park. Ranger-led activities 
and programs about the park's natural and cultural history 
are available for all ages.

Located in the heart of the park, the 
nature center is also the visitor center. 
Stop here to get information, trail 
guides, and activity schedules for the 
entire park. Browse the bookstore too. 
Information for all park sites is also 
available on the park website, www. 
nps.gov/rocr.

Rock Creek Park cares for nine Civil War 
sites. They are among over 60 sites built 
in a ring to defend Washington. Learn 
more about Rock Creek's sites on the 
park website. For more about all the "Fort 
Circle Parks," go to www.nps.gov/cwdw.

Battery Kemble Few traces remain of the 
battery, whose guns overlooked northern 
Virginia. Limited parking. Picnicking and 
recreational activities. 3035 Chain Bridge 
Road NW.

Fort DeRussy View defensive earthworks 
and walk the trails. Corner of Oregon Ave­
nue and Military Road.

Fort Slocum Its guns were the first fired 
in July 1864. Wooded and open areas for 
walking and picnicking. Picnic pavilion 
available. Kansas Avenue NE.

For your safety and to preserve history, 
do not walk or climb on hills, earthworks, 
walls, or other features of these historic 
Civil War sites.

Carter Barron Amphitheatre Outdoor 
venue for music, theater, dance, and 
community events. Closed for renovation. 
Updates on park website.

Dumbarton Oaks Park Unpaved paths 
through lower naturalistic gardens with 
connections to trails that go to other areas 
of Rock Creek Park. Mansion and formal 
gardens privately operated; fee.

Georgetown Waterfront Park Paved 
walkways, river views, demonstration rain 
gardens, performance spaces, labyrinth.

Montrose Park Colonial rope-making site. 
Tennis, picnicking. Trails connect to other 
areas of Rock Creek Park.

Meridian Hill Park A National Historic 
Landmark with paved walkways, statues, 
Civil War exhibits, chess tables, benches, 
cascading fountain, views.

National Zoological Park Next to the 
park; run by the Smithsonian Institution. 
202-633-4800 or nationalzoo.si.edu.

Old Stone House Colonial-era house and 
public garden. Exhibits, tours, programs. 
Hours vary.

Ruck Ci eeis. rdiK iids tile oiny pianetaiiui 11 iii trie ivatiOTiai 
Park Service. Its programs feature the sky over Washington. 
School and youth groups are welcomed; call the park to 
make reservations (number below).

Fort Bayard Now a park for picnicking and 
playing ball, this fort overlooked a "major 
road leading into DC." River Road and 
Western Avenue NW.

Fort Bunker Hill Signs tell the story of 
this fortification that overlooks the city. 
Between Perry and Otis streets NE.

Fort Stevens Site of the only Confederate 
attack on Washington. 13th and Quack- 
enbos streets NW.

Fort Totten Look at defensive earthworks 
and rifle trenches. Picnicking with a view 
of the city. Fort Totten Drive NE.

Glover-Archbold Park Unpaved trails 
through woodland and with connections 
to trails that go to Dumbarton Oaks, Mon­
trose, and Battery Kemble.

Peirce Mill Working mill with exhibits, 
tours, programs. Hours vary.

Above: Wood thrush
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Biking in the park.

Relax, Play, Have Fun! Safety and Regulations More Information
You can enjoy activities on your own or 
through the National Park Service and park 
partners. Many are free, some need reserva­
tions or permits. • All phone numbers and 
other details are on the park website; some 
provided below. • All locations open daily 
during daylight hours except as noted.

Biking Sections of Beach Drive are closed 
to vehicles on weekends (map above) from 
7 am Saturday to 7 pm Sunday and holidays. 
• Ride bicycles only on paved roads and 
trails. • Rent bicycles at Thompson Boat Cen­
ter and Fletcher's Boathouse.

Boating Rent self-propelled watercraft 
(kayaks, etc.) at Thompson Boat Center and 
Key Bridge Boathouse (spring through fall). 
Lessons available. Fee.

Fishing Allowed in some areas, described 
at right and on park website. • DC fishing 
license required.

Golf Public golf course. Clubs and cart rent­
als; lockers; snack bar. Fee. www.golfdc.com; 
202-895-6000.

Hiking Extensive network of trails and paths 
through the park. • Trail guide on park web­
site or from nature center. • An exercise 
course (1.5 miles) starts near Calvert Street 
and Connecticut Avenue.

Horseback riding 13 miles of bridle trails 
crisscross the northern section of the park.
• Equitation field is near Picnic Area 25.
» Rock Creek Park Horse Center has lessons, 
pony rides, guided trail rides, and a thera­
peutic riding program. Fee. www.rockcreek- 
horsecenter.com; 202-362-0117.

Picnic Areas 29 picnic areas, some have shel­
ters. • Blue dots indicate areas for groups up 
to 75; reservations required May-October. 
Fee. www.recreation.gov; 877-444-6777.
• Black dots indicate first-come, first-served 
areas; they are limited to 25 people.

Recreational Areas The largest is at 16th 
and Kennedy streets NW, with room for 
activities, including soccer, football, and 
softball. Some fields can be reserved.

Tennis Over 30 tennis courts in the park. 
Most at the Tennis Center, 16th and Kennedy 
streets, NW. www.rockcreektennis.com; 
202-722-5949. • Others operated by the city: 
www.dpr.dc.gov; 202-673-7647.

In Maryland At the state line, Rock Creek 
National Park ends and a regional park be­
gins. Information at montgomeryparks.org.

Public Transportation Bus, subway, and 
bike-sharing information at wmata.com.

ACCESSIBILITY
We strive to make our facilities, services, and 
programs accessible to all. For information 
ask at the nature center, call, or check the 
park website.

Complete regulations at www.nps.gov/rocr.

The park is open only in daylight hours, but 
through traffic allowed 24 hours a day.
• Buses and commercial trucks prohibited on 
park roads. • Park only in designated 
areas. • Bicycling allowed only on paved bike 
trails and roads. • Hike only on designated 
trails. • Do not swim or wade. • Fishing in 
Rock Creek and its tributaries prohibited 
north of Porter Street Bridge.

Pets must be leashed at all times. » Do not 
litter; use trash cans. • Fires allowed only in 
charcoal grills or fireplaces in designated 
picnic areas. Coals must be doused with 
water and put in trash can. • Individual grills 
allowed in picnic areas. • No camping.

Federal law protects all natural and cultural 
objects. • Do not collect or disturb rocks, 
animals, or plants. • Do not feed or harass 
any animals. • Do not remove trees, even 
dead ones.

Rock Creek Park Nature Center 
5200 Glover Rd. NW 
Washington, DC 20015 
202-895-6070 (Wed.-Sun., 9-5) 
www.nps.gov/rocr

Administrative Office 
3545 Williamsburg Lane NW 
Washington, DC 20008-1207 
202-895-6000

Emergencies call 911
For non-emergency safety concerns, call 
202-610-7500.

Rock Creek Park is one of over 400 parks in 
the National Park System. To learn more 
about national parks, visit www.nps.gov.

National
Park Foundation 

the park community. 
www.nationalparks.org
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Enjoy the park in all seasons.
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