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Interviewer: Rebecca Summer [RS] (University of Wisconsin-Madison) 
 
Interviewee: Nooni Reatig [NR]. Architect/developer at Suzane Reatig Architecture, in the Shaw 
neighborhood of Washington, D.C.  
 
Date: January 4, 2018 
 
Location: Saylou Bakery, on N Street, NW in Washington, D.C. in the Shaw neighborhood. At the 
north entrance to Blagden Alley. The building Seylou Bakery is in was designed by the Suzane  
Reatig Architecture firm  
 
Summary: This interview was conducted as part of Rebecca Summer's research for the 
dissertation "The Urban Alley: A Hidden Landscape of Social Change in Washington, D.C." Reatig 
is an architect and developer at Suzane Reatig Architecture, a firm in the Shaw neighborhood of 
Washington, D.C. Shaw is home to two popular alleys: Blagden Alley and Naylor Court. The 
interview covers the history of the Reatig firm and its activity in Shaw. The firm is know for its 
very colorful/color block modern designs. There is also discussion of broader changes over time 
to development in Shaw, alley-facing design, new developments in Blagden Alley. 
 
Keywords: architecture; urban design; alleys; Washington, D.C. 
 
Transcript: 
 
RS: I’ve heard of your firm and I’ve seen your buildings around, but I’m curious to learn a bit 
about how long you’ve been there and what kind of projects you’ve been doing. Then also 
related to this area too—the philosophy behind the designs and what you’re going for. 
 
NR: Our firm was started in 1989, by my mom. And I’ll give you a book so that you can know our 
history in the neighborhood, but that was in the late 80s that she started doing work in this 
neighborhood. Our office has been here for more than 20 years, when there was like nothing 
here. Ooh—I have another good person for you to talk to. Yeah, OK. Write down Giorgio. 
[explains who Giorgio Furioso is, led efforts to rezone Blagden Alley from residential to 
commercial] 
 
RS: Am I right that Blagden was part residential part commercial before? Now Blagden’s all 
commercial and Naylor’s residential? 
 
NR: No, it’s commercial and residential. It’s mixed use. When you look at the old maps of DC 
there was commercial mixed in with residential. Like trades and all different types of the things. 
So this is much more true to the history. 
 
This building that we’re in now was a former postage storage facility. It was demolished. This 
building was built and it’s a 15-unit courtyard housing apartment building, with the bakery on 
the ground floor. And something unique about it and about our projects in general is that we 
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always really think about all the sides of the building. So there isn’t just the façade on the 
street, but the alley is also a main façade [the alley running along the east side of the building 
leads into the large Blagden Alley network]. When you walk down the alley and you see the 
tapestry of the different color bricks it enlivens it and encourages people to feel safer walking 
down the alley. 
 
RS: When was this building built? 
 
NR: This was just finished last year. 
 
RS: So it’s pretty new. 
 
NR: Yeah. 
 
RS: Are most of the buildings in Shaw? Are they all in Shaw? 
 
NR: Not all, but a lot. Yeah. 
 
RS: So you had been pretty established in the neighborhood before moving into Blagden? 
This is the only building in the Blagden Alley? 
 
NR: No, we have another townhouse that we’re finishing up now too, on 10th street and 
Blagden Alley. It has a red and purple door. In terms of the commercial development in this 
alley, I would say that it started with a restaurant Rogue 24, which doesn’t exist anymore. It’s 
now the Tiger Fork. And then La Colombe came after that, and then pretty much all of the 
restaurants, it feels like it’s the past two years. It’s really fast.  
 
RS: Not the long history, but like 10 years, in the alley, was it residential or vacant? 
 
NR: It was residential and kind of crime-ridden. When you talk to Giorgio he’ll attest to this, 
because he’s had this building behind this building for many years. There were artist skate 
parties, there were some buildings that had big skate ramps, and they would turn into these 
late-night parties. And then also it was like a dumping ground of trash and dead bodies and the 
alley was full of condoms. Even the past, like two years ago. I’ve seen a huge difference. 
 
RS: What do you think contributes to the difference. Do you think it’s more what kinds of use 
in there that’s drawing people in, or that there’s more people in Shaw in general? 
 
NR: I think that there’s more people in the alley. When you have people walking around and 
stuff, and you can’t just do illicit things. It’s not a hidden place anymore. 
 
RS: I’m curious what the buildings that you’ve built and developed—how the people who live 
there have changed over time. The clientele, in terms of demographics, or what people are 
looking for in terms of where they want to live? Have you noticed a shift? 
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[7:12] 
 
 
NR: Yeah. I used to hear real estate agents telling people, Oh, don’t do anything east of 16th 
Street. And now the people who would listen to those agents before are moving eastward. You 
see more empty nesters and I think probably a big change is people who—yuppies who—start 
families here, they don’t move to the suburbs right away. The types of people who would in the 
past move to the suburbs right away are taking their time or deciding to stay in the city. 
 
RS: So are you seeing a lot more kids around? 
 
NR: Yeah. For instance, Mark Lawrence, the one I told you about—the one whose [architecture] 
office is in Naylor Court—his house is above and he has two little kids. So they’re living here in 
the alley. Whereas in the past that was a lot more rare. 
 
RS: For this building in particular, when you are showing it to people or explaining it, do you 
talk about it as being in Blagden Alley, or is it more in Shaw. One of the things I’m interested 
in is—I feel like from looking at the history of alleys in DC but also elsewhere in trends in 
planning, alleys are definitely becoming more popular and there’s some appeal to them. 
 
NR: This is the entrance to Blagden Alley, one of the four. And I think that the Blagden 
Alley/Naylor Court Association, that it’s not just like—they don’t consider Blagden Alley and 
Naylor Court just the alleys, but also the surrounding streets. So all of 9th street, all of 10th 
street, all of M Street, all of N Street, it’s all considered part of the Blagden Alley area. Because 
everybody wants to be part of it. Because it’s so unique and such an amenity. 
 
RS: It’s almost like its own tiny little neighborhood within the bigger Shaw area. 
 
NR: Yeah. Right.  
 
RS: I can imagine—and I don’t know because I haven’t been upstairs—but I imagine that the 
building itself in terms of what’s in it wouldn’t necessarily be that different from a building 
that doesn’t back up on to Blagden, but is the way people talk about it different? In terms of 
either community or— 
 
NR: I think that has more to do with our architecture and how the buildings we do are different 
from most buildings that are done. Just because of the fact that we always try and bring in 
outdoor space and use courtyards and have cross ventilation. That’s kind of rare to have every 
unit have cross ventilation and multiple exposures. I think that this building is unique on 
Blagden Alley because it kind of—every apartment on this side and the south side, they have 
views of the whole alley, because most of the buildings in the alley are low-rise, and they won’t 
necessarily grow because of historic preservation. So I mean some will and things will change. 
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There’s more development slated, which will happen. There’s a historic building in front of this 
that won’t change. So they have a really cool view of the whole alley. 
 
RS: I’ve noticed just from looking at images of the buildings that you do that they’re kind of a 
cool mix of historic facades or historic preservation and more modern materials.  
 
NR: And also something to keep in mind is that because we’ve had to work in historic 
neighborhoods and we’ve had to work with the regulatory process of approval boards and 
things like that, we’ve had to, kind of, change our design accordingly where it mattered to the 
boards, which was the main streets. But then we took creativity and were more experimental in 
the alleys. Which I think is something that makes alleys more interesting, that they grow more 
naturally. And they’re less—I don’t know what the word is. They’re less groomed. So you can 
see people even doing like individual things in the alley, where there’s [less] scrutiny. And I 
think that that kind of creativity gives character to the city. In our case it comes across as more 
contemporary and more experimental architecture happens in the alley. In the buildings that 
we’ve done in historic neighborhoods. One example is pretty close. If you go to Ridge Street, 
between Ridge Street and N Street Northwest, between 4th and 5th, if you walk in the alley 
there you’ll see these all-glass curtain walls of rows of townhouses and all of those are projects 
we did in the mid-2000s. 
 
RS: Alleys in some ways are like—they’re almost like this semi-public/private place so people 
feel more ownership over how it looks and what they do. But is that also partially because of 
historic preservation regulations. For them is façade only—do they have different rules for 
front street facades rather than the back? 
 
NR: Yeah, they do. It’s all very subjective, but they have different rules for new construction and 
restoration and stuff like that. They’re all about preserving the character of the street if it’s new 
construction. In the alley it’s not the character of the street because they over-scrutinize 
everything. And like you said, because of the more semi-private nature, that’s the area that 
people have more freedom, and they pay attention less to finishes or materials or things like 
that. They still do, but it’s not the same level of scrutiny. And something that’s interesting in the 
alleys is that because of the semi-private nature, people will also live more openly. They’ll leave 
their blinds open and you can kind of get of sense of how people are living. Whereas in the 
front it’s kind of more buttoned up. 
 
RS: I guess this building isn’t as old so maybe there’s not as much time to tell how things have 
changed, but do you think that kind of semi-private nature, where people aren’t closing their 
blinds as much or maybe spending more time outside their door or something like that, do 
you think that’s changed as more and more people are living in the alley or on the alley? Do 
you think it will become more like a front street? Or is the volume just not… 
 
NR: No, I don’t think it will become more like a front street because you don’t have as many 
people, as many cars driving by, and it’s just not. 
 



 5 

RS: It feels different.  
 
NR: When our firm starting doing buildings in this neighborhood in the early 90s, all of the 
windows had bars on them, and that was the norm. My mom was very adamant about large 
expanses of glass without bars, but designing it in a way that was open but also secure. So 
maybe putting the glass a little bit higher than street level. She started designing that way with 
this one church that she designed that was finished in ’93. It was the Metropolitan Community 
Church at 5th and Ridge. And that was the first ground-up construction church for the gay 
community in the United States. It was at a time that there wasn’t the acceptance like now. It 
was at the height of the AIDS epidemic, many people were dying, and it was Clintons Don’t Ask 
Don’t Tell. So it was a very hostile time. To make matters worse, people in the neighborhood 
and in other churches didn’t accept them and didn’t want them. So the solution was to create 
this very open building that was all glass and concrete. So at the street level you have one story 
of concrete blocks and then all glass. So when you’re in the sanctuary you’re really very 
protected but you feel very open because when you look outside all you can see is trees and 
the sky. And in a way you’re kind of taken outside the city because you don’t see the cars and at 
the time the neighborhood was very rough. There was a lot of crime in this neighborhood. So 
yeah, things have changed a lot.  
 
But anyway that philosophy carried into how we design housing and that also carries into how 
things are designed in the alley. Because the alleys used to be very dangerous. They were kind 
of hidden so bad things would happen and stuff like that. And now you have places like this 
[Seylou Bakery] that have all glass, or La Colombe that has an all-glass garage door. And in the 
past I don’t think that would have happened. That would have just been broken into right away.  
 
[minute 18:47] 
 
RS: Have there been instances of crime in the alley? 
 
NR: Yeah. It’s the city. Things don’t resolve themselves over night. But those instances are not 
really talked about. But yeah.  
 
RS: In your role in the firm are you more on the design side of things, or working with 
perspective buyers or tenants or working with the clients? All of the above? 
 
NR: Yeah. Including development and construction. So basically everything. 
 
RS: And as you’re talking to people, is this building rental? So as you’re talking to people 
interested in renting, have you found any difference—are people drawn to this space 
differently? 
 
NR: I haven’t rented this one. But I know the property manager. This building is owned by a 
local church, United House of Prayer for all People. They’re our main client. I’ll give you our 
book and you’ll see they’re in our book. What’s really interesting about the whole thing is that 
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because of their development of this contemporary housing that is for rent for anyone, they’ve 
been able to support their affordable housing program. And more importantly they’ve been 
able to stay in the neighborhood, whereas other churches that aren’t entrepreneurial like that 
have been pushed out to the suburbs.  
 
It’s a national church. They have two churches in Shaw. One on M Street and 7th. It’s next to this 
one brightly colored housing building that we designed for them. The other one is on 7th street 
in the block between R and S. In the middle of the block. And we designed most of the buildings 
on that block for them.  
 
RS: So they own a lot of property in the area. 
 
NR: Yeah. A lot. What’s really interesting about that one—it’s across from the Shaw metro 
between R and S—is that that church is the reason that they started a relationship with our 
firm, because they approached my mom in the early 90s and they had a zoning issue with 
parking and she told them that she wasn’t a zoning lawyer and they didn’t want to help them. 
But they convinced her to help them and she told them that they should purchase any 
surrounding properties so if that if they can’t find a solution to the parking to the site they can 
do close by parking, because zoning allows you to have off-site parking if it’s within a certain 
number of feet of the site. Anyway, they ended up finding a solution to the parking issue on the 
site and then they were left with all these surrounding properties. And all of those surrounding 
properties turned into our future projects. But what’s really interesting about that is that they 
all face the alley and we also took the creative liberties in the alley there. So especially this one 
at 625 Rhode Island Avenue, it’s got all these different color tress panels and it was one of 
the—the building across the alley from that was the first time those panels were used in the 
U.S., or the second time. Like one of the first. And we experimented in the courtyard, in the 
inner courtyard. But then it was such a successful material that we experimented on the 
outside of the 625 Rhode Island Avenue building. I would argue that its main façade is along the 
alley, and that was really a game changer in getting people to feel safe and walk down the alley. 
So it’s worth going there to walk through that alley.  
 
[does a drawing of a map to show location. Says to check out 626 S Street, 625 Rhode Island 
Ave, 1713 (courtyard one), 1731, and the church] 
 
[Discusses how the firm was the first to include bay windows on larger buildings. Used same 
zoning rules as for single-family rowhouses. Ratio of width of façade allowed to be bay 
windows. Scaled it on to small apartment building. All glass and added square footage. Now it’s 
the norm.] 
 
RS: So this alley [leading into Blagden Alley] is like a more traditional straight service alley?  
 
NR: It’s not mixed-use, right. It’s only residential. 
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RS: Are most of the people who move into the larger buildings new to DC, or are they just 
new to the building? 
 
NR: I don’t know. I think just new to the building. You have both, but you have a lot of people 
who are familiar with our buildings and are waiting for them to open.  
 
RS: You’ve been around for a long time, yeah. 
 
NR: Yeah, I don’t know. I think it’s both. 
 
RS: Have you had much interaction with the folks who live in the smaller houses in the alley? 
What’s the relationship like? I’m sure it’s mixed. I’m sure some people really welcome it and 
some people oppose it because it’s changing the scale. 
 
NR: The only experience I’ve had is I’ve heard of the ones who oppose new commercial 
restaurants and things like that, because they’re vocal. But I don’t really know. I think for the 
most part people probably like it. It’s an amazing amenity. 
 
RS: And it’s bringing more people in the alley. 
 
NR: And making it safer, yeah. But I’m not really sure. 
 
RS: I was here in September when they had the Alley Museum with the murals and music. 
Have you guys been involved in those kinds of events?  
 
NR: No, but I’m really happy that they happen. I think they’re awesome.  
 
RS: Some of the stuff I’ve been reading—and I don’t know if this something you’re going for 
or just a happy outcome that’s not necessarily intended is the idea of using alleys as 
community public spaces where events happen. I mean commercial use as well but with the 
idea of not just adding more density of housing. 
 
NR: You mean like farmer’s markets or festivals? Things like that? 
 
RS: Yeah.  
 
NR: I think that it will happen more and more. I think the biggest hurdle now is just getting the 
permitting and organizing it. Because when they get the permitting, because people live there 
too, and then people want their deliveries to their businesses and stuff like that, sometimes the 
only access you can get to a place is through the alley, so once you pass those hurdles, I mean, I 
think it would be my dream for there to be a farmers market in the alley. I think that would be 
awesome. I’ve even said it before. Yeah. 
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RS: I think you’re totally right that that the more logistical piece gets really tricky. It’s like, 
garbage collection still has to happen, delivery still has to happen, how do those uses work in 
the same space? 
 
NR: Yeah, I think the only way for that to happen is to either have an organization or a person 
who is very dedicated completely to that and organizing that and making it happen. Because 
even when you’re trying to do good things, or maybe especially when you’re trying to do good 
things if they’re different, people don’t see it right away and they don’t make it easy for you. 
So.  
 
RS: One of the things that I think is really cool and weird about alleys, which we’re we were 
kind of talking about before, is that they are this public and private space. And most are 
legally public but people kind of think of them as private space. Like you can get weirded out 
if someone you don’t know is walking down your alley or like you wonder what they’re doing 
back there. 
 
NR: I think it’s less so in the city because you’re use to seeing—I mean, I used to live on Ridge 
Street, which really faced the alley. And it was all glass. There were a lot of creepy people that I 
would see and I was used to seeing them, just because it was a sketchier time then. Those 
creepers still exist and they exist here in this alley too. But, it’s not like if you’re in like upper 
Northwest where no one ever walks down your alley ever, and it’s all like old people. 
 
RS: I think one of the things that’s really cool about your projects is how the facades are 
different and how you can have these really cool—you wouldn’t necessarily know when you 
walk down the front street what’s in the back. And then it’s this surprise when you go back 
there. And maybe you just wouldn’t hear it, or it wouldn’t come to you, if people would think 
that’s really cool and then all of a sudden they feel, oh, I’m too exposed because of all these 
people back there and I didn’t expect it. But I guess that’s probably not something that’s 
happened. 
 
NR: I mean, the person who lives there has to decide to live there. But, all of our buildings have 
blinds too. So yeah. I don’t know. You’re not directly on the alley, there is a buffer zone. There’s 
parking, there’s a terrace area. The lower unit that faces the alley. There’s a big wall. If you’re in 
alley, you can’t see into the lower unit. And then the upper unit, it’s a story above grade from 
the alley. So you’re above. So even though you can see, you can’t really see in deep. And if 
you’re in there, you can see the alley but— 
 
RS: It’s not a direct sight. 
 
NR: Exactly. It’s not a direct sight line. And that was all on purpose. It makes it more easy to be 
open. Some people like it, and there’s always people who are going to close their blinds. It’s not 
because of the street or what’s outside, it’s because of them.  
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RS: Have you been involved at all—and maybe it’s not as much in this area—but with the new 
zoning that’s allowing more accessory dwelling units and building on alley lots? Have you 
started to see more activity around that? Or has the firm been involved in any projects yet? 
 
NR: We haven’t really been involved in too much like that. But Mark and Elizabeth (architects) 
are probably really good people, because that’s what they’re into.  
 
[talk about how there’s a bunch of architecture firms in Blagden Alley and Naylor Court. maybe 
4-5]. 
 
NR: There are a bunch of design and architecture firms around. Whereas before it was just us. 
No commercial or nothing. There wasn’t even a café.  
 
RS: So your mom is really one of the first firms working in this area, or at least in this period. 
Has it been exciting to see a lot more? 
 
NR: [nods yes] I say that it happens—how do I say it—slowly overnight. It takes thirty years, but 
when it happens it feels like it’s overnight. But really it’s been decades in the making. 
 
RS: Well and I can imagine, just from living here and having friends there’s always a lot of 
grumbling about change in general, no matter where you are, but especially in neighborhoods 
like Shaw where it’s felt really fast in some ways. 
 
NR: It felt that way but it has not been fast. You know? 
 
RS: Well I’m sure you have a really different perspective because she’s not a new developer 
that’s come in in the last five years but has actually been here for thirty years. 
 
NR: But even things in the last five years, like City Market at O, they were in the process of 
doing that project for years. Decades. You know? And people are like, oh it’s millennials in the 
past few years. Millennials weren’t even born when this gentrification and change started. 
They’re not the reason at all. It’s really just government policy. When the federal government 
took over DC and started investing more money in the city, and then Mayor Anthony Williams 
was really an orchestrator of changing DC. That’s when things started changing. When the DC 
government started raising property taxes and pushing people out. That’s what causes 
gentrification. It’s not because of young people moving in or artists or the gay community. 
They’re maybe on the forefront, but by the time millennials got here things were already 
completely changed. Which is really interesting. 
 
RS: Do you find that the people who are living around here—is it a lot of millennials? Or is it 
slightly older people since it’s maybe a little more expensive? 
 
NR: There’s both. I would say that property owners is a mix of older people who can afford to 
buy here or who have been here for a few years. Then young professionals and then all the 



 10 

rental stuff, there’s a lot of millennials. They’re young and they have high-paying jobs and they 
want to live in the middle of the action. So it’s the perfect combination. They’re the ones who 
go out to dinner every night. 
 
RS: I was just learning about the micro-unit building that’s happening. Do you know much 
about it? 
 
NR: No, I know that it was frozen, then not, I don’t know. 
 
RS: I don’t know much about it. I just heard about it. 
 
NR: I think it was like an extended stay, short-term leasing. Short long-term leasing. I think it 
was supposed to be corporate housing but more young and hip, or something. I’m not really 
sure if micro-units are even in anymore. I’m not sure they ever were.  
 
RS: It’s nice in theory, I guess. 
 
NR: I mean it’s like hotel room. 
 
RS: Just from your personal experience, did you grow up in this neighborhood? 
 
NR: No. I grew up in the Maryland suburbs.  
 
RS: OK. But you probably were down here a lot, just because your mom was working down 
here? 
 
NR: Yeah, but by the time—. I was born in 1980. We bought the building that is our office now 
in the 90s. And then our office wasn’t here because when you would come here in the 90s it 
was all just like single men in huge groups on corners doing drugs. It felt like a ghost town. You 
didn’t see people on the street. It didn’t feel like this. You didn’t see people walking. So we 
would drive through this neighborhood on the way to the museum on the weekend. But other 
than that—yeah. 
 
RS: Do you know why your mom decided to put her office here? 
 
NR: Yeah, because she did the Metropolitan Community Church, and then she familiarized 
herself with the neighborhood. She really had insight and was entrepreneurial. She realized that 
bones-wise, this was the center of the city. It’s like a mile from the White House, a mile from 
the National Mall, it’s in the middle of everything. And it just had amazing buildings. And there 
was no way that things weren’t going to develop here. It’s the lowest density residential 
neighborhood that is the closest to the central business district. It doesn’t make any sense that 
a quiet housing fabric wouldn’t develop if it’s next to downtown. Downtown was developing 
because the federal government was putting money into it. So she had client and then that led 
her to The United House of Prayer, the church that became our biggest client. So most of 
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projects were in this neighborhood. And then at the same time she also succeeded in buying 
some pieces of land herself that eventually we would develop. 
 
RS: I don’t know if you have a special liking for alleys—I just assume people really think alleys 
are cool. 
 
NR: I think they are. Because of the scale and intimacy. They’re cool. 
 
RS: I’ve noticed that even just walking around, I see a lot more new businesses using alley in 
their name. or street signs. Were these street signs always here? Or have there been more 
[recently]? 
 
NR: I don’t know. I think so? But I don’t know. 
 
RS: And even just walking around downtown, I’ve seen some alleys with new street signs. 
Where they’re not commercial alleys or residential but just service alleys with a sign. And I’m 
sure some of that has to do with regulations for building permit or whatever. They needed a 
street sign. But it’s something I’ve become aware of and noticed. People are kind of 
promoting their alleys, or celebrating them in a way I didn’t notice before. 
 
NR: I haven’t been to London, but you know how they have the mews? That used to be the 
worker housing and the least-desirable housing. And now it’s like the most quaint and upscale 
and boutique and celebrated. And so that’s kind of like how the alleys [that] have succeeded in 
DC are.  
 
RS: Have you worked in other cities or is this your main place? 
 
NR: I worked for like a summer and did my thesis in San Francisco. They have amazing 
commercial alleys. 
 
RS: And in the Mission, their mural alley. 
 
NR: Even in SOMA, there’s an alley that has a hole-in-the-wall chicken place with a loading dock 
across the street where people sit and eat. It’s cool. San Francisco is awesome. 
 
RS: One of the bigger themes or ideas that I’m looking at with this project is thinking about 
how alleys—because like you’re saying they’re hidden, the activities that happen there aren’t 
widely known, for better or worse—sometimes there are really bad things that happen but 
sometimes there are cool and innovative things—in some ways things start in alleys and then 
permeate out to other parts of a neighborhood. A social kind of activity will happen and then 
it will start to happen elsewhere. It’s almost like an experimental place. 
 
NR: Do you know that alley? I think it’s called like Crispis Atticus Park? It’s like around 1st and V. 
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RS: OK, I do know it. 
 
NR: It’s in Bloomingdale. People in that neighborhood use that as a community place. In the 
summer they have a yard sale there with food and I don’t know. 
 
RS: People have told me about it but I haven’t walked back there. I know exactly where 
you’re talking about. 
 
NR: It’s cool. It’s a landscaped historic park. It’s really pretty.  
 
NR: You can always call me on my phone. I answer my phone all the time. 
 
RS: Thank you.  
 


