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The Herb Cottage - On the grounds of Washington National Cathedral

By Peggy Pickard

Mysteries can be solved many ways, but to finbittten story of old buildings takes more tharodf@sity. It takes diaries,
books, archives, personal memories and, abopatihce. All these were used in researchingsiogytof Washington
National Cathedral's Herb Cottage, now celebriia§Oth birthday. The truth can be evasivehlatitformation is fascinating.

It all began in 1902 when Bishop Henry Yates iagtevas asked to build a great cathedral forti@rin
Washington. Mount Saint Alban seemed the perfetido as it overlooked the growing city. Earreethusiastic and filed
with determination to advance with thoughtful dlieebishop determined that even before the calicedstruction began,
there must be a building for the rites of baptism.

This place would not interfere in any way with dia#hedral's construction. Upon completion ofrea aithin the
cathedral for baptisms, this free-standing stieietould be destroyed completely.

Satisfied with his plan and architect T. Henryddiis design for a small, octagon-shaped builBisgop Satterlee
moved forward. The decision to install an incrgdiautiful baptismal font, carved from Carrara rf@rtvas significant.
In the center of the font, the figure of Christimg) a small child was only one of the elaboraiérggs. At each comer, one of
the eight Apostles stood, as if protecting thet e Designed for complete immersion at baptiserfont was lined on the
bottom with stones from the River Jordan. Theydead gathered and shipped under the superviiimtdérbert E. Clark,
U.S. vice consul at Jerusalem.

The baptistery was perfectly conceived for houlimgnagnificent font, which arrived in due time s carefully
placed in the little building where its generams i snugly within the sturdy walls. It was prialgamoved through the two
high-and-wide front doors at the imposing entranibee completed structure (these doors are ribeviadick of the building,
facng Wisconsin Avenue). Large leaded-glass wis@mwl a soaring ceiling brought warmth and lighittie space. Rich scarlet
painting on trim brought out the glowing white nfefnt. it was a.combination of structure anthatiamazed onlookers.

By now, the year was 1904. The baptistery was|letypot yet landscaped, shaded only by an aoabisize. The
soil was red and rough, with equipment for thetaart®n of Washington National Cathedral scattesanby. From Mount
Saint Alban, one could see an occasional farmHdassachusetts Avenue meandered down to the\ditgsbfington, and the
Georgetown-Tennelley Road (Wisconsin Avenue) dippeeorgetown, an active community of homegamunercial
establishments lining the Potomac River.

On Mount Saint Alban, plans and projects werengiigithrough committees, architects, buildersiaaddial
interests. Discussions of landscaping the Spratires began. The huge, Gothic cathedral weitledly dwarf the little

baptistery building, but in 1904 baptisms were thelek and visitors relished its unusual shapdjisgavindows and elegant
marble font.

In 1907, when the cathedral comerstone was kdifrasident Theodore Roosevelt delivered a rasseagh of
commitment to the completion of the WashingtondNatiCathedral, the baptistery remained a foaal jpwobably there were
many visitors to the unusual structure as thrdegitihe hill of Mount Saint Alban.

As stone and masonry, builders and workers coMmedt Saint Alban in a frenzy of activity, one wamwas asked
to assist in making the red clay slopes into erpaif gardens, paths and shrubbery. Her namdanersde Brown Bratenahl,
wife of the first cathedral dean, George C. BrhleAa a landscape designer and avid gardenevasran eager advocate for
beautification of the Cathedral Close. She acctiedvitation from the cathedral’s second bisiidiashington. Working



with the famous Frederick Law Olmsted Jr., shensismental in the development of landscapingsfalaound the cathedral.

By 1916, Mrs. Bratenahl knew she needed the heduateers to accomplish her mission. All Hall@sld was
formed as the organization that would maintairbeadtify the cathedral close. This, of course,dhnalude the baptistery

landscaping, which was sparse.

There are many descriptions of the beginningeafdrdens on Mount Saint Alban. There is arealddfpicture of
the baptistery standing — and looking slightlydmr—amid the beginning of the stonewalls for tish@'s Garden. But the
most telling factor in the history of the Herb Ggtt was the intense desire of the planners totertngdaancient cathedral
gardens of Europe with their herbs, flowers angbstaf medicinal value.

As aresult, the first garden created just todieof the future Herb Cottage was planted vatemary, lavender,
marjoram and thyme. The ladies of All Hallows Guiiched as visitors plucked small snippets oftimfore leaving the
garden. They asked for live plants in pots. Asuiyéll Hallows began to harvest the lush garBeery bit, small potted herbs
and dried herb packages were gathered. By thésayitistery had fallen into misuse. Funds weratmhneeded in order to
continue the beautification of the close. All HaidGuild arranged for the use of the "Old Bapjistand from the steps of this
quaint building, the ladies began selling theloiand potted plants.

World War | curtailed some activity, but as thelgas grew about the close, the "Old Baptisterg vedonger used
for its original purpose. Instead, the voluntebfd blallows Guild brought their pots and plamiithe quiet area, where they
could store materials and plants for the next sialljisy. A temporary wall around the gréatt was installed. All Hallows
Guild continued its efforts to raise funds forgagdens, and in time — in 1934 — the Guild wastkiskdeecome custodian of
the little building.

It was renamed the Herb Cottage, and the 30Hgdauiiding became the headquarters for GuilditestivShelves
and proper storage were built and more of the, Iiptsibgs, seeds and other items were made avéulaside. It was becoming
a thriving marketplace.

The elegant font was eventually removed, thougbxtiiet date when that occurred is unknown. A getigerden
was growing about the picturesque building, withdand flowers and a little fig tree that contirtoelay to bear dozens of
delicious figs each year. A stone path was laichanaall dipping pool created in a comer neardoctable bench.

During World War Il, quiet again descended omiiweivy-covered, picturesque structure. Mast velenstwere
occupied with the war effort, but with peace, tlenteers retumed to fill the Cottage with agtivit 1956, according to
records, moving walls and shelves very carefullyged the interior of the Cottage. Again in 1édnterior was slightly
enlarged to accommodate the increasing flow @irgsivho seemed to welcome the warmth and chéinelgerb Cottage
with its array of gifts for home and garden.

"Baby Pan" appeared at the Cottage entryway 196@s. Sculpted by the prominent artist EditreBsdPis, the
whimsical little Pan was a gift from the Faulkiaenify. Today it is a popular spot for photos.

In 1997, the restoration of the interior of thét@e by architectural firm Horsey and Thorpe tinbbgck the
building's warm red trim in 1904. As part of thgigt, the magnificent leaded-glass windows willyerévealed, and the
skylight roof was repaired. A generous bequestfioomer All Hallows Guild member Phyllis Nitze nedtiis possible.

Restoration of the front entrance to the Cottad899 was a gift rom McCall Revercomb, in mgrobiher
husband, Judge George Revercomb.

The "Old Baptistery" that was to be destroyed dmstill stands, still lively with people — \isis, volunteers and
tourists. Beloved and cherished by All Hallowd@tiie Cottage stands as a reminder of generatieager volunteers, of
hours in the gardens, of hopes for the future.

History tells some of the building's secretsnbtiéll. Meantime, more research is planned, whilihclude the
many people associated with its past. The litiiitoy is a historic treasure, a very special piace cathedral close to the
many individuals who have helped to maintain ity and charm.



