Celebrate Your Patriotism in DC

By Trish Riley, ASJA, 954-384-9466

As a child I always thought the Star Spangled Banner was about fireworks. But it was wartime explosives that set the night afire during the War of 1812, planting words in the mind of Francis Scott Key. That spark became one of our nation’s most enduring symbols of patriotism. Fireworks have become part of the tradition. 

Independence Day is marked in the nation’s capital with the most extensive and certainly the most famous display of fireworks in the country. The incredible show draws a sea of citizens, estimated at half-a-million, but looking more like three million to me when I had the chance to attend the extravaganza a few years ago. Partiers begin gathering on the National Mall early in the day for the 9:10 p.m. show. Some stake out blankets and lawn chairs, but there are other events on the mall to keep you occupied during the day, including a Fourth of July Parade, 11:45 – 2 p.m. along Constitution Avenue NW between 7th and 17th streets. 

July 4th is the final day for the 10-day Smithsonian Folklife Festival on the mall, with concerts, costumes, crafts and cooking from different cultures – this year featuring Haitian, Latin American and the U.S. coastal Atlantic Maritime traditions.  

More music begins at 8 p.m. on the west lawn of the U.S. Capitol, a show hosted by actor Barry Bostwick and featuring Clay Aiken of American Idol fame, country singers Vince Gill and Amy Grant and Bee Gees brother Robin Gibb. The National Symphony Orchestra will perform patriotic anthems to herald in the awesome sky show. 


While you’re in town, diversions are plentiful in DC.

Take a worthy trip to the bookstore Politics and Prose, where significant authors frequently hold book signings and lectures. Former President Bill Clinton will be speaking and signing his new book, My Life, July 6 12:30 – 1:30 p.m. Tickets are free, but will be distributed in advance on a first-come basis to customers who buy the book. 

The Smithsonian Institution is the world's largest museum and research complex of 16 different museums and galleries clustered around the mall. Open every day but Christmas, admission is free. More than 50,000 guests pass daily through the doors of the Museum of Natural History alone. The Smithsonian Information Center is hard to miss, housed in the Smithsonian Castle, a truly gothic structure mid-mall. 

Take time to view the Constitution of the United States or the Declaration of Independence at the National Archives and Records Administration. Even my daughter, at the age of eight, described that as one of the coolest things to see in DC. Why? “I can’t describe it,” she said, “It’s just this tingly feeling I have.”

For those interested in learning more about their heritage, the Daughters of the American Revolution offer a history museum and genealogical library near the White House, where visitors can find out just how deep their personal roots dig into American soil. My daughter and I spent an hour or so here researching our separate paternal lines and discovered that our forefathers lived in the same county during the American Revolution. We’ve since visited the area and imagine that perhaps our ancestors were friends. We like the connection that learning about our history, and celebrating our country, gives us. Independence Day in DC is a great way to remind yourself and your family of your own patriotic roots.

Where To Stay

The Willard Inter-Continental Hotel, a stone’s throw from the White House downtown, will help turn the weekend into a delicious romantic getaway. Watch the fireworks display from the Jacuzzi in the Jenny Lind Honeymoon Suite, which offers a perfect porthole view of that symbol of male strength, the Washington Monument. Sip champagne in the hot tub while basking in the glow of the fireworks and the gaze of your loved one. 

The Willard is a plush and pomp bastion of power and success. Its chandeliers have cast light upon the nation’s leaders and their visitors since 1853. Abraham Lincoln and his family lived at the hotel while awaiting inauguration; Ulysses S. Grant met with those who wished to influence his policies over cigars in the lobby – giving rise to term lobbyists. Grant’s ghost is said to roam the halls near his former suite. The rooms are all elegant, many unique to the next, decorated in regal fashion befitting such guests as Presidents and their visitors, from P.T. Barnum, Mark Twain and Walt Whitman to the Duke of Windsor, the Queen of Thailand and the Dalai Lama. Insiders and eavesdroppers frequent the Round Robin bar, and actor George Clooney and Crossfire host Tucker Carlson have been spotted dining in the exquisite hotel restaurant. Rooms are expensive, but you’re worth it. The Willard offers the Jenny Lind Suite in a one-night romance package, which includes the champagne, chocolate-dipped strawberries, poetry, jazz, rose petals and candles for $1,950 plus tax. There are other options. During the Independence Day weekend and through Sept. 27 the Willard offers a standard room with king size bed or two doubles for $239, as part of the city-wide America Celebrates the Greatest Generation, a collection of tours, events and hotel packages commemorating World War II heroes and the new WWII Memorial. 

The Hotel Lombardy provides a less-pricey alternative. Once a wartime apartment building, the small, elegant but comfortable suites include kitchenettes and the lobby bar and restaurant are quite pleasant. You’ll need a cab or metro pass to get to the fireworks display, though (The Smithsonian Metro Station is closed July 4, so check with your concierge for schedule information.) The Lombardy is located near the campus of George Washington University, where guests can join the studio audience of Crossfire, featuring issue debates between Carlson and Clinton strategist James Carville, at 4:30 p.m. weekdays. 

The largest DC hotel is the Marriott Wardman Park Hotel, 2660 Woodley Road, NW, 888-236-2427. Though it’s even farther from downtown, the Marriott is within walking distance of the National Zoological Park in Rock Creek Park. The zoo is open 6 a.m. – 8 p.m. during the summer and admission is free.     

Delicious dining options are plentiful. 

The Willard Room offers exceptional dining that draws crowds who enjoy sampling delicious cuisine prepared by Chef Denis Soriano. Charming Maitre d’ Francisco Nieto has even gained fame for his life’s dedication to providing exceptional care to he world’s most famous people.  

Take brunch at Old Ebbits Grill, the Capital’s “oldest dining saloon,” adjacent to the White House and popular with government staff and politicians. Another nice choice in the downtown area is Café Atlantico, a small, trendy nouveau cuisine offering a selection of delicious tapas, fresh juices and signature drinks, like the unforgettable passion fruit cocktail infused with ginger and jalapeno. 

Asian quick food can be had at Teaism, 400 8th St. NW, just off the National Mall.  

SIDEBAR INFO

Willard Intercontinental Washington

1401 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W.

Washington, D.C. 20004

202-628-9100

www.washington.interconti.com
Hotel Lombardy

2019 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W.

Washington, D.C. 20006

202-828-2600

800-424-5486

www.hotellombardy.com
Marriott Wardman Park Hotel

2660 Woodley Rd. NW

202-328-2000

www.wardmanpark.com
America Celebrates the Greatest Generation

800-422-8644 ext. 1945

www.washington.org/americacelebrates
Politics and Prose

5010 Connecticut Avenue, NW

Washington DC 20008

202-364-1919

www.politics-prose.com
Daughters of the American Revolution Library and Museum

1776 D St., NW

202-879-3241

www.dar.org
National Archives and Records Administration

7th and Pennsylvania Ave. NW

202-501-5000

10 a.m. – 9 p.m., free admission

www.nara.gov
Old Ebbitt's Grill

675 15th St. NW

202-347-4800

www.ebbitt.com
Crossfire at GW University

Admission free, call for advance tickets or standby by 3:30 p.m., doors close at 4:10 p.m.

805 21st St. NW 

202-994-8266

www.CNN.com/Crossfire
Smithsonian Institutions Visitor Center

1000 Jefferson Dr. SW

202-357-2700

Open 10 a.m. – 5:30 p.m. daily except Christmas, free admission

www.smithsonian.org
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