The Lotus Garden - Kenilworth Aquatic Gardens

Many years ago, on my first visit to Washington DC, tired of the cement and monuments and dead museums I decided to take a trip to the Kenilworth Aquatic Gardens.  I got off the Metro at the designated stop and found myself in a dingy, depressed neighborhood.  There were no taxis, busses or telephones and I did not have a map, so I sat and waited at a bus stop littered with brown paper bags and empty booze bottles.  After a while a derelict but friendly old man with booze on his breathe arrived and told me the next bus would take me where I wanted to go. 

Finally, a bus arrived and I explained where I wanted to be.  I really could not understand the driver’s English but got a few minutes respite from the heat and the humidity before he dropped me off in a very seedy looking area and indicated a road down which I should walk.   I did so with some trepidation because I just could not believe this road would lead me to the beautiful place I was envisioning in my mind’s eye.   

It was a neighborhood of substandard housing, litter and broken glass everywhere, barefoot children running around in tattered clothing and cars racing through the narrow streets with their boom boxes thundering. At one house there was screaming and banging going on which sounded like some kind of violent domestic situation.   I walked another block and feared I was just getting deeper into this ghetto so I turned around and went back. By this time the screaming had stopped and a cop car was parked outside the house. I approached and asked the cops if they could help me. The one cop - I swear he looked no older than 15 - with the most beautiful light green eyes framed by a dark,warm, smooth walnut colored skin response to me was “Lady, what are you doing in this area, this is not a safe place to be walking.” I don’t know whether it was his words or his beauty but his face is imprinted in my mind.  

Anyway, so great, - now I knew something I hadn’t noticed yet!  Anyway the cops were very nice and showed me the way trailing me in the car until I reached the gates of the Aquatic Garden which was just a block away, right on the edge of this ghetto.  

I walked through the gates and into Paradise.The noise stopped. The tall trees embraced me into their coolness and there was ground beneath my feet instead of asphalt and cement.  I followed a path  that opened up and there in front of me was an amazing vista of acres of lily ponds with walkways between them and framed by willow and pine trees. But what took my breathe away was my first sight of Lotus lilies. Any imagining I had had in my mind did not prepare me for the beauty of this flower. I suppose I had imagined it to be like a water lily - and while in some sense this is true, it is also not true. Firstly it is at least five times as big as any water lily I have ever seen! It rises majestically out of the dark swamp on a strong stem and stands proudly in the sunlight reaching for heaven. Its color is at once vibrant and deep and yet the petals translucent and sheer like a veil.  The color is exactly the color of the most gaudy lotus representations that we saw in the temples of China and yet this color in the wild is charged with wild and exuberant energy. The contrast of the stillness, calm and peace of the swamp and this pulsating flower is spell binding. I stood in awe. I stopped in front of every flower in sheer wonderment.   

There was not another soul in sight - I had the 12 acres to myself and wandered slowly on the dewy pathways from pond to pond. There was a board walk down to the Anacostia river - a tributary of the Potomac and I sat watching the wild birds fishing as the tide came in.  The tide washed in hundreds of little fish - the water was teeming with life and popping with bubbles and swirling little eddies.  Finally I wandered back to the lily ponds again. In the noon day sun these ancient Manchurian lilies were open fully with electric blue dragon flies, and orange Monarchs flitting everywhere. Large green and brown frogs sat on lily pads basking in the sun with their feet in the puddles on the leaves. I shrank myself down to be the frog and felt the deliciously cool water and the sense of floating on the leaf - beneath me the dark water and above the shining sun.  I imagined by self darting from flower to flower as a butterfly or dragon fly and wondered about being enveloped in the deeply erotic and subtle scent of the lily, sitting on the golden center as if it were a throne. I felt the light inside the lily - golden and pink and white and what it would be like to walk in light like that. The lilies were at all different stages.  There were tight buds and unfolding buds - unfolding in a spirals, around and around as if they would never stop circling. The fully open flower with a golden center that would become the seed pod, and then later the pink petals turn white and gold and drop off into the black water and form little fairy boats. The pod gradually turns green and then brown. It is shaped like a v shaped cup full to the brim with dark tea. From the top you can see the surface covered with round circles and each of these balls holds seeds, that ripen in the sun and fall into the dark water to grow again.  

I was lost in my musings and the experience and finally realized with somewhat of a shock that it might be wise to start thinking about getting back again. I did not want to leave and it was interesting to feel the resistance in me. It occurred to me that I needed to hold this magic with me, and in me, even as I walked back through the suffering that was palpable in the outside world.  I was so deeply grateful for the gift of this day.   

As it turns out the greatest part of the gift was having had to walk through this neighborhood to reach the garden and back through the neighborhood when I left. First I thought of the neighborhood as the dark swamp and the garden as the golden flower, but then I realized that in the dark swamp of poverty and degradation there were lilies flowering. I noticed the yard of an old bent woman - how tidy and clean it was kept and the beautiful rows of dahlias she tended. I marveled at a washing line of clean laundry hanging in a back yard. I watched the children laughing and playing their hair decorated with a braids and plastic butterflies sucking on ice cold popsicles and as I waited at the bus stop I started talking to other people standing there with me. Although they viewed me with suspicion, they soon started wanting to care for me and help me and include me. Quite a crowd gathered, laughing and sharing. I watched as a young woman helped a crippled person on to the bus ahead of me. Finally I sank down into the cool seat of the bus and closed my eyes, weary and reflective.  I was awakened by a portly lady saying, “This is your stop lady, I will show you how to get to the Metro.”

So, I thought I would share this with you.  It gave me such a new appreciation of all those lotus lilies we saw in China.  I will never view one of them with the same flippant and ignorant  judgment again.  I can imagine wanting to spend your life trying to capture the beauty of the Lotus in sculpture, ornaments, paintings and pictures and the frustration of never being able to convey the meaning and the beauty of the experience with which  this flower leaves you.  When I got home I looked up the meaning of the lotus in my symbol book - which I have included as well.  All is one - the dark and the light.  All is joy and all is peace and all is good.    


