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The National Harbor Flexes Its Muscles

Lifestyle Travel

National Harbor skyline

By DAN SCHLOSSBERG

A Harbor Sojourn

WHO KNEW?
     In a region steeped in history and 
histrionics, the noisy new kid across the 
river is suddenly receiving a lot of attention. 
It’s called National Harbor, a name that 
stems from its suburban Washington 
location and geographical positioning on the 
Maryland banks of the Potomac.
     Boats and bridges dominate the river, 
while pedestrians patrol walkways that 
weave around well-planned structures and 
attractions that look like they might have 
escaped from a Disney movie set. Cars come 
and go, but never intrude on the pastoral 
scene. A benign climate helps; spring comes 

sooner, summer lingers longer, and autumn 
is in no hurry to yield to the frosts of winter.
     Once a sleepy Maryland plantation, the 
300-acre site was little more than a marsh 
before the Army Corps of Engineers and 
Maryland Department of the Environment 
teamed to grant permits to developers in 
1988. The idea took off like a Bryce Harper 
home run at nearby Nationals Park.
     Restaurants, boutiques, shops, and 
condos sprang up like mushrooms after a 
monsoon, but all were overshadowed by the 
half-dozen hotels built to house the curious 
crowds. 
     One of them, the 2,000-room Gaylord 

National Resort & Convention Center, 
hosted the 2016 Baseball Winter Meetings 
in early December. The largest non-gaming 
hotel between New Jersey and Florida, it 
got serious competition when the $2 billion 
MGM National Harbor casino resort opened 
on Dec. 8, the day the baseball moguls left, 
with more slot machines than rooms. With 
just 300 rooms spread among its 23 stories, 
the MGM is out to prove the lure of the 
jackpot leads to many one-night stands.
     Perched on a 23-acre tract 10 miles 
from the nation’s capital, the resort features 
a marble exterior that matches much of 
the architecture in Washington, while its 
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casino occupies a central corridor that suggests 
the rectangular design of the National Mall. Many 
of the items in the MGM’s handsomely-displayed 
collection of art, sculpture, and photography also 
have Washington roots. 
     Gaylord National, open since 2008, cost almost 
as much to build. The $870 million property has a 
19-story glass atrium, seven restaurants, and a one-
to-one ratio of employees to rooms. Managed by 
Marriott, the ultra-modern property has proximity 
to the waterfront, including a pool and beach that 
are bustling during the area’s long summer.
     With a pair of 700-foot piers and more than 60 
marina slips for small boats, the Potomac banks 
are the best place for people-watching. And, since 
annual visitation to National Harbor has already 
topped 12 million, there are plenty of people to 
watch.
     Monuments too: the towering Capital Wheel, 
an instant neighborhood icon, is a Ferris wheel that 
allows riders to view the Washington Monument, 
Capitol Building, White House, the Lincoln 
and Jefferson Memorials, and the Smithsonian 
museums that line the National Mall. Riders can 
also peer inside Nationals Park when the team is 
home during the six-month baseball season that 
starts in April.
     The wheel lifts visitors to seagull levels, 180 
feet above the river. Because the 42 gondolas are 
climate-controlled, the wheel rotates throughout 
the year. Each gondola carries eight passengers 
who pay $15 per ride. The money is well-spent, 
especially by those smart enough to carry cameras 
with telephoto lenses.
     Water taxis, another popular local ride, take 
National Harbor visitors across the Potomac to Old 
Town Alexandria, home of the nearest Metro stop. 
There’s talk of extending the rail line to National 
Harbor but that’s still a pipe dream  —  leaving 
Lyft, Uber, public bus lines, and several private 
shuttles as the best routes into the capital for 
visitors without cars.
     Technically, National Harbor belongs to an 
unincorporated area called Oxon Hill, named for 
an 18th century home built on a bluff above the 
river. British founders felt it resembled Oxford, 
England and picked the name because it translates 
from the Latin to “of Oxford.” 

The Capital Wheel at sunset

Expansion rendering of Gaylord National Resort & Convention Center

‘The Awakening’ Sculpture
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     Currently used for weddings and other 
special events, Oxon Hill Manor is owned 
and operated by the Maryland-National 
Capital Park and Planning Commission. 
The 49-room house replaced the original, 
which suffered a serious fire, and is one of 
four local structures on the National Registry 
of Historic Places. It guest list has included 
such statesmen as Franklin D. Roosevelt and 
Winston Churchill.
     In addition to the historic structures, 
Oxon Hill has some new ones with 
considerable pulling power. Tanger Outlets, 
a versatile outlet center with everything from 
The Gap to Johnny Rocket’s, is closer to the 
heart of the National Harbor than the far 
side of the river where George Washington 
scaled his famous coin. Three continuous 
shuttle buses link the MGM Grand, Gaylord 
National, and Tanger Outlets. 
     Although Oxon Hill has fewer residents 
than MGM Grand has employees, the town 

has still has its share of famous alumni. 
Actress Taraji P. Henson, star of the new 
film Hidden Figures, attended Oxon Hill 
High School. Notorious Watergate figure G. 
Gordon Liddy also hailed from Oxon Hill. 
And the tiny town also was home to Roger 
Easton, the U.S. Navy scientist who invented 
the GPS (global positioning satellite), and 
John Bayne, a 19th century Union Army 
physician who disproved the theory that 
tomatoes were poisonous by growing and 
eating them. Even George McGovern, the 
U.S. Senator nominated for President by the 
Democratic Party in 1972, lived in Oxon 
Hill for a while.
     The best home-away-from-home in the 
area is the Harborside Hotel, which has 
194 boutique-style rooms and provides 
a beautiful breakfast buffet and frequent 
shuttle service for guests. Many guests in the 
area for business at larger National Harbor 
hotels consider the Harborside an oasis of 

solitude outside the nearby maelstrom of 
casinos and conventions.
     New Jersey residents planning a visit can 
drive, fly, or take the train. National Harbor 
is five miles from Reagan National Airport 
and just a few more miles from Union 
Station in downtown Washington. Drive 
time, without traffic delays, is about four 
hours.
     For further information, contact Visit 
National Harbor, 165 Waterfront, National 
Harbor, MD 20745, tel. 877-NATLHBR, 
www.nationalharbor.com or Harborside 
Hotel, 6400 Oxon Hill Road, Oxon Hill, 
MD 20745, tel. 301-749-9400, info@
harborsidehotel.net, www.harborsidehotel.
net. n

Former AP newsman Dan Schlossberg of Fair Lawn 
is travel editor of New Jersey Lifestyle and The 
Maggie Linton Show on Sirius XM Satellite Radio. 
His can be reached at ballauthor@gmail.com.

Captital Wheel over the marina at night
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Shopping near South Moon Under Dining at Public House on Fleet Street

Potomac Riverboat Company’s Water Taxi


