ith the recent tragic terrorist attacks in
W
Washington and New York City surprising
American citizens, old-time Washingtonians will
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recall several periods in the past century when
Washington served as a potential target for foreign
attack. Like today, city residents gathered together in
an effort to thwart such an attack with whatever
means possible, and joined the rest of America to
pool resources for the defense of the United States.
Ironically, and perhaps a bit startling, the groundbreaking of the Pentagon building was held on
September 11, 1942; exactly 59 years prior to the date
of its most recent, and most serious, attack. Housed
on a 360-acre campus atop 41,492 concrete pilings,
the building housed nearly 30,000 workers beginning
just 16 months later, thus having the distinction of
being the world’s largest office building, and built in
record time. One of the 3,100 major architectural
drawings produced for its construction was a fascinating cross-section pictured above, showing the multiple rings of corridors. Large ramps, still in use,
replaced the need for elevators, conserving precious
metals. Its design in a five-sided (pentagon) shape
made possible a short, 15-minute walk from one
office to another in the structure, despite being more

than five football fields long on each side.
The Japanese control of the Dutch East Indies and
Malaya in 1942 caused an immediate shortage of
rubber countrywide, a material also critical for the
war effort. In June of that year, President Roosevelt
launched a rubber scrap drive, and Washingtonians
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responded by setting up various centers where tires
and bicycle tubes could be donated, such as one
along Georgia Avenue shown at lower left. More than
a million pounds had been gathered in the city just
one month later. Wrought iron and other metals
were also needed for the war effort, and like many
Washington residents, the two unidentified residents
shown in front of their home replaced their iron front
fence with a then more patriotic wooden picket
fence.
The population of Washington swelled from
663,000 in 1940 to over 800,000 by the time the war
ended. Many of the new residents were women
responding to the drastic need of war-related work
from typing to manual labor in production lines.
Collectively known as “government girls,” they often
took up room and board in one of the thousands of
townhouses converted into rooming houses by residents of all economic stature. Several women
often shared one room, such as
the young ladies being shown
their accommodation in a house
near Dupont Circle. Transient
accommodations were also very
tight in the city during the war, as
revealed by the Washington Star
photo above from January 1945
showing servicemen having to
find space as best they could to
sleep in the office of Reverend Dr.
Albert J. McCartney at “Friendship House,” part of the Covenant
First Presbyterian Church at 1229
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