





April 30, 2004

Mr. Charles E. Peterson, FAIA

332 Spruce Street

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19106

Dear Charles,

First, let me thank you for the invitation to the Arthur Ross Awards Ceremony sponsored by the Institute of Classical Architecture and Classical America.  Unfortunately Perry and I will not be able to make it but it sounds like a very nice affair.

Last Monday I had my monthly luncheon with Rex Scouten, former curator of the White House, and Charles Atherton, Secretary of the Commission of Fine Arts.  Charles announced that he plans to retire on May 29th.  He has been at the Commission of Fine Arts since 1960 and has been Secretary of the Commission of Fine Arts since 1963.  Quite a career.  During that time he has had primarily one boss, J. Carter Brown.

Charles has decided to retire on May 29th as that will be the dedication of the World War II Memorial here on the Mall.  As you know that Memorial has been quite controversial.  It is now open for visitation and seems well received.  He will have two retirement parties, one at the National Gallery of Art (Carter Brown was, of course, for years Director of the Gallery) and a second a6t the newly opened Washington City Museum, opened in the old Carnegie Library.  Charles decided to have the second retirement party at the new Washington City Museum as he is on the Board of Directors of the Washington Historical Society (formerly the Columbian Historical Society) and he wanted to have a function at this new museum to help introduce this museum to Washington, D.C.
Charles is from northeastern Pennsylvania.  His father was an architect and, in fact, worked for the Historic American Buildings Survey (HABS) during the Depression.  Charles is very grateful to HABS as he has told me upon many occasions that it was HABS that got his family through the Depression.  He has some work from his father (of course the drawings done for HABS have been preserved in the Library of Congress) but most of his father’s drawings were burned.  His father had been diagnosed as having cancer and was told that he would be dead within six months.  With that he burned his architectural drawings, beautiful 1930s drawings done ink-on-linen.  Later he went down to Washington, D.C. at the onset of World War II and was examined by an Army physician.  That physician told him that he would have a long life, which he did.

Charles went to Princeton architectural school and upon graduation went into the military.  After discharge Charles briefly worked for the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).  He doesn’t relate this story and the only way I found out about it was I was having lunch with Charles, Don Myers (his deputy), Sally Tompkins (my deputy) at the Mozart Café not far from our offices at 1100 L Street, N.W. about fifteen years ago.  After lunch we were standing in front of the restaurant when Charles began to mention names that he shouldn’t have known!  It turns out that Charles and I were in the same CIA unit, the Real Estate and Construction Division, although at different times.  Of course this would be a better story if we had been in the same unit at the same time (“Oh, you were the one with the moustache!”).
When Charles first came to the Commission of Fine Arts Quonsets still existed on the Mall (for the Air and Space Museum, behind the Renwick building) and there were still numerous World War I temporary buildings (which I am sure you remember well and perhaps worked in!).  The redevelopment, if you will, of the Mall has been a real success story and most of that has been orchestrated by the Commission of Fine Arts.  Perhaps it has been too successful as it now seems that every group in America has a desire to place some memorial on or near the Mall!

Charles has had quite a career and has made a very major architectural impact on Washington, D.C.  Perry and I will be joining him at the National Gallery of Art to wish him the very best in his retirement.

With best wishes.

Robert J. Kapsch
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