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SERENITY IN STAUNTON

In a former penetentiary and 
asylum is now a boutique hotel. F3

WEST VIRGINIA UNDERGROUND  

A father and son find adventure in 
one of the state’s many caves. F4 

A MID-ATLANTIC TRAIL TO ADVENTURE

There’s a self-guided tour to 
match any interest. F5 

BY MELANIE D.G. KAPLAN

Washington is home. As a child, I picnicked along the C&O Canal and biked through Rock Creek Park to the zoo. I
counted the stairs up the Washington Monument, climbed the “Awakening” statue when it was at Hains Point and
performed with a dance troupe at the Kennedy Center. As a young adult, I put down roots on Capitol Hill and fell in love
with my home city. ¶ But every few months, I’d find myself falling into predictable rhythms and routines, and I would long for
the open road. I’d hop in my car and drive to, say, California, stopping in small towns, exploring by bike and meeting strangers.
I came to understand that adventure fuels me; I need to keep pursuing new things, or I wilt. SEE D.C. BY WATER ON F3

REGIONAL ISSUE

Adrift in the District
Armed with a paddleboard, a native sees her hometown from a new perspective

PHOTOS BY BILL O’LEARY/THE WASHINGTON POST

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: A man casts his line into the Tidal Basin, as seen from the basin’s inlet bridge, where gates open and close with the tide. An Amtrak train crosses the Potomac River.
The Thomas Jefferson Memorial overlooks the closed gates of the Tidal Basin’s inlet bridge. Young people wave from a boat during an outing on the Potomac.
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been thinking about since last
summer, the small pool of water
between the gates and the short
fence that abuts the Tidal Basin. I
looked out to the Thomas Jeffer-
son Memorial and Washington
Monument, and my heart sang.
Around the water, cherry blos-
soms were starting to open.

The sun dipped below a line of
trees. My feet ached with cold,
and I knew the tide was about to
change; if the gates closed, I’d be
stuck there for 12 hours. I paddled
the half mile back to the dock, the
wind now behind me. Bright blue
and pink lights decorating the
I-395 bridge reflected on the wa-
ter. Mallards bobbed, and boats,
still dressed in their winter white
shrink wrap, creaked in the mari-
na. At the Wharf, the Anthem
marquee glowed. A gas-powered
fire pit flickered at the end of a
new pier.

The wind knocked my board
into the dock, and I stepped off
the water, wasting little time be-
fore I was in the car, heat blasting.
After surviving what felt like a
perilous expedition, feeling tri-
umphant, I drove out of East
Potomac Park with my board on
the roof, merging with traffic on
Maine Avenue SW, and I headed
home.

travel@washpost.com

Kaplan is a freelance writer in the 
District. Her website is 
melaniedgkaplan.com. Find her on 
Twitter: @melaniedgkaplan

the Tidal Basin. As the tide ebbs,
the gates close, and the outlet
gates open to flush water and
sediment down the channel and
into the Anacostia. Then a new
tidal cycle begins. The magic is
that twice a day, as the tide chang-
es, the gates open and close on
their own.

Two weeks ago, on a warm
afternoon, I studied the tidal
charts and headed out, attempt-
ing again to time my paddle with
the opening of the outlet gates.
Sun warmed my shoulders as I
passed the fish market and a tree
packed with black-crowned night
herons. But then I saw the closed
gates and pulled my paddle out of
the water, disappointed. The next
day, I went at a different time,
with the same results. I consid-
ered surrendering.

The third day, it was 40 de-
grees. I carried my board to the
dock late in the day, wearing a wet
suit, neoprene booties and a knit
hat. I half expected someone to
tell me I couldn’t go out because it
was too dangerous — too cold, too
windy, too close to sunset. But the
freedom that comes with being
on the water means freedom to go
out, even when the conditions are
dicey. Across from the dock, flags
at the Capital Yacht Club stuck
straight out like cookie sheets. I
was racing against the sinking
sun.

Powering up the channel, I
found myself in the middle of
rush hour, yet alone. I paddled
under the Interstate 395 bridge,
crammed with cars, and looked
ahead to the next bridge, where
freight trains carrying UPS and
Tropicana containers moved in
opposite directions. A plane de-
scended, a helicopter whirred.

From a distance, I could see a
golden light shining through the
small archways. The gates were
open! I paddled hard against the
wind, approaching one of the
arches. Then I ducked on my
board and cruised through the
steel-framed gates — which I now
looked at with awe. Holding my
camera, I glided into the spot I’d

Driving out of the park, I
stopped at the National Park
Service headquarters to find out.
The arches weren’t boarded up, a
ranger told me. Those were the
gates that open and close with the
tides. Her words echoed in my
mind: “You know, the Tidal Ba-
sin?” Of course — the Tidal Basin.
During all my years in Washing-
ton, I’d never considered how the
basin functioned. And now, I had
unknowingly paddled through its
back doors.

Several times last summer, I
returned to the arches and found
the gates closed. I felt as though
I’d seen the Loch Ness monster.
Without a picture of the view,
would anyone believe me? I
vowed to try again in the spring.

In March, I called the Army
Corps, which built the Tidal Basin
and gates starting in the 1880s to
flush debris out of what was once
a mosquito-infested pool and a
dumping ground for sewage. I
learned that inlet gates on the
Potomac open to let water into

Alone in the dark cavity, unsure
whether I’d ventured into a for-
bidden area, I was at once fearful
and curious.

I continued through the arch
and found myself under a low
bridge. A short fence stopped me;
beyond it, the view opened up,
dreamlike. As my board bobbed
on the water, I looked out to see
the Tidal Basin I’ve known my
whole life. But the perspective
was new. Disorienting. Thrilling!
The low sun ignited the water in
front of me. My heart raced, and I
couldn’t stop smiling.

I paddled back down the chan-
nel, feeling euphoric about my
discovery — a vantage point that
before that day would have
seemed inconceivable. Later that
week, I tried to return with a
camera. But when I approached
the arches, I found the openings
blocked. I turned back, deflated
and puzzled. Had I been caught
unlawfully paddling through the
arches? Had someone boarded
them up?

in Southwest and explored the
spot where Rock Creek empties
into the Potomac, just north of
the Watergate. Great blue herons
fished on the banks, and bugs
danced on the water’s surface.

At times, I felt like a voyeur,
watching couples stroll along the
Mount Vernon Trail and sailors
tidy their boats. Bases heavily
guarded on land gave the impres-
sion of being easily accessible by
water. I paddled past the historic
hangars at Joint Base Anacostia-
Bolling and up to the National
War College at the confluence of
the Anacostia and Potomac. As I
paddled along the water border-
ing Fort Lesley J. McNair, I glided
close enough to the light poles to
see security cameras, close
enough to a residence to see a boy
blowing bubbles in his backyard.

As I’ve paddled, the city has
changed. From the Anacostia,
west of the Navy Yard, I watched
glass apartment buildings and a
soccer stadium rise from the
ground. From the Washington
Channel, I saw the Wharf materi-
alize so quickly, so utterly chang-
ing the waterfront, that I scarcely
remember the location of Phil-
lips, where my grandparents took
my family for special dinners. As
these new developments began
humming with activity, the rivers
did, too. On pleasant days, I’d
paddle past tour boats, dinner
cruises, water taxis, dragon boats,
canoes and kayaks.

Last July, I heard about a new
dock at East Potomac Park. I
drove there early one morning
and launched my board into the
Washington Channel. As I pad-
dled north, the sun rose, slipping
between buildings at the Wharf
like light through a pinhole cam-
era.

At the far end of the channel, I
saw a squat stone archway, and I
crouched on my paddleboard to
fit underneath. Gliding forward
in a small tunnel, resting on my
shins, I batted away cobwebs with
my paddle. The air was typical for
July — muggy and windless — but
a chill ran through my body.

So when a kayaking friend sur-
prised me with a pink stand-up
paddleboard (SUP) nearly a dec-
ade ago — knowing that I had
SUPed once and loved it — I ended
my embargo on the color pink
(imposed after an excessively pink
childhood) and embraced the 
challenge of learning a new sport.

Summer weekend mornings,
my eyelids would pop open before
daybreak, and I’d pull up a weath-
er website to make sure it wasn’t
too windy. Driving on empty
roads with the board strapped to
my car, I would race the sun,
wanting to hit the water first.

Initially, I paddled out of Colum-
bia Island Marina next to the Pen-
tagon. Heading into the Potomac, 
I’d bend my knees, steady my 
board and look up to see the Wash-
ington Monument across the river,
behind a grove of trees. My city! I 
loved it even more from the water.

Before long, I began putting in
at different spots along the Poto-
mac and Anacostia rivers. I
learned my way around the urban
waterways like I had Washing-
ton’s freeways. Some days, I’d
paddle under Arlington Memori-
al Bridge, past the Kennedy Cen-
ter and Theodore Roosevelt Is-
land and toward the Georgetown
waterfront; other days, I’d reach
the Woodrow Wilson Memorial
Bridge and cruise over to the
giant spinning wheel at National
Harbor; still others, I’d navigate
past RFK Stadium and toward the
National Arboretum and Kenil-
worth Park & Aquatic Gardens.
No matter where I paddled, I was
free from quotidian stress. Occa-
sionally, I’d encounter “traffic,”
which meant yielding to a proces-
sion of ducklings. “Rush hour”
meant sharing the water with
collegiate rowers and the Army
Corps of Engineers’ debris vessel
that picks up logs and branches.

As my confidence on the board
grew, I tested myself in new ways
— shifting the position of my feet
or sprinting to a buoy. Soon, I
could surf little waves after a
motorboat buzzed by, and I could
predict which direction planes
would land at Reagan National
Airport, based on the wind. Some
days, I found myself parallel to
the runway, directly under the
flight path. Seconds before land-
ing, a jet’s headlights would point
right at me, and as the giant bird
passed overhead, its might would
rumble through my body and
ripple the water.

My paddleboard, 10 feet long,
agile and quiet, became the per-
fect vehicle for seeing Washing-
ton. I appreciated the skyline and
monuments, as well as views fur-
ther inland, such as Washington
National Cathedral in Northwest
and the George Washington Ma-
sonic National Memorial in Alex-
andria. But even better, the board
offered a backstage pass to nooks,
crannies and points of view that
few tourists would ever see. I
paddled by the historic Seafarers
Yacht Club, cruised by the missile
battery atop the Navy Yard park-
ing garage, steered around the
back side of the Titanic Memorial
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BY JIM BARNES

A weekend stay last month at
the Blackburn Inn in Staunton,
Va., gave my wife Juli and me an
appreciation for a freedom we
usually take for granted — the
ability to come and go as we
please.

After checking in, we were free
to leave the premises to stroll
around Staunton’s bustling
downtown and enjoy an hour of
virtuoso performances at a Bach
festival. Later, after dinner in the
hotel’s bistro, we returned down-
town to enjoy some local brews.

This freedom to leave the
grounds was something that
thousands of people who had
once inhabited the historic hotel
and neighboring buildings did
not enjoy. 

The inn opened last year in
what was the headquarters build-
ing of Western State Hospital —
originally known as Western Lu-
natic Asylum — for almost 150
years. After the circa-1828 men-
tal-health hospital relocated in
1976, the building served as a
medium-security prison.

The boutique hotel is named
after architect Thomas Black-
burn, a Thomas Jefferson protege
who was the hospital’s chief ar-

chitect. At the time of its con-
struction, the Staunton facility
joined Eastern State Hospital in
Williamsburg as Virginia’s pri-
mary asylums for patients with
mental illnesses and disabilities.

A third such hospital, now
known as the Trans-Allegheny
Lunatic Asylum in Weston, W.Va.,
was in the works before West
Virginia split from Virginia dur-
ing the Civil War. That facility is
now open for tours and special
events. 

The asylums were constructed
through the efforts of 19th-centu-
ry reformers such as Francis Stri-
bling, Thomas Kirkbride and
Dorothea Dix, advocates of public
hospitals that would provide dig-
nity for patients with mental ill-
nesses. Stribling served as the
hospital’s superintendent from
1836 to 1873. The asylums were
designed to promote healing and
recovery through the restorative
effects of inspiring architecture,
natural sunlight, wholesome food
and attractively landscaped
grounds.

Over the years, those lofty ide-
als were corrupted, according to a
history of the hospital prepared
for the Garden Club of Virginia.
By the early 20th century, West-
ern State Hospital had become

badly overcrowded, and it even-
tually witnessed such abhorrent
practices as lobotomies, steriliza-
tions and research in support of
the eugenics movement. 

After the hospital was relocat-
ed, the facility served as a prison
from 1981 until 2002, when it was
abandoned. Development firm
Miller and Associates purchased
the property in 2006 and began
the process of converting the
buildings into condominiums

and apartments. The $11 million
renovation of the hotel building
began in 2016, and it opened in
June.

Before our early check-in, we
stopped at Wright’s Dairy-Rite, a
diner across the road from the
hotel. The restaurant, which
opened in 1952, is a step back in
time. Customers may stay in their
cars, phone in their orders and
have their hamburgers and hot
dogs brought to them.

We chose to dine inside, amid
memorabilia from the 1950s and
’60s, including a Wurlitzer juke-
box. To the tunes of the Beach
Boys, Four Seasons and Sam
Cooke, customers phoned in or-
ders from their tables. The mush-
room and Swiss burger and onion
rings we ordered were just right,
and Juli declared that the milk-
shakes were “like pure ice cream.”

After lunch, signs on the hotel
grounds directed us to a tall stair-
way at the center of the stately
brick building for registration. An
array of pastries and a bottle of
sparkling wine were set out in the
lobby, where we chatted with
Blake Fisk, the helpful concierge,
about the history of the hotel
building and events taking place
in Staunton that day.

The hotel has 49 guest rooms
with 27 floor plans. The smallest
guest rooms, “cozy queens,” com-
prise what had been two 10-by-10
rooms when the building was a
hospital, according to the hotel’s
general manager, Lacy Peterson.

Converting them to hotel
rooms was a big project that
involved drilling through brick
and concrete walls that were 6 to
12 inches thick, Peterson said,
adding that some of the larger
guest rooms and suites were

made from three of the original
rooms.

Peterson said that the hotel
building had housed administra-
tive offices and patient treatment
rooms during its days as an asy-
lum; the patients had lived in
other buildings. When the build-
ing served as a prison, inmates
had been incarcerated on what is
now the hotel’s third floor.

The hotel was attractively fur-
nished, with high ceilings and
magnificent, winding staircases,
some of which had stairs that
sloped from decades of wear. A
spiral staircase wound from the
fourth floor up to an open-air
cupola, where guests could enjoy
a 360-degree view of Staunton.
An airy art gallery opposite the
main staircase featured the works
of local artists.

Our “cozy queen” room was
aptly named — cozy but not
cramped. It was immediately ob-
vious why the hotel offered
queen-size beds rather than
kings; the larger beds would not
have fit the space. But the room
offered all the creature comforts
we wanted, including bedside
reading lamps, a Keurig coffee
maker and a refrigerator supplied
with bottled water.

SEE BLACKBURN ON F4

In the Shenandoah Valley, Blackburn Inn transforms a facility with a dark past

BILL O’LEARY/THE WASHINGTON POST

As cars race across a bridge over the Potomac River, the water below offers tranquil, solitary views of the Washington Monument.
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If you go
BOATING IN DC
boatingindc.com

202-337-9642

This outfitter offers rentals at the 
following boathouses. Some 
locations also offer daytime and 
twilight kayak and paddleboard 
tours of the monuments. All rentals 
are weather permitting. Stand-up 
paddleboard rentals are $22 per 
hour at all boathouses below that 
offer it, not including tax. Minimum 
rental time is one hour, and rates 
are prorated every 10 minutes 
after one hour. The all-day rental 
rate is four times the hourly rate.

Fletcher’s Boathouse, 
4940 Canal Rd. NW

Access to both the Potomac and 
the C&O Canal; kayak, canoe, 
rowboat and paddleboard rentals 
currently available. Standup 
paddleboard rentals starting early 
May.

Key Bridge Boathouse, 
3500 Water St. NW

Paddle the Potomac from the 
Georgetown waterfront; kayak, 
canoe and paddleboard rentals 
begin April 13.

Tidal Basin, 1501 Maine Ave. SW

Pedal boats and swan boat rentals 
currently available.

The Wharf Boathouse, 700 Water 
St. SW

Paddle along the Washington 
Channel and around Hains Point; 
kayaks and paddleboard rentals 
available starting April 26.

M.K.

Paddling
to dreamy 
new views 
of D.C.

JAMES PATRICK COOPER

The 49-room hotel in Staunton, Va., opened in June at the 
former Western State Hospital, which was later a prison.

 For a full list of boathouses, visit 
washingtonpost.com/travel


