Shirlington Park, Past and Present
By Shirlington Civic Association |June 1, 2020
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Shirlington Park is one of our area’s treasured assets. This narrow, tree-filled park
with a pedestrian and biking trail runs along Four Mile Run stream parallel to S
Arlington Mill Drive from S Walter Reed Drive to Shirlington Road.

What were the origins of Shirlington Park? In spring 2021, SCA Board member
Virginia Farris, a former environmental consultant, dug in and found out quite a lot.
The “natural” stream channel we have now is, in fact, recent and man-made, as is
much of the park’s ground on its southern Shirlington side (and indeed much of
what lies under the Village area has been leveled, filled and reshaped during
development).

The eastern portion of what is now Shirlington Park was close to, but not part of, the
old Green Valley Ball Park on the floodplain, separated by the stream. The early 20th
century Green Valley Ball Park lay north of Four Mile Run; present-day Shirlington
Park lies on the south side of the stream. Nature and human intervention caused the
stream bed to shift dramatically over the 20th century, shifting these boundaries
with it.

This map shows how, in the 1900s, the stream looped much closer to the W&OD
railroad (now the W&OD Trail). The turquoise polygon is the present-day Shirlington
Park, with the stream on its northern border (Arlington County GIS).
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From 1934 to 1989, the old stream
bed moved around quite a bit within
the flood plain, altered by storms,

/ erosion, land development, and the
/m response to a major hurricane.
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This map shows the
present-day stream
and adjoining parks.
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Because of the highly urbanized nature of the Four Mile Run watershed, the
neighborhoods and businesses adjacent to the lower portion of the stream had been
subjected to repeated flooding, beginning in the 1940s (Northern Virginia Regional
Commission). In 1972, Hurricane Agnes “caused major flooding in Arlington,
collapsing the Walter Reed Bridge and severely damaging the rest of the Four Mile
Run watershed. The Four Mile Run watershed is particularly flood prone — even in
storms far less severe than Agnes.” (Peter Rousselot, ArINow | Dec. 16, 2017).

In 1974, Congress authorized the US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), which is
responsible for flood protection in the US, to build a flood-control channel in the
lower portion of Four Mile Run, from [-395 downstream to where Four Mile Run flows
into the Potomac River. Construction of that channel took place during the 1970s
and early 1980s (Northern Virginia Regional Commission; Wikipedia).

From Walter Reed Drive to I-395 (between Shirlington Park and Jennie Dean Park),
the stream’s natural banks were stabilized with boulders and riprap to control
erosion.


https://www.novaregion.org/214/Four-Mile-Run-Restoration-Project
https://www.novaregion.org/214/Four-Mile-Run-Restoration-Project
https://www.arlnow.com/2011/09/09/photos-four-mile-run-flooding-in-arlington/
https://www.arlnow.com/2016/12/08/peters-take-is-arlington-ready-for-a-major-flood/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Army_Corps_of_Engineers
https://www.novaregion.org/214/Four-Mile-Run-Restoration-Project
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Four_Mile_Run

The project garnered a Outstand Civil Engineering
Achievement award for the Arlington County
Department of Public Works in 1985.
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Since then, Arlington’s Parks & Recreation
Department has landscaped both sides of S
Arlington Mill Drive, both near the Trades Center
and next to the stream, creating the leafy green
boulevard with a variety of native trees and oak leaf hydrangea that we enjoy today,
especially in the spring. More new trees have been planted in the past year, so
residents can look ahead to future decades of enjoyable strolling, running and
biking.

Bordering four Shirlington homeowner associations, the Trades Center, Hilton
Garden Inn, and lo Piazza, this long skinny park has proved its worth many times
over during the recent pandemic — especially since Jennie Dean Park has been
closed for renovation.

Desperate for exercise and to be outside, Shirlington residents of all ages, joined by
other Arlington and Alexandria neighbors, walked their dogs several times a day, got
their steps in, wheeled their baby carriages, and promenaded with family and friends
out in the fresh air. Never have so many people worked out on its exercise

stations! Volunteers actively remove litter, participate in stream clean-ups and
observe wildlife, particularly the pair of blue-grey herons who've made their home
here for man ears.
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