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 “Washington History magazine is an essential 
teaching tool,” says Bill Stevens, a D.C. public 
charter school teacher. “In the 19 years I’ve been 
teaching D.C. history to high school students, my 
scholars have used Washington History to 
investigate their neighborhoods, compete in 
National History Day, and write plays based on 
historical characters. They’ve grappled with 
concepts such as compensated emancipation, the 
1919 riots, school integration, and the evolution 
of the built environment of Washington, D.C.  
I could not teach courses on Washington, D.C. 
history without Washington History.” 
 
Washington History is the only scholarly journal 
devoted exclusively to the history of our nation’s capital. It succeeds the Records of the Columbia 
Historical Society, first published in 1897. Washington History is filled with scholarly articles, 
reviews, and a rich array of images and is written and edited by distinguished historians and 
journalists.  Washington History authors explore D.C. from the earliest days of the city to 20 years 
ago, covering neighborhoods, heroes and she-roes, businesses, health, arts and culture, 
architecture, immigration, city planning, and compelling issues that unite us and divide us. 
 
The full runs of Washington History (1989-present) and its predecessor publication the Records of 
the Columbia Historical Society (1897-1988) are available through JSTOR, an online archive to 
which many institutions subscribe. It’s easy to set up a personal JSTOR account, which allows for 
free online reading of six articles per month in any of their journals, or join the Historical Society at 
the Membership Plus level for unlimited free access to our publications. 

Bill Stevens engages with his SEED Public Charter School  
students in the Historical Society’s Kiplinger Research 
Library, 2016. 

https://www.jstor.org/register?redirectUri=/
http://www.dchistory.org/membership/join/
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A Third Citizenship
BY QUIQUE AVILÉS

Quique Avilés in 1982, new to Washington and to La Manplesa. Unless otherwise noted, all photographs appear © Rick Reinhard.

When I came to Washington, D.C. from 
El Salvador in 1980, one of the first 
things I remember was my mother 

talking about this thing, “La Manplesa.” I found 
out what this was my second Sunday here. Early 
that morning, my mother was nagging at me and 
my sister, “¡Vayan a lavar la ropa!”—go do the 
laundry. We put all the dirty clothes in a cart and 
walked about five blocks to the laundromat. And 
that’s when I got my introduction to “La Manple-
sa.” It turned out to be Mt. Pleasant Street NW, La 
Mt. Pleasant. Una calle. A short street. A little 
street. A nightmare and a dream. Somehow, Mt. 

Pleasant always represented both. It was a safe 
welcoming mat for people of all races and colors 
but, back in the days, it also had its seedy parts—
dealers, prostitutes, strip joints. There was a strip 
joint called the Oasis where the Caribbean 
Botanica is in the basement under the beauty 
salon at the corner of Mt. Pleasant and Lamont. 
What is now Haydee’s at Mt. Pleasant and Irving 
also used to be a strip joint. Many of the home-
owners who lived down the side streets were not 
aware of Mount Pleasant’s seedier side, but for 
the low-income renters on the main strip, this 
was all a part of life.

Walter “Pop” Martínez playing damas (checkers), 2017

[W]e reached an agreement that [the authorities] would let 

us stay here, but that we also had to do our part. . . . They 

said that we sold marijuana, that we urinated, and that the 

disorder here was due to our being here, and that we had to 

change that. . . . I told them that all of us who live in the 

neighborhood are decent people, we are working people, 

we have apartments, but we want to go out, to have a cof-

fee, and there’s no place they sell them except 7-Eleven, and 

so we buy our coffee, and we sit and drink it here. But I am 

sure that all of us who live in the neighborhood don’t sell 

drugs, don’t drink in public, don’t urinate in public—we are 

not the ones who are bothering people.

Some of the authorities said that they had a program for 

the corner. And I told them, I agree—we want to act reason-

ably, we don’t want violence. We want them to treat us like 

normal people, who are workers. We aren’t here to bother 

the neighbors, we are here because we like to be social. 

Sometimes we just come out here to talk, we are talking 

about work, about home. Ultimately, we arrived at an agree-

ment that we could stay here.

We want to make a park beside the 7-Eleven and main-

tain it ourselves; others want a dog park.   

—Walter “Pop” Martinez, born in El Salvador,  
D.C. resident since 1972

[L]legamos al acuerdo que ellos iban a permitir que nosotros 

estuviéramos parados allí pero que nosotros deberíamos tam-

bién poner de nuestra parte. . . . Decían que vendíamos mari-

guana, que nos orinábamos y allí se hacía el desorden debido 

a que estábamos allí y que deberíamos de cambiar eso. . . les 

dije que todos los que vivíamos en el barrio somos gente 

decente, somos gente trabajadora, estamos en apartamentos, 

pero . . . queremos tomar un café y no había un lugar donde 

vendan a excepto del 7-Eleven y por eso es que nosotros com-

pramos café y nos salimos y lo tomamos allí. Pero estoy seguro 

que todos los que vivimos en el barrio no vendemos droga, no 

tomamos en público, no orinamos en público—no somos los 

que estamos molestando a la gente. 

[A]utoridades . . . dijeron que ellos tenían programa para 

esa esquina. Yo les dije, estoy de acuerdo—nosotros queremos 

vivir sanos, no queremos violencia. Nosotros queremos nos 

tomen como personas normales que somos trabajadoras. 

Estamos aquí no para molestar los vecinos, estamos aquí 

porque nos gusta estar en comunidad. Algunas veces que sali-

mos solo por conversar, aquí estamos conversando ya sea del 

trabajo, de su hogar. Total, es que llegamos a un acuerdo que 

nos iban a dejar allí.

Queremos hacer un parque al lado del 7-Eleven y manten-

erlo nosotros; otros quieren un parque para perros. 
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At the age of 17, I moved out of my mom’s 
house—she had moved from Irving Street NW to 
the Brookland neighborhood in Northeast—and 
into a group house on the corner of Mt. Pleasant 
and Hobart Streets. As a poor student living out of 
a very small room, I used to feed myself at Loren-
zo’s, a carry-out joint owned by Cubans and man-
aged by Salvadorans on the corner of Mt. Pleasant 
and Lamont. I’d sit in a booth by the large win-
dows with lots of light doing my homework and 
looking out at where the bus turned around, the 
42 bus or the “free Spanish class” we used to call it, 
for the small number of native English speakers 
who took the bus back then.

 I drank my first beer on Mt. Pleasant Street—a 
“bumper” (a 32-ounce beer) given to me by 
Miguelin, one of the old-timers who probably 
came in the 1970s. Miguelin used to stand in front 
of the Pan American Laundromat playing claves by 
tapping an empty bottle, singing Ruben Blades 
songs out loud. He was the first Salvadoran salsero 
I ever met.

That laundromat was right next door to the 
Raven Grill, which is still there at 3125 Mt. Pleas-
ant Street. Some of the first poems I wrote in the 
United States came from the Raven. Back then, it 
was a joint for old-timers—blacks, whites, then us 
Latinos. All you could get at the bar was liquor and 
American beers like Miller or Budweiser. If you 
were broke, you could get them on credit from 
Jessi, the bartender with the thick eyeglasses. Jessi 
was from Chicago, lived on Park Road, and always 
seemed to be going to or coming back from Vegas. 
The other two bartenders, Mary and her daughter, 
whose name I can’t remember, lived right upstairs. 
The neon sign at the Raven’s front window fea-
tured a cocktail glass, so Latinos called the place 
“La Copita”—the little drinking glass.

The most important milestones of my life have 
had some connection to Mount Pleasant. As a high 
schooler, I was lucky to meet Rick Reinhard, an 
artist-photographer who taught me the magic of 
black-and-white images. He then hired me to print 
black-and-white photos in his dark room on Park 
Road. Printing photos for him helped me pay my 
way through high school. And here I am, more 
than 35 years later, working with Rick, one of my 
first mentors and teachers, on La Esquina. 

It was through Rick’s extended family of lefty, 
hippie-artist revolutionaries and through working 
out of the Latin American Youth Center (LAYC) 
and Centro de Arte at 15th and Irving Streets NW 
that I started my artistic life as a writer and an 
actor. My first summer job was at the LAYC, thanks 
to Mayor Marion Barry’s Summer Youth Employ-
ment Program. I worked with the Afro Latino 
Youth Theater, an attempt to integrate blacks and 
Latinos and question all the warped ideas we had 
about one another. As I started to get serious about 
my life as a working artist, GALA Hispanic Theatre 
took me in. I ended up developing and directing a 
workshop for youth, Paso Nuevo—a New Step—
that to this day continues to be a place for kids 
from the neighborhood to find their voice.

For most of us—Salvadorans who came in the 
’80s and ’90s—landing in D.C. meant landing on 
Mt. Pleasant Street one way or another. If you 
didn’t live there, you were told about it. There was 
this notion that “if you go there, you will feel bet-
ter.” And we needed to feel better. Many of us 
fleeing Central America were young men avoiding 
being drafted into the military. This is when Mt. 
Pleasant Street became a haven for lonely men. 
Here you could find a cure for the heartbreak and 
loneliness of being away from home because, well, 
it was home. The Pan American Laundromat was 

the first Salvadoran-owned business on Mt. Pleas-
ant Street. The owners and the people at Leon’s 
Shoe Repair brought you back to Guatemala. Casa 
Diloné was a bit of the Dominican Republic. At Los 
Primos [the cousins] grocery, we were all cousins. 
At Pinky’s bike shop, you were reminded of Spain 
and Puerto Rico. 

Mount Pleasant has been a home-away-from-
home for a steady stream of immigrants from 
México, Central America, the Caribbean and other 
countries. Mt. Pleasant Street and its surrounding 
corners are where we, Salvadorans, became Lati-
nos. We had to learn about people we didn’t know 
about, like Cubans. A lot of Cubans came to D.C. at 
the same time we were flooding the city. This is 
when you could find Francisco Rigores and his 
Cuban Rumbas on different corners, and where 
Miguelin’s claves made sense. This is what I would 
call the Caribbeanization of El Barrio—where we 
started to learn how to keep the rhythm, the pace, 
the tempo. 

To this day, Mount Pleasant is a place you go to 
find companionship—panas, migos, broders, primos, 
y que ondas—pals, friends, brothers, cousins, and 
what’s happening. When I go there and walk those 
seven blocks—stopping to talk to folks at the phar-
macy, getting a haircut at the beauty salon, buying 
carne for soup at El Progresso, having a beer and 
tacos at Corado’s—I just feel better. When you go 
to Mount Pleasant, you know you will see familiar 
faces, hear a good story, and have a good laugh. 
Mount Pleasant is the only place in this city that 
feels to me like un pueblito, a small town. Like any 
small town, people know each other by their nick-
names, their apodos: El Pajarín, Chicle, El Rana.The well-known neon sign at the Raven, 2017. Courtesy, blogger  

Ear Meal Webcast
Shops on Mt. Pleasant St., 2002.

A Mariachi band in typical Mexican dress performs in the 2007 
Fiesta DC on Mt. Pleasant St.

When I’d just arrived in Maryland, I asked my sister if 

there wasn’t some other place to go; I told her, “look, I 

don’t like it here.” And then someone brought me to 

work here in Mount Pleasant, and here I stayed. I liked 

the atmosphere, and felt more in touch with other peo-

ple. Don Gilberto, who was the owner of the Progresso, 

he cashed checks for me, and I bought from him at his 

shop. No longer, because the new owners don’t cash 

checks. . . . And then all the rideros, the people who used 

to give rides to shoppers with their parcels, they started 

dying—almost all the Mount Pleasant rideros have died. 

—Maribel Garcia

Mire, cuando yo recién llegue a Maryland, allí le dije a mi 

hermana si no había otro lugar—le dije: “fíjate que no me 

gusta” y alguien me trajo a trabajar aquí en la Mount 

Pleasant y aquí me quede. Me gustó el ambiente, me sentía 

más en comunicación con la gente. Mas antes, Don Gilber-

to que era el dueño del Progresso, el me cambiaba los 

cheques de donde fuesen y yo le compraba allí en la tienda. 

Ahora no porque ya no cambian los dueños. Los nuevos 

dueños no cambian los cheques allí. . . .  Más antes cuando 

se empezaron a morir todos los rideros (los que daban ride 

a las personas con sus compras)—ya se murieron casi 

todos los rideros que estaban en La Mount Pleasant. 
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All of these thoughts and memories bring me 
back to Mama Tey. If anyone asked me to tell a 
Mount Pleasant story, it would begin with Mama 
Tey, La Señora Ronca—the lady with the husky voice. 
For me, Mama Tey meant resilience and suste-
nance. At Mama Tey’s apartment, there was always 
homemade soup. Mama Tey, along with my Aunt 
Julia and my mother Teresa, came here from El Sal-
vador in the 1960s. These women helped pave the 
road from Central America to D.C. and shaped the 
story of Latinos here in the nation’s capital. 

Back when I had first arrived in D.C. in 1980, 
Mama Tey sometimes took care of my little broth-
er Oscar—the first Avilés to be born in the United 
States. Within a few years, I came to know Mama 
Tey as the healer of Mt. Pleasant Street. A group 
of us had become friends with Mama Tey’s sons 
and in those days, we were all usually broke—
due to the usual reason of paying bills on a mini-
mum wage job of $3.35 an hour. We went to 
school and we worked part time to help our par-
ents pay rent, at least for those of us who had 
parents here. We all knew we could stop by 
Mama Tey’s apartment any time to get some good 
food. As soon as you walked in the door, the first 
thing she would ask you was “Ya comiste? Tienes 
hambre?”—Have you eaten? Are you hungry? 
While you ate, she’d tell you about her latest trip 
to the doctor, what hurt where, and what the 
prognosis was. I believe she would make herself 
sick just so people would come by to visit her and 
ask her about her ailments. Mama Tey was healed 
by talking to her visitors and we were healed by 
her food—and sometimes a visit to her medicine 
chest full of pills.

 Mama Tey lived in the building right across 
from the 7-Eleven at the corner of Mount Pleasant 
and Kenyon Streets. So going to see her meant 
passing the men who gathered at that corner, El 
7-Eleven, La Esquina. At that time, despite how bor-
ders were being redefined by the beginning of gen-
trification in Adams Morgan, and the colors and 
accents of Mount Pleasant were starting to change, 
that corner was a constant. 

Ask the old-timers and, owing to the fuzziness 
that comes with the passing of time, you’ll hear 
different memories of what used to be where the 
7-Eleven is now. Wilson, the owner of the only 
auto repair shop still on Mt. Pleasant, will tell you 
it was a gas station. José at Corado’s will tell you 
it was a used car lot. Since I’ve been here, it’s only 
been the 7-Eleven and the men on the corner 
next to it.

La Esquina has been a constant amidst change. 
A lot of the new neighbors don’t know that there 
was a time in Mount Pleasant’s past—during the 
crack years of the 1980s and ’90s—when the 
neighborhood streets were full of seediness and 
crime. A lot of shady activity. People got mugged 
and robbed all the time. I got mugged and robbed 
a few times. But there was always the other side.

Yes . . . I know the sexy, proud and chunky  
mother

pushing life on a stroller, walking tall, thinking good
the twin stick-up boys, hazel eyes, matching guns
the pot dealer on a wheelchair, no legs, one arm
yes, getting by, getting by

Yes . . . I know the lawyer of the lily white  
wingtips

fresh flowers in one hand, wine and lustious thoughts 
in the other

The 2016 annual “Day of the Dead” commemoration, a traditional Mexican 
festival organized in Mount Pleasant by Quique Avilés. 

[As to the folks on the corner,] you have to point out that lots 

of people don’t have papers . . . so the only way for them to 

get work, honestly, is as a day worker, waiting at the corner 

for someone to come along and choose them for a job. 

There’s no other way. Until everybody in this country has 

papers . . . but just now, that’s in doubt with this government. 

There are lots of restrictions, lots of deportations. The guy 

who’s in there now—there’s a feeling of trying to restrict us 

Latinos, when in reality Latinos are the backbone of this 

country, truly. This policy, it should be improved. 

—Eduardo “Causa” Moscoso Sánchez

CARECEN staffers, 1986. Poet and spoken word artist Quique Avilés performs on Mt. Pleasant St., 2013.

the poetic drug boys with the Remy Martin  
bottle, the fronting, the tears

the old lady that feeds the pigeons daily, talking with 
them, singing

yes, getting by, getting by

There were always people who would help you, 
including some of the men on the corner. My wife 
Hilary always reminds me of how, in the mid-’90s, 
she often walked home late from her office in 
Dupont Circle. As soon as she got to the 7-Eleven, 
a few of the regulars would insist on walking her 
the rest of the way home to 18th and Newton, and 
she always felt protected. 

As Mt. Pleasant Street became a hub for new 
people arriving by the day, it also became a hub for 
artists who came together to tell our story. Perhaps 
still believing at the time that we were only passers- 
by waiting for wars to end, we started to tell our 
own story through music, theater, poetry, and 
murals. We were creating art that was speaking 
about what would become a diaspora that would 
birth generations of new Americans. Rumizonko, 
Lilo Gonzalez, Teatro Nuestro, Alicia Partnoy, Jorge 
Somarriba—the pioneers of Latino arts in the 
nation’s capital—were fed by Mount Pleasant. Lit-
erally fed. 

Mt. Pleasant Street also became a center for 
community agencies that sprang up to meet our 
basic needs. Community organizations like CARE-
CEN and Adelante, with offices in apartment build-
ings or row houses on Mt. Pleasant Street, helped 
us navigate the systems we counted on for our 
survival here. 

Many organizations found their homes in 
buildings around the corners of Mount Pleasant, 
especially at 15th and Irving Streets NW, where 

Claro, en este caso se puede decir muchas personas no tenemos 

. . . entonces la única manera de trabajar bien, honestamente, es 

de esta manera como jornalero, esperando a que a uno lo reco-

jan para llevar a trabajar. No queda otra solución. Hasta que en 

este país todo mundo tenga papeles . . . pero ahora la cosa está 

en duda con este gobierno; hay muchas restricciones, mucha 

deportación. Este señor que ha entrado—ese aspecto que está 

un poquito restringiendo a nosotros, los latinos, cuando en real-

idad los latinos somos la columna vertebral de este país, verdad. 

Esa cosa, uno debería mejorar.
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you had Centro de Arte, the Latin American Youth 
Center, La Clínica del Pueblo, and Barbara Cham-
bers Children’s Center. Those of us who worked in 
these organizations went to Mt. Pleasant for our 
coffee and sweet bread in the morning, for lunch 
in the afternoon, and for beers after work. Mount 
Pleasant Street has truly been a beating heart that 
pumps blood to the arteries that are its corners, 
side streets, and adjoining neighborhoods. 

So what is el rollo de hoy, the story today?
Our experience as Salvadorans is connected to 

the histories of other diasporas: Nicaraguans, Gua-
temalans, Hondurans, Dominicans. Almost every 
pocket or community of immigrants in the United 
States—whether from the Middle East, Africa, 
Asia or Latin America—is here as the direct result 
of U.S. foreign policy, of U.S. actions defending 
“American interests.”

Recently, I became a U.S. citizen—a decision 
driven again by U.S. policy, but this time by the fear 
of the Trump administration’s efforts to kick us out, 
send us back to where we came from. So now, as a 
Salvadoran and an American, I can say that Mount 
Pleasant is my third citizenship. Mount Pleasant 
citizenship is not one that you are born with or one 
you apply for, but one that you earn. You earn it by 

being present over many years no matter what. 
Wherever I am in Mount Pleasant—walking down 
the street, sitting at the park, having a beer at Cora-
do’s or buying meat at El Progresso—I feel a sense 
of ownership. I have earned the memories. One of 
my poems says it best:

I know something belongs to me
I know this is my place
Place of many owners 
Place of torment
Place of belonging 
Place where I shall encounter my true name and move on.

Quique Avilés is a poet, performer, and teacher based in 
Washington, D.C. Originally from El Salvador, he has 
been performing, leading community arts projects, and 
helping young people find their voice for more than 35 
years. He is the author of The Immigrant Museum, a 
cross-border art-poetry book produced with Raices de 
Papel in Mexico City. Avilés’s poetry and commentary 
have been featured on NPR, local public radio, and in 
several anthologies, including How I Learned English, 
Al Pie de la Casa Blanca, and The Wandering Song, 
a new anthology of Central American writers in the 
United States.

Person of Interest

Robert Emmet Odlum  
BY JESSICA RICHARDSON SMITH

Robert Emmet Odlum was 
D.C.’s self-proclaimed “Profes-
sor of Swimming,” a pioneer 

of swimming instruction and an 
extraordinary showman. Born in 
Ogdensburg, New York, in 1851 to 
Irish immigrant parents, Robert was 
an adventurous boy who spent a 
great deal of his childhood engaged in 
water sports on the Mississippi River. 
He rose to fame in Washington as the 
proprietor and instructor behind the 
city’s first natatorium, or swimming 
gymnasium, which opened in 1878. 
This private pool catered to promi-
nent local families and was enthusias-
tically received by D.C.’s elite. After 
his shocking death at age 33, resulting 
from a daredevil plunge off the Brooklyn Bridge, 
Odlum was eulogized by a reporter who opined that 
“the Professor would live in the memory and esteem 
of future ages on account of the magnanimous spirit 
which prompted him to erect in the heart of our city 
a cooling fountain wherein the weary and worn may, 
during the heated term, recuperate the exhausted 
powers of nature by a refreshing bath.”1

Following the early death of his father Richard, 
Odlum moved with his remaining family to half-a-
dozen cities in the Western Hemisphere, including 
Montreal and Havana. During the Civil War, his old-
er brother David fought with the Union Army and 
was presumed killed at the Battle of Shiloh. His sister 
Charlotte, who became the family’s primary bread-
winner, made and lost small fortunes in merchant 
shops, blockade-running, and magazine publishing. 
She would go on to become a prominent  women’s 
rights activist, lobbying for equal pay and recogni-
tion of women’s contributions to the sciences.2

Charlotte, Robert, and their mother Catherine  
arrived in Washington, D.C. in 1878. At the time 
water sports and boating were common on the Poto-
mac River, but indoor swimming pools were still 
rare. Here in Washington Odlum saw an opportunity 
to make a living while pursuing his great passion  

for swimming. Presumably with 
financial assistance from his entre- 
preneur sister Charlotte, he rent-
ed a large building on E Street NW 
between Sixth and Seventh, ren-
ovated it, and installed several 
fresh-water swimming pools be- 
tween three to ten feet deep at a 
cost of $20,000, or approximately 
half a million dollars in today’s 
currency. Odlum’s National Nata-
torium was, according to a biogra-
phy written after his death by his 
mother Catherine, the “largest 
and most complete swimming 
school in the country [and had] 
every convenience in the way of 
bathing suits, dressing rooms, 

&c.” Male and female swimmers, separated for 
instruction, wore suits made of gray flannel with 
decorative red trim and a belt around the chest 
by which they were pulled along by Professor 
Odlum as they learned to float.3

At the time, his mother later wrote, there was 
a widely held belief that a person falling  from a 
great height would die in mid-air, rather than at 
the end of the fall. Odlum, who had been div-
ing since childhood, knew better, and he was 
determined to combat this myth by teaching 
proper jumping and diving techniques at the 
natatorium and elsewhere. He hoped to con-
vince the public that it was safe, for example, to 
evacuate burning buildings by jumping into 
safety nets, and that, according to his mother, 
“thousands of lives might be saved every year. 
But for the fear of being killed in the air they are 
afraid to jump.” In fact she attributed his ill-fated 
bridge jump to his obsession with correcting 
people’s misperceptions.4

The 1881 swimming season opened at the 
natatorium to great acclaim. It was attended by 
First Lady Lucretia Garfield and families of sev-
eral cabinet officers and prominent senators. 
During its first two years in operation, Odlum 

This portrait of Robert Odlum in  
his swimming costume appeared in 
his mother’s biography, The life and 
adventures of Prof. Robert Emmet 
Odlum. Historical Society of  Washing- 
ton, D.C.


