
Independence Bank is a small, local bank founded by
African Americans in 1968 with the goal of serving
customers whose financial needs were not being met by
mainstream institutions. The bank’s name may sound
like a typical, vaguely patriotic corporate trope, but in this
case, it was chosen to express the institution’s autonomy,
as well as its goal of helping patrons achieve economic
freedom. Independence has consistently eschewed glitzy
offices, expensive ad campaigns, and other trappings of
the megabanks that now dominate the financial industry.

In 2009, the bank moved its main office from
Connecticut Avenue, in the city’s central business district, to
the corner of 9th and N Streets, NW, in Shaw, a historically
African American residential neighborhood that is now
undergoing rapid gentrification. The site, directly across
from the Washington Convention Center, consisted of five
adjacent brick buildings that originally accommodated
stores on the ground floor and apartments above. The
low-rise structures date from the late 19th century, and
recall the days when 9th Street was a secondary but still
important commercial corridor.

Independence hired Andrulis Janezich Architects
(AJA) to oversee the conversion of this quintet of historic
buildings into a modern corporate headquarters. “This
wasn’t a cookie-cutter bank,” noted principal Anton
Janezich, AIA, “and there wasn’t an [overriding] corporate
identity we had to drive home.” That freedom allowed the
architects to be “sort of impulsive” in their design process,
responding to new discoveries during the demolition of
the existing interiors and sometimes working intuitively
to find the right balance between old and new elements.

For instance, both the architects and the bank agreed
with the DC Historic Preservation Review Board that the
masonry bearing walls dividing the buildings should be
retained wherever possible. At the same time, the client
wanted an open, airy office creating a perception of
corporate transparency—a critical concern in the wake of
the recent financial crisis that greatly damaged the image
of the banking industry. To achieve both ends, AJA
developed a floor plan that judiciously inserts new
elements into the existing structural bays, which are
connected by unframed, rectangular openings in the
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The public banking area at Independence Bank’s
new corporate headquarters.

Exterior view, showing the
restored storefront windows.

Independence Bank is a small, local bank founded by
African Americans in 1968 with the goal of serving
customers whose financial needs were not being met by
mainstream institutions. The bank’s name may sound
like a typical, vaguely patriotic corporate trope, but in this 
case, it was chosen to express the institution’s autonomy, 
as well as its goal of helping patrons achieve economic 
freedom. Independence has consistently eschewed glitzy 
offices, expensive ad campaigns, and other trappings of the 
megabanks that now dominate the financial industry.
      In 2009, the bank moved its main office from Connecti-
cutAvenue, in the city’s central business district, to
the corner of 9th and N Streets, NW, in Shaw, a historically 
African American residential neighborhood that is now 
undergoing rapid gentrification. The site, directly across 
from theWashington Convention Center, consisted of five 
adjacent brick buildings that originally accommodated 
stores on the ground floor and apartments above. The low-
rise structures date from the late 19th century, and recall the 
days when 9th Street was a secondary but still important 
commercial corridor.
      Independence hired Andrulis Janezich Architects
(AJA) to oversee the conversion of this quintet of historic 
buildings into a modern corporate headquarters. “This

wasn’t a cookie-cutter bank,” noted principal Anton
Janezich, AIA, “and there wasn’t an [overriding] corporate 
identity we had to drive home.” That freedom allowed the 
architects to be “sort of impulsive” in their design process, 
responding to new discoveries during the demolition of the 
existing interiors and sometimes working intuitively to find 
the right balance between old and new elements.
      For instance, both the architects and the bank agreed
with the DC Historic Preservation Review Board that the
masonry bearing walls dividing the buildings should be
retained wherever possible. At the same time, the client
wanted an open, airy office creating a perception of
corporate transparency—a critical concern in the wake of
the recent financial crisis that greatly damaged the image
of the banking industry. To achieve both ends, AJA
developed a floor plan that judiciously inserts new
elements into the existing structural bays, which are
connected by unframed, rectangular openings in the brick 
walls. One important organizational device is only sub-
tly evident in photographs, but becomes quite clear in 
the reflected ceiling plan: a U-shaped grid of fluorescent 
lights that weaves together all of the spaces. The interior is 
uniformly bright, thanks to the large, restored bay windows 
that admit plenty of natural light, combined with white

finishes and the open layout.
      The finished space derives visual interest from the 
contrast between the warm color and rough texture of the 
exposed brick walls and the smooth, white surfaces of the 
furnishings, built-ins, and other insertions. The architects 
incorporated a very limited number of visual accents, which 
mediate between the old brick and the new white surfaces. 
Apair of wavy, red panels above the main banking desk 
recalls the bank’s logo, which is itself derived from the flag 
of the District of Columbia. Just inside the main entrance is 
a panel of plaster—salvaged during the renovation—bear-
ing the name of the bank and its motto. “As we were work-
ing on the demo of the space,” said Janezich, “we discov-
ered the plaster and decided it was important to leave it. It 
was the perfect place to put a statement about the bank.”                    
      The apparent clarity of the interior belies the complex-
ity of the project and is a testament to the architects’ skill in 
turning an irregular group of historic buildings into a coher-
ent, elegant corporate office. On a recent, sunny weekend 
day, a passerby was looking through one of the bay win-
dows. When asked his opinion of the space, he replied, “I 
thought it was an art gallery. But it’s a bank. Go figure.”
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Exterior view, showing the
restored storefront windows.

Meeting space overlooking the corner 
of 9th and N Streets, NW.

Courtesy of AJArchitectsReflected ceiling plan of the Independence Bank 
headquarters, showing the U-shaped lighting grid 
that unifies the space.
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