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For my dear Amy


I do not know one who combines the qualities of masculine intellect, learning and experience of the right sort, and physical power of labor, and endurance so well as he.

—Abraham Lincoln, June 1861

Without the services of this eminent soldier, the National cause must either have been lost or deeply imperiled.

—William Seward, May 1867

The logistical demands of the Union army were much greater than those of its enemy . . . Meigs furnished these requirements in a style that made him the unsung hero of northern victory.

—James McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom

Meigs should be given a place near that of Seward and Stanton, Chase and Gideon Welles.

—Allan Nevins, The War for the Union



Prologue


On March 29, 1861, Army Captain Montgomery Meigs, just home from work, found a letter waiting for him. Secretary of State William Seward wanted him to go to a meeting at the White House as soon as possible. President Abraham Lincoln had a problem to solve and needed to talk to a soldier about certain military operations. It was unusual for a president to seek advice from a captain, but these were unusual times, and Meigs was an unusual man. The country stood at the edge of war. Lincoln had been inaugurated on March 4. Six Southern states had formed a separate, provisional government: the Confederate States of America. Virtually all federal operations had been suspended in the South, and only a handful of fortifications there remained under Washington’s control.

Lincoln spoke freely. He was determined to keep control of Fort Sumter, in Charleston, South Carolina, and Fort Pickens, on the Gulf of Mexico in Pensacola, Florida. But he worried that the nation’s small standing army did not have enough men for such operations. Because he did not want to provoke South Carolina, the most volatile of the Southern states, Lincoln focused on Florida. He told Meigs that General Winfield Scott, the army’s elderly leader, thought that reinforcing forts was impossible. Lincoln asked Meigs whether Fort Pickens could be held. “Certainly,” Meigs said, “if the navy would do its duty and had not lost it already.”

Meigs was an army engineer with no fighting experience, but few could match his mix of creativity and talent for organization. He had built the capital’s new aqueduct, including a bridge with the longest masonry arch in the world. He also was the man behind the US Capitol’s recent expansion and the ongoing installation of its great dome. His integrity was unblemished. Lincoln knew he had the right man. Without consulting his secretaries of war or navy, he ordered Meigs to prepare an amphibious assault on Fort Pickens.

Meigs and a handful of colleagues sorted out the logistics, chartered fast steamships, and secretly gathered nearly five hundred men and tons of supplies at the Navy Yard in Brooklyn, New York. Before dawn on April 7, the force was heading south. His ship ran into a violent gale at Cape Hatteras, North Carolina. Its crew struggled to keep men and horses from being washed overboard. Meigs had “never seen so magnificent a sight as this roaring, raging sea.” The closer they drew to Pickens, the more he hoped the mission would “strike terror into the ranks of rebellion.” He believed the country would survive. “I see a bright future in which this great land under a strong and united government will at length again be free and happy,” he wrote at the time, “when traitors will have received due punishment for their crimes, and the sin of slavery wiped out by the hands of an avenging God.”

Meigs could scarcely imagine that he was about to play a singular role in fulfilling that hope.



PART 1
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CHAPTER 1

Rigid Duty

Montgomery Cunningham Meigs was born on May 3, 1816, in Augusta, Georgia. His father, Dr. Charles Meigs, a recent graduate of the University of Pennsylvania, with his new bride, Mary, had come to Augusta to start his medical career and raise a family in an atmosphere of piety. They lived not far from the Savannah River, optimistic about their prospects. But it soon became clear to the couple they could not stay in the South. The brutality of slavery made Mary ill. So they returned to Philadelphia, a bustling business center quickly filling with schools, churches, and businesses. It retained the charm of a provincial city, giving way quickly to unspoiled countryside. About sixty-three thousand residents relied on wood to heat their homes. Farmers brought food to the city by wagons. The city offered the Meigs family an affordable place to live, study, work, and grow. Montgomery and his six brothers and two sisters explored nearby rivers and forests. He loved to romp along the Delaware River with friends, examining the creatures he found in the mud and water. Sometimes in the summer, he fished until dark on the Schuylkill River. Now and then his family took sailing excursions to nearby farms.

Montgomery was bright and affectionate and “seems to observe everything that passes,” his mother wrote in 1822, when he was six. But he also pained his family. He “very soon tires of his play things,” she wrote. “Destroying them appears to afford him as much pleasure as their first possession—is not vexed with himself for having broken them. Is very inquisitive about the use of everything, delighted to see different machines at work.” When playing, he tended to be bossy. His mother described him as “high tempered, unyielding, tyrannical towards his brothers; persevering in pursuit of anything he wishes.”

Meigs’s father demanded discipline and excellence from the children. His stories were laden with moral lessons. The children often gathered around him near the fireplace and listened as he told them about their virtuous and industrious ancestors. The stories begin at the great Puritan migration in the 1630s, when the first of the clan arrived in Boston from England. The ancestors were educators, doctors, engineers, soldiers, and public officials. They were ambitious, patriotic, and pious. A certain righteousness also reappeared from generation to generation, much to the annoyance of neighbors and colleagues. Dr. Meigs in his stories underscored the importance of personal honor. He told the children it was their “rigid duty” to protect the family name. They were to “beware lest [they] disgrace that history.” In a note inscribed at the end of the family Bible, he wrote: Discard “without mercy every member of their blood line whose conduct might stain” the family reputation.

His father challenged Meigs in other ways. He taught at Jefferson Medical College and became a pathbreaker in the realm of women’s health, writing books on obstetrics while maintaining regular hours for patients. He shouldered an extraordinary workload, often snatching only two or three hours of sleep on the family couch before going to work. Charles Meigs didn’t seem to mind. He felt called to service and thought his medical work put him closer to God. Montgomery Meigs would credit his mother’s influence for much of his success, but he would never lose sight of the model set by his father.



As a boy, Meigs watched militia companies march by on Chestnut Street in Philadelphia. He heard how Stephen Decatur, the American naval hero, had offered the toast “My country—right or wrong!” He dreamed of going to the United States Military Academy at West Point, in New York, where he could train as a soldier and engineer. He was accepted in 1832, when he was sixteen, and he was awed by the outpost perched on a bluff in the forested mountains of the Hudson Highlands.

Meigs studied mathematics, engineering, and building. One teacher insisted that every soldier know how to draw for mapmaking, and Meigs was soon able to do so with unusual finesse. Though he thrived as a student, he racked up demerits for cutting against what he later called West Point’s “uncompromising devotion to orthodoxy.” He complained about the demerit system, saying it impeded enterprising men in favor of “the stolid, the namby pamby, the men having no distinguishing traits or character.” In 1836 Meigs graduated fifth in his class and became a second lieutenant in the army, dedicating himself to God, family, country, duty, honor. He joined the artillery corps but gave up that commission a year later to become a brevet second lieutenant in the Army Corps of Engineers, an elite organization that played a primary role in building the young country’s roads, canals, bridges, and harbors. Its achievements included the country’s longest highway, the Cumberland Road, west of the Ohio River.

In the summer of 1837, one of his first assignments paired him with another West Point graduate, Robert E. Lee, class of 1829. Their task was to find ways of improving navigation on the Mississippi River. Meigs and Lee, his superior, set up headquarters on an abandoned steamboat about 150 miles to the north of St. Louis. Part of the deck was under water, but the staterooms were dry. Meigs drew and painted the countryside as part of mapmaking responsibilities. Lee directed a survey of the river and oversaw preliminary work of laborers to clear the river bottom. Meigs loved nearly everything about the assignment. For a time, the men bunked in a cabin onshore and ate the catfish and pike they caught. Meigs admired Lee, “then in the vigor of youthful strength, with a noble and commanding presence, and an admirable, graceful, and athletic figure. He was one with whom nobody ever wished or ventured to take a liberty, though kind and generous to his subordinates, admired by all women, and respected by all men. He was the model of a soldier and the beau ideal of a Christian man.”

With harsh winter weather coming on, Meigs and Lee disbanded their crew. Meigs went back to Philadelphia; Lee, to his wife’s plantation at Arlington, Virginia, in the hills overlooking Washington. They would remain fond of each other until a national crisis turned them into mortal enemies.



CHAPTER 2

Patience and Perseverance

Meigs began a long stretch as a journeyman engineer for defense and public works. His new assignment took him to the Delaware River, south of Philadelphia, where he helped improve a stone breakwater that protected the coast and facilitated navigation on the river and bay. He also helped rebuild Fort Delaware, a massive fortification on Pea Patch Island destroyed by fire.

The project posed many challenges. The island had formed from silt over the centuries, and the mud went forty feet deep in places. Meigs and other engineers created an intricate wooden grillage as a foundation, pounding more than twelve thousand wooden piles into the mud, using steam-powered pile drivers. Builders had been using such structures since the days of the Roman Empire. A drawing by Meigs of the grillage looks beautiful, precise, and timeless, with its faint linear depiction of crossbeams layered underneath the outlines of the fort. Though he thrived on practical problems, he did not do as well as a manager. When called on to serve as a supervisor, Meigs sometimes became short-tempered. On Pea Patch, he had control of the federal funding for salaries and supplies. About $75,000 had been deposited in a bank in Philadelphia. Before releasing the cash, bank officials required Meigs to certify the payroll. He took the request as a suggestion that he might be skimming money for himself. The idea that someone might question his integrity was too much to bear. He launched into a letter-writing campaign, pages of complaint that went to officials at the bank and superiors in Washington.

Bank officials were only fulfilling an obligation to guard against a perennial contracting scheme in which corrupt officials drew pay for no-show workers. Meigs’s behavior embarrassed everyone, though all agreed to treat it as a misunderstanding, and the episode did no lasting damage to his reputation. He worked hard, and colleagues and superiors could sense his devotion. With his career taking hold, Meigs’s vision for himself evolved. He began thinking of himself as an American patriot and public servant. “I am a citizen of the United States,” he wrote his father, “not of Connecticut where my grandfather lived or of Georgia where I was born or of Pennsylvania.”



In 1839 Meigs received orders to report to the Board of Engineers for Atlantic Coast Defenses in Washington. The board served as a bureaucratic bridge between fortification projects and the army’s military brass. The posting provided exposure to senior officials as well as the city’s ruthless politics. Washington suited Meigs. He liked good conversation and he was soon drawn to a young woman, Louisa Rodgers, the daughter of Commodore John Rodgers, a naval hero of the War of 1812. The Rodgers family had been prominent in Washington and Maryland for decades. Though the commodore had died a few years earlier, Louisa and her family still lived in a mansion that he had built on Lafayette Square, near the White House.

Montgomery and Louisa made a handsome pair. Tall, upright, and proper, Louisa had the firm demeanor of her father. She sang beautifully and enjoyed riding. In addition to attending parties, the couple rode along the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal through the rugged landscape along the Potomac River north and west of Washington. After a steady courtship, they married on May 2, 1841, one day before his twenty-fifth birthday. Their marriage would ground and comfort Meigs for decades to come, while giving him political and social ties that would help him through controversy and struggle. They claimed Washington as their home, but they could not stay for now. Meigs received orders to design and build fortifications, including Fort Wayne on the Detroit River, near the border with Canada.

The defenses were part of a long campaign to protect against invasion from British forces. Though the significance of the threat in Detroit was debatable, Congress pressed for the work. Because the project depended on the ebb and flow of congressional appropriations, Meigs sometimes had more free time than was advisable for so energetic a person. He filled some lulls by reading the history of engineering. He focused in particular on the work of Sébastien Le Pres-tre de Vauban, the seventeenth-century French soldier who served as King Louis XIV’s chief military engineer. Meigs had heard about Vauban at West Point. His plans for Fort Wayne drew directly from fortifications Vauban had built in France, including thick masonry walls, protected walkways known as sally ports, and an internal parade ground.



Montgomery and Louisa anchored their lives to their children, with four born in the first five years of their marriage: John, Mary Montgomery, Charles Delucena, and Montgomery Jr.

The family relished the frontier spirit that lingered over Detroit. Because the work there did not demand much of Lieutenant Meigs, he often slept in or took his dog and a gun on long walks through the northern woods. He assumed he would be more motivated when necessary, but that was not good enough for Louisa, who challenged him to find ways to be more productive. In response, Meigs launched a self-improvement campaign that included keeping a journal.

For all his contentment, Meigs felt distant from what was the center of action for the army in the 1840s: Mexico, Texas, and the far West. The country’s hunger for that territory became sharp in his first few years in Detroit. It peaked in 1844, during the campaign leading to the election of James K. Polk, who believed America was destined to expand across the continent. In his inaugural speech on March 4, 1845, President Polk underscored his support of the annexation of Texas from Mexico, while making clear his intention to take territory in the Northwest. “The world beholds the peaceful triumphs of the industry of our emigrants,” Polk said. “To us belongs the duty of protecting them adequately wherever they may be upon our soil.”

The new president was prepared to go to war. For the soldiers who would put his words into action, this meant a chance to earn glory, a rise in rank, and a boost in salary. Meigs had to watch from afar. Soon after taking office, Polk annexed Texas, which became the twenty-eighth state. He accepted a compromise with Britain at the 49th parallel in Oregon. Then, in a series of calculated provocations, he pushed Mexico into war, which began in 1846 after Polk claimed with little evidence that Mexicans had killed Americans near disputed territory at the border. Soldiers moved south, and the conflict soon created a rift in the United States that would only widen in the coming years. Democrats strongly supported their president. The Whig Party—the precursor to the Republican Party—railed against it. One Whig adherent was Abraham Lincoln, a freshman congressman from Illinois who accused Polk of violating the Constitution and called on him to produce evidence of Mexico’s culpability.

Meigs followed the far-off fighting through newspaper accounts: the Battle of Buena Vista in northern Mexico, the capture of Mexico City, and the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, giving control of California and the entire Southwest to the United States. Many of his army colleagues became famous and received promotions. Among them were Ambrose Burnside, Jefferson Davis, Ulysses Grant, Robert E. Lee, and Thomas Jackson, later known as “Stonewall.” The war resulted in appalling casualties, including more than 13,280 American dead, and it ignited a long fuse in Washington over the question of slavery. A lawmaker from Pennsylvania, David Wilmot, offered legislation that declared that “neither slavery nor involuntary servitude shall ever exist in any part of” territory acquired during the war. The House approved Wilmot’s proviso. The Senate stood firm against it.

Meigs was unsettled that he had lived safely and comfortably in the northwoods while army colleagues had risked their lives or died for their country. He hoped to redeem himself one day, perhaps by achieving something so beneficial to the country that his name would never be forgotten.



As winter descended on Detroit in 1849, Meigs was ordered back to Washington to serve as staff officer to Joseph G. Totten, the army’s chief engineer and a hero of the Mexican War. Totten knew Meigs from his earlier days in Washington and would become one of his most important mentors. They had much in common. Totten’s family also had roots in England, and he was a West Point graduate who had worked on river and fortification projects. There were also plenty of differences. As a colonel, Totten had controlled engineering operations during the invasion of Mexico City and was made brigadier general for his bravery at the siege of Veracruz. During his rise through the military, Totten made time to study natural history. He focused in particular on sea snails and other Mollusca in New England and the Pacific Northwest. Totten lives on now in the names of some of his discoveries, including one dubbed Gemma Tottenii. When Meigs arrived in the capital, Totten occupied a central spot in the capital city’s scientific crowd. In addition to being the army’s chief engineer, he served as a founding regent of the new national museum known as the Smithsonian Institution. Totten welcomed Meigs into this circle.

There’s no overstating the pull that the Smithsonian exerted on certain men. It was the brainchild of James Smithson, the brilliant, illegitimate son of Hugh Smithson, the First Duke of Northumberland. A chemist and mineralogist, Smithson had donated a hundred thousand gold sovereigns to the United States, directing the money to be used after his death for “an establishment for the increase and diffusion of knowledge.” Smithson died in 1829, but it was not until 1846 that Congress approved legislation creating the museum. Nothing else like it existed in the country.

At the time of Meigs’s return to the capital, the first Smithsonian building, then under construction, was known as the Castle. It was a red sandstone complex modeled on a medieval Norman style. For Meigs and others, it embodied the spirit of a new era for American engineers and natural philosophers, or physical scientists, who were determined to take part in the tide of technological and scientific advancements sweeping the world, filling cities and landscapes in Europe and the United States with new bridges, buildings, canals, railroads, and telegraph lines. Meigs visited the US Patent Office regularly to study new inventions and engineering techniques, and he bought himself a microscope.

At the same time, he drew and painted. A reunion with Captain Seth Eastman, one of his drawing instructors at West Point, stoked his enthusiasm. Eastman was a talented careerist in the nation’s small standing army. He explored, built fortifications, and painted as he moved among posts in Florida, Texas, and Minnesota, becoming a specialist in the depiction of American Indians. In Washington, Eastman focused on illustrations for a multivolume document of native people. With Eastman’s encouragement, Meigs began making his own watercolors of local scenes, including the hills west of the city near Great Falls, the unfinished Washington Monument, and buildings in the city’s northwest quarter. The paintings spurred him to look at the city in fresh ways. They show the work of a skilled hand and sensitive eye.

Just as he and Louisa settled in, he was ordered to report to Fort Montgomery at the north end of Lake Champlain in New York. It was there, in September 1851, Montgomery and Louisa had their fifth child, Vincent Trowbridge. Now Meigs began to worry about money. Like many fellow officers, he had never made quite enough to feel secure. Fearing he would not be able to pay his bills, he accepted support from his father, who offered him several hundred dollars a year. Meigs thought it was ironic “to be able to buy whatever is proper and desirable for the public works and to be obliged to count sixpence in the management of my family.”

The work at least was interesting. It involved planning and constructing walls forty-eight feet high, emplacements to accommodate 125 cannons, and other fortifications. Meigs managed his time well enough to spend many hours tramping through the woods, hunting, and reading about science and engineering. He also made time to sketch and paint, even in the cold weather. He considered all of it as training for something important, something demanding, something big. Even his hunting excursions helped him prepare, or so he argued, because they “gave me, also, patience and perseverance, for the chase of the deer requires all this.”

Meigs’s chance came sooner than he expected.



CHAPTER 3

Wholesome Water

The fire started somewhere in the bones of the US Capitol, in a recess between the whitewashed walls and the old beams and bricks. Making his rounds near the Capitol’s west front, watchman John Jones noticed the flames flickering in the third-floor windows. It was sometime before eight o’clock on the morning of December 24, 1851. The location of the blaze could not have been worse, the reading rooms of the Library of Congress.

Fire in the District at midcentury was almost as common as empty political promises. Just the night before, a nearby hotel had burned down. Fire in the confines of the Capitol could spell disaster. The great pile of wood, brick, and sandstone was more than the center of the government. It also anchored the young country’s outsized aspirations to greatness. The building had been under construction or renovation for a half century. Though architects and builders had done their best with the budgets they had, the place had become a grand, handsome tinderbox on a hill. The library itself was especially vulnerable. Established in 1800 with a $5,000 appropriation from Congress, the library received its first shipment from a London bookseller. A room used by the House during the Sixth Congress became its home. The books were secure behind wire netting and locked doors, but nothing could protect the room from fire. In August 1814 flames consumed the library when the British invaded Washington during the War of 1812 and set the chambers in the Capitol ablaze. Thomas Jefferson reseeded the collection by selling the government his personal library—the finest in the land, with nearly 6,500 volumes in all.

Officials took new precautions, including the prohibition of candles and smoking in the reading rooms. But the threat was acute in the winter of ’51, when the rooms became nearly as dry as the leaves that skittered over the Capitol grounds. Jones and another man rushed upstairs and broke open the locked doors. For a moment, they had hope. The blaze was contained to a single table and books on shelves in two alcoves, choicest parts of the collection still untouched. With no time to lose, Jones and his comrade dashed off in search of water. In their haste they left the doors open, creating a draft that doomed the library. The flames glided over everything in their path. Volunteer fire companies raced to the scene in horse-drawn engines, the Columbia, Perseverance, Anacostia, and Union. Local toughs who made up the volunteer forces slugged it out over who would have the privilege to fight the blaze, and then they struggled with frozen hoses.

Eventually they pumped water in from a nearby fountain, while a handful of desperate citizens formed a small bucket brigade. The marines rushed in to help. After a daylong battle, two-thirds of the fifty-five thousand books were reduced to gray ash. Lost too were maps, charts, thousand-year-old bronze medals, and busts of Jefferson and George Washington, along with portraits of the first five presidents. Investigators quickly determined the cause. On the floors below, the drafty committee rooms had large fireplaces, which lawmakers had kept stoked in a struggle against the subzero frost that had enveloped the District in those first days of winter. Sparks had ignited a wooden joist jutting into the flue of a poorly constructed chimney. Some residents fumed. “No public building should be erected in these enlightened days which is not made fireproof,” one man wrote in his private journal.

The public’s anger peaked with the news of how easily the catastrophe could have been averted. Jones told investigators that in the moment he burst into the library, “half a dozen buckets of water would have sufficed to extinguish the fire.” Congressional librarian John Meehan told lawmakers they should be grateful that some of Jefferson’s books survived. He appealed for action to protect those remaining. “I sincerely hope that the searching investigation Congress will give to the distressing event, which every lover of science and literature must deeply deplore, will lead to a detection of the causes that produced it, and to the adoption of means that will prevent, in all future time, a recurrence of the sad calamity.”



Pretense and muck marked the capital city midway through the century. The population had soared to more than fifty thousand from about fourteen thousand in 1800, but the District of Columbia remained more provincial than Boston, New York, and Philadelphia. Laborers and clerks were the most common jobs. Washington also had ninety-nine lawyers, fifty engineers, eleven artists, four architects, and one matchmaker. Methodists dominated the ranks of the city’s thirty-seven churches. It was politics, not religion, that made the news. Of the eighteen newspapers and magazines published in the District, most of them were political rags.

Though formed as a compromise between North and South, Washington had the look and feel and rhythms of a large Southern town, including almost four thousand slaves and ten thousand free African Americans. To some observers, the District seemed poised between greatness and dissolution. The cobblestone of Pennsylvania Avenue linked Capitol Hill to the White House. The Treasury Department and the US Post Office Building appeared majestic, with their proliferation of columns. Off to the side, the unfinished Washington Monument stood alone in a pasture. The writer Henry Adams, a District resident, remarked famously that when he first saw the government buildings as a boy, they seemed “like white Greek temples in the abandoned gravel-pits of a deserted Syrian city.” After his only visit, Charles Dickens described it archly as “the City of Magnificent Intentions,” complete with spacious avenues “that begin in nothing, and lead nowhere.”

The city was divided by a canal that fed into the Potomac River. It was a sluggish stream that flowed only after sufficient rain. Raw sewage ran from government buildings directly into a branch of Tiber Creek and then on to the Potomac River. Pigs, cows, and chickens wandered on the dirt roads. In the springtime, the smell of stagnant canals wafted on the moist air. The inadequacy of the water supply became more pronounced every year. The system was comprised of a jumble of cisterns, wells, and springs. Though modern cast-iron pipes had been installed in places, primitive pipes made of bored logs also still carried water. (City dwellers tapped into the pipes when no one was looking, supplying their own homes first-come, first-serve style.) The main sources—Old City Spring, Caffrey’s Spring, and Franklin Park Spring—fell far short of the demand. Many of the city’s residents got their water from pumps on street corners that drew on insufficient supplies below. Others relied on the river, wells, and local ponds, and they often fell prey to typhoid fever and other illnesses. As in many cities at the time, death hovered over the capital like a specter. The onset of a mild illness in a spouse or child triggered a primal dread among even prominent citizens, who fled to healthier terrain each summer.

For decades, Congress had put off the task of creating a sensible water supply system, despite an obvious and growing need. The problem became so compelling that President Millard Fillmore, by temperament a waffler, told Congress that the city should be made clean and safe and “be the pride of Americans.”

“And as nothing could contribute more to the health, comfort, and safety of the city and the security of the public buildings and records than an abundant supply of pure water, I respectfully recommend that you make such provisions for obtaining the same as in your wisdom you may deem proper.”

Congress’s vacillation flowed from an enduring dynamic: every decision was subordinate to the math of politics. Lawmakers simply couldn’t divine the benefit of spending millions on work so far from their home districts. But the library fire stirred them to action. They agreed to allocate $5,000, more than ever before, to support the search for a solution. Totten, the army corps engineer, tapped a deputy, Captain Frederick Smith, to lead a study. Then Smith died unexpectedly. So Totten turned to Meigs, who was working on Delaware River improvement projects. Meigs hardly knew what to say. At last a great door was opening for him, giving him a chance to make a name for himself and work among people who mattered.

When he arrived in Washington, at six in the morning on November 3, 1852, Meigs was thirty-six. He was almost six foot two, wore thick side-whiskers, and he often seemed to be scowling. He was optimistic, though, because his simple orders gave him latitude to do great things, or so he thought. He was to conduct a survey and find “an unfailing and abundant supply of good and wholesome water” for the nation’s capital and neighboring Georgetown. His days of leisure were over. The hardest three months’ work of his life until then had begun.



Nearly every day that fall and winter, Meigs trudged to the north and west of the District with an assistant to take stock of available water. He thought that the solution might lay near a stretch of the Potomac River aptly named Great Falls, where water arriving from the west twisted over house-sized boulders. If the river here offered a seemingly unlimited supply of clean water, it also posed titanic challenges. It would take a feat of engineering to master the Potomac’s hydraulic power and convey the water to Washington.

Meigs was a man of his time, the great age of engineering. To an almost devout degree, he believed in the power of clear thinking. Technical solutions would come to him, he thought, if only he applied scientific principles and demanded excellence of himself. With discipline and enough money, “any achievement of engineering was possible.” He rushed at the work, establishing a pattern for the rest of his life. When he wasn’t in the field, he studied, examined maps, and learned what he could about the mystifying dynamics of water. He tallied the cost of every option. No detail was too small to consider. When he came up with ideas for Washington, he compared them to water systems in London, New York, and Boston.

He also rekindled a habit he had developed in Detroit, seeking inspiration from the past. That is how he found Sextus Julius Frontinus, one of the architects of Italy’s ancient water system. Frontinus’s memoir, The Aqueducts of Rome, impressed Meigs. Here in a 1,700-year-old book was a model for the lieutenant’s career. Frontinus was a brilliant soldier who committed himself to public service. He wanted little in return except the chance to build great things and a measure of recognition for doing so. His accounts offered insights that applied directly to Meigs’s ambitions. The Roman described his vision for a water system that provided not “merely the convenience but also the health and even the safety of the City.” He spoke about his practice of immersing himself in the technical details as both a practical matter and a point of honor. The book underscored for Meigs the imperative of will, along with a willingness to make things the right way, even if at great expense. Frontinus wrote that “for this reason, in accordance with principles which all know but few observe, honesty in all details of the work must be insisted upon.” The memoir resonated with something else in Meigs. Frontinus wanted the world to remember him, going so far as to order that his name be imprinted on the lead pipe. He also shared this thought: “Remembrance will endure if the life shall have merited it.”



CHAPTER 4

An Aqueduct Worthy of the Nation

Three months after arriving, Meigs delivered his report. It must have come as a surprise to those in power. He had confronted a problem that had languished for years and proposed a solution intended to last lifetimes. Meigs spelled out his ideas in forty-eight pages with clarity and precision. He offered a sweeping view of the city’s needs for generations to come, suggesting the capital required far more water than anyone realized.

Great technological, industrial, and demographic shifts were urbanizing cities on the Eastern Seaboard and in England and Europe. From 1830 to 1860, the number of towns and cities in the United States with more than 2,500 people quadrupled to 392. The population soared more than fivefold to 6.2 million. The amount of water used by modern households had soared beyond all expectations. Meigs described how poor planning by other municipalities led to shortfalls, as demand exceeded the supply. New York had created its new aqueduct only a decade before, he said, and already the system each day delivered the last drop it could carry. Meigs noted the problem was particularly acute on Saturdays, due to what New York’s water commissioners called “zealous housewifery.”

His plan offered a view of the problem that squared with his own devotion to improving the world. Washington had almost eight thousand dwellings, shops, and public buildings, and more under construction. Why not provide so much water that no one had to worry about waste? A near-endless supply would help the people live cleaner, healthier lives. With his system, he said, Washingtonians could open fire hydrants and “cleanse the streets and gutters, and, washing into the sewers the offal of the city, remove at once from sight and smell these offensive and fruitful sources of disease and death.”

He reviewed three possible sources of water, including Rock Creek in the District, and Little Falls and Great Falls on the Potomac River. He recommended the last one, by far the most expensive option. The report not only displayed Meigs’s grasp of detail but also showed his talent for persuasion. He was a natural lobbyist, and here he was selling a vision—a romantic story of America’s future. He called on his readers to consider Washington as part of the great sweep of time. He argued the city needed more than health and protection from fire. To thrive and become one of the world’s great capitals, it needed elegance. The system he had in mind would provide enough water to supply in perpetuity fountains that would cool the city “while, by the grace of their sparkling jets, they please the eye, and add beauty to comfort and health.” From another man, at another time, it might have sounded fanciful. It resonated with those who read it.

As for the engineering, Meigs described how gravity would carry the water more than twelve miles from near Great Falls into the District. The Potomac water would course through seven-foot-wide conduits made of bricks, dropping on average about nine-and-a-half inches each mile. The minimum cost would be just over $1.9 million. For $350,000 more, Meigs said he could double the capacity by expanding the conduits to nine feet. As he waited to hear how this was received, Meigs hoped that he would be recognized for his vision. “If it is not good & does not give me a standing among engineers,” he wrote to his father, “I shall be disappointed for it contains my brains.”



On March 3, 1853, in the chaos of the last day of the session, lawmakers appropriated $100,000 for the project. After years of vacillation, they finally committed to paying attention to one of the capital’s central inadequacies. In one of his first acts, the new president, Franklin Pierce, embraced the project as well. It is not as though Pierce had given the matter much thought. The force behind his decision was Jefferson Davis, the new secretary of war, one of the most formidable men in Washington. Davis had served as the junior senator from Mississippi, where he chaired the Committee on Military Affairs and was a member of the Public Buildings Committee. During army service, he won acclaim in the Mexican War, where he was wounded in his right foot during the Battle of Buena Vista.

Brilliant and tough, with a straight back and piercing blue eyes, Davis would mean more to Meigs’s career than almost any other man. Given that Davis was fiercely proslavery, he might have seemed an unlikely supporter of Meigs, who, like his family, opposed slavery. But the two had more in common than was readily apparent. Davis was West Point class of 1828. He too had bucked authority there. As a politician, Davis tempered his suave rhetoric with a grasp of detail, and he had a passion for architecture and new technology. Like Meigs, he was optimistic about the future of the nation’s capital and he was driven to impose his will. “Davis excelled in this kind of bureaucratic empire building, and as a major figure in the Pierce administration, he wielded immense power,” Guy Gugliotta wrote in a history of the Capitol.

Davis pressed Pierce to transfer control of major public works projects from the new Department of the Interior to the War Department. Davis leveraged his new authority in a decision that baffled and infuriated his critics. On March 29 he handed over control of the water project, to be known as the Washington Aqueduct, to Meigs, still a nearly unknown junior officer who had only just been promoted to captain. What’s more, Davis gave Captain Meigs responsibility for enlarging the United States Capitol, an even more prominent plum. It was a fantastic turn for an army officer with no wartime experience, whose career had seemed destined for obscurity. But it would not be the last time that a powerful man, taken by Meigs’s intellect and energy, would offer him a hand up.

Meigs took it all in stride, but he was still green and could not know the forces that would stand in his way. As gatekeeper to a fortune in spending, he would be a target for years to come. Under the city’s unwritten rules, Meigs would be allowed to succeed only if he directed some of the work to the right people and their friends. To prevail, he would have to master the dark arts of politics and bureaucratic wrangling—while also managing men, overseeing millions in spending, and seeking solutions to mind-boggling engineering problems.



Meigs’s first lessons in Washington corruption came at the Capitol, a building that epitomized the striving and contradictory character of the republic it represented. From the fields down the hill, Congress’s home appeared stately and steadfast. Prints at the time showed it as a romantic vision, cloaked in a gauzy bank of moist air. In reality, it was drafty, damp, and cramped. And that was only the start of the problems. Design flaws made it nearly impossible for lawmakers to understand one another during debates.

When Meigs assumed oversight of the extension project, Capitol architect Thomas Ustick Walter was embroiled in allegations of corruption. Walter was one of the country’s leading architects. He had taste, talent, and a fine drafting hand. Before taking on the Capitol post, he had designed hundreds of homes, churches, and prisons. His best-known work was Founder’s Hall at Girard College for Orphans in Philadelphia. After the fire in the congressional library, he designed an ingenious fireproof space made of cast iron, a building material that was transforming modern construction. His ink and watercolor drawings stood on their own as beautiful artifacts.

Despite his fine record, Walter was besieged. Certain lawmakers and whistle-blowers claimed he had overpaid for marble and, presumably, pocketed some of the money. They said he used slipshod construction methods. Meigs was asked to weigh these claims. So he dove into the details, poking at the building’s foundation, reading through Walter’s reports, and examining his accounting ledgers. He figured out what was going on, and it wasn’t nice. Contractors, lawmakers, and bureaucrats anxious to control Walter and his budget had spread false allegations. A congressional oversight committee claimed it had evidence suggesting “great irregularities,” but it was mostly innuendo, not evidence. Meigs stood by the facts he had unearthed. With a few minor exceptions, he concluded Walter’s work was fine. He thought Walter had chosen the “most beautiful specimen of marble” in the United States for the building’s outer layer.

The fact that he helped save Walter’s job did not mean Meigs would defer to his more famous and experienced colleague. On the contrary, the captain intended to take control. Meigs was on a mission now to do great work and leave a permanent mark in history. Following another man’s vision was not the way to make his own name. The two would fight over control of the work at the Capitol for years to come, spurring Walter in a fit of frustration to describe Meigs as “the most tyrannical, despotic, vain, and unscrupulous man the world ever saw.”

Meigs soon imposed radical changes in Walter’s plans, which called for spare, unadorned spaces. Meigs wanted a building with decoration and details that spoke to the nation’s wealth, power, and technical innovation. Meigs’s plans, derived in part from an earlier proposal, placed the legislative chambers in the interior of the expanded building. His changes would give lawmakers private rooms and passageways beyond the reach of the public or reporters. To link the building to the outside world, he planned to install a telegraph. His plans included monumental staircases, glazed ceiling panels, and galleries capable of seating 1,200 people. He also called for stained glass set in iron frames in the ceiling and a lobby in the House wing that featured Corinthian columns. Much of what he proposed was modelled on Renaissance painting, architecture, and ambitions. Because he had never traveled abroad, nearly all his ideas came from books.



Meigs soon took aim at the building’s engineering problems, including the atrocious acoustics and a substandard heating system. In June 1853 he sought help from two luminaries of science he had befriended during earlier spells in the District. One was A. D. Bache, a Smithsonian regent, physicist, and scientific reformer who served as superintendent of the United States Coast Survey, the nation’s oldest scientific organization. The other, Joseph Henry, was a pioneer of electricity and the first secretary of the Smithsonian, who had dedicated himself to fulfilling the dreams of  James Smithson. They expressed enthusiasm about helping Meigs, and with approval and funding from Davis, the three men went on a whirlwind tour to conduct practical “experiments in sound” at buildings in Philadelphia, New York, and Boston.

The physics of sound had long confounded scientists and builders. Certain churches, theaters, and concert halls over the centuries had just the right angles and proportions to enable speakers to hear one another at great distances, often with amazing clarity. In the best spaces, such as Milan’s La Scala opera house, singers and actors could easily cast their voices to the back seats. Obtaining such effects took ingenuity or plain luck. In the legislative chambers in Washington, the result was a fog of sounds. That was a significant defect in a building where talk and debate were the reasons for being. The three men visited concert halls, theaters, churches, and a prison. They spoke from different parts of every room, taking note of the duration, volume, and direction of the echoes. They made drawings showing the general form of the spaces. Meigs was enchanted by the trip. He enjoyed his colleagues and swooned over the art, design, and architecture he saw along the way. In his journal, he exclaimed: “The stairs of the Metropolitan and Saint Nicholas hotels are alone worth the visit to [New York].” When he returned to Washington, he used his insights to reason that both sound and light were essentially waves that rebounded off surfaces. If he could not see sound waves, he thought he could at least assume that they behaved in roughly the same way as light. Predictions could be made. Meigs suggested reforms that seem obvious today, including the installation of draperies on the walls and cushions on chairs to dampen echoes.

In his plans for moving the chambers to the center of the building, he also eliminated windows. Behind this unorthodox idea was a double agenda. Solid walls would eliminate exterior sounds and drafts, which he assumed blocked voices from reaching distant points in the room. Without windows, he also would have to create an unprecedented, steam-powered fan system for pumping air through the legislative chambers. This gave him another chance to leave his mark with something innovative. When news of Meigs’s plans surfaced, lawmakers responded with a cacophony of complaints. Who in his right mind would create a room without windows? But Henry and Bache approved, and so did Jefferson Davis and the president. They had faith that his innovations would solve the long-standing problems.

If these were heady times for Meigs, he rarely could rest easy, and just months into his new job, he suddenly faced the prospect of failure. His masons went on strike over their working conditions, and a contractor failed to deliver on a contract for ten million bricks. He worried that even a slight delay would give envious contractors and their allies in Congress the pretext for removing him.

Bricks were vital to his projects. Cast iron and new building methods might be the hallmarks of the industrial revolution, but the homely red baked brick provided its foundation. England had used billions of bricks in the first half of the century. Almost every project Meigs supervised relied on bricks, including the Capitol’s inner walls and the aqueduct’s culverts and tunnels. Meigs began counting his bricks, tracking the time it took masons to lay them and calculating the per-brick cost to taxpayers. To ensure that he had enough labor, he traveled to New York and hired bricklayers at $2 per day, while negotiating an end to the strike. Meigs also went in search of other sources of bricks, finding a million in Baltimore, a million in Philadelphia, and three million in New York. The bricks varied in quality, size, and shape, but they sufficed. For now, the crisis was averted.



CHAPTER 5

A Rival to the Parthenon

In just a few months, Meigs had taken on more labor than any other man in Washington. On some days he worked nearly around the clock in an unused committee room at the Capitol, a cluttered space that resembled the nest of a magpie or a mad scientist’s workbench. Bricks and chunks of marble shared tabletops with architectural drawings, newspaper clips, ink bottles, art history books, and the ledgers he used to track spending, manpower, and a vast array of supplies, including seventy-five thousand cubic feet of marble that made him especially proud. “I doubt whether so large a quantity of so beautiful a material has ever before been delivered at a public building in the same space of time,” Meigs wrote in a report.

Some observers admired his stamina, saying he projected an almost “Atlas-like” aura. Not only did he inspect work sites, he drafted plans, managed payrolls, and signed requisitions for even minor purchases such as candles and sponges. On top of everything else, he decided to decorate the Capitol as he expanded it. What could an army engineer know about the nuances of art and decoration? To Meigs’s mind, it was a simple matter of studying. He assumed he would absorb what he needed. He committed himself to ensuring that every space in the building inspired visitors with the promise of America.

Like Capitol builders before him, Meigs drew inspiration from the Pantheon in Rome. He also keyed his ambitions to the Parthenon in Athens, an indication of his engineering and aesthetic ambitions. Built five centuries BC, the Parthenon stood as a model of balanced architecture. Its proportion spoke of the universal. It had an added appeal of being an engineering wonder. Over the centuries, the building had withstood earthquakes, fires, and relentless assaults by rain, wind, and ice.

He began by working on the designs of the columns destined for the expanded Capitol, spending an entire day drawing the tops, or capitals, of the columns of the eastern portico. That summer he turned to the design of triangular pediments above the building’s eastern entrances. To be complete, those spaces needed sculptures, so Meigs reached out to Edward Everett for advice. Everett was a brilliant politician, diplomat, and orator from Massachusetts. While serving as a congressman, he helped give shape to the Capitol’s design and construction. He was well known for his taste and knowledge of culture and the arts.

Everett recommended Hiram Powers and Thomas Crawford, whom he considered among the best of American artists. Both living in Italy, Meigs wrote to them and spelled out his hopes. He said he wanted images that would glorify the ideas at the center of the national narrative, including progress and freedom. “In our history of the struggle between civilized man and the savage, between the cultivated and the wild nature are certainly to be found themes worthy of the artist and capable of appealing to the feeling of all classes,” Meigs wrote. Powers demurred, while Crawford jumped at the chance, becoming part of Meigs’s expanding cadre of collaborators.

In addition to tackling the aesthetic problems, Meigs had the added challenge of convincing lawmakers to go along with his scheme. Most Americans took pride in their bland tastes. To them, stark interiors and whitewashed walls reflected what Meigs called a “republican simplicity.” In contrast, Meigs wanted to emulate the complex designs, vibrant colors, and richness that characterized much Renaissance art. In a letter that August, Meigs assured Crawford that he and Davis would have control over the art commissions for the Capitol. Meigs sent along drawings of the Capitol’s south wing and the pediment planned for the eastern portico. “I do not see why a republic richer than the Athenian should not rival the Parthenon in the front of its first public edifice,” Meigs wrote. On October 31, Crawford sent designs for the pediment to Meigs. Called Progress of Civilization, it had fourteen figures, including European pioneers and a Native American family in distress. At the center was a symbolic figure representing America. Crawford had models of the figures photographed in Rome and included the photos in his dispatch. Meigs loved what he saw. With support from the president and Davis, he signed off on the commission.



At the end of October 1853, Meigs decided to break ground on the aqueduct. He had gathered workers, equipment, and supplies in the hills northwest of Washington. He rode with an assistant up the C&O Canal and found a ragtag bunch of laborers waiting for his arrival. If the construction site was chaotic and dirty, it represented a shining moment in Meigs’s life. Here was his chance to erase his regret at sitting out the war in Mexico. With his workers looking on, he turned the earth. “[A]nd thus quietly and unostentatiously was commenced this great work—which is destined I trust for the next thousand years to pour its healthful waters in to the capital of our union,” Meigs wrote in his journal that night. “May I live to complete it & thus connect my name imperishably with a work greater in its beneficial results than all the military glory of the Mexican War.”

Aware of the political support he needed, Meigs organized a more formal ceremony on November 8. President Pierce, Secretary Davis, Senator Stephen Douglas of Illinois, local politicos, and dozens of others rode with him up the Potomac in a small steamboat. Meigs provided champagne and food. He made a few remarks, and then he wisely handed a spade to Pierce, making way for the president to break ground.

Proud as he was of these public milestones, Meigs was in private consumed by grief. Two of his boys had died just weeks before. Both succumbed to an ailment that Meigs called bilious fever, a combination of high temperature, severe headaches, and vomiting. Charles, eight, passed in early September, followed by Vincent, two, a month later. Meigs and his wife, Louisa, could not know the exact cause of their illnesses, given the limits of medical science then. The boys may have died from foul water, one of the chronic problems Meigs aimed to fix. Their deaths were sadly commonplace. The chances of dying, in fact, had increased in recent decades for a growing proportion of Americans who lived in urban areas. The bigger the city, the higher the death rate. The reasons seem obvious now: crowding, open sewers, contaminated water, and, thanks in part to the spread of railroads, the rapid movement of people. American cities “had become virtual charnel houses,” one historian wrote.

Meigs continued to work, even though he and Louisa could hardly bear their losses. Like other parents of their day, they clutched at pieces of the boys’ clothing, toys, and other mementos. They commissioned a daguerreotype of Vintie and a medallion bearing the likeness of Charlie. They visited the boys’ graves often, and they carried fear through the days like a virus, quaking even at a cough or sniffle among their surviving children. Meigs reasoned that God was teaching him and Louisa lessons about the nature of true faith. He was bowed and confused and found that it was “hard to walk uprightly in a heavenly course.” About his boys, he wrote: “They loved each other in life and in their deaths they were not long divided.”

Meigs had to move forward with his life, and quickly. In December 1853 several members of Congress began questioning his management, as they had done with Walter. Critics took issue with the Army Corps of Engineers’ role in public works. The attacks came in the form of questions cloaked in the spirit of good government. Representative Richard Stanton of Kentucky wanted to know why a junior army captain was in charge of the Capitol extension projects. Who gave him the authority to make such sweeping changes to plans that Congress had approved two years earlier? Stanton promised to launch an inquiry about the military’s control of the projects.

Meigs wasn’t the real target here. Stanton and other lawmakers wanted to make life hard for Davis, who had committed the sin of outwitting them. When Davis took control of the largest public works projects in town for the War Department, they were deprived of patronage and power. Stanton had helped push forward the Capitol extension plans a few years earlier and wanted to control the project. To thwart him, Davis had arranged to have him stripped of a committee chairmanship with oversight authority—or so it seemed to Meigs.

Meigs knew that the political game in the capital was rough, and he realized that the wrangling might put his career at risk. After the holiday lull, the attacks came quickly. On January 3, 1854, an ally of Stanton from Tennessee submitted a “resolution for consideration” launching an inquiry into changes to the Capitol extension plans, the authority behind them, and the costs. Filled with anxiety, Meigs decided to visit Senator Sam Houston, the firebrand Texan who had served as first president of the Republic of Texas. Houston had influence and Meigs wanted to be sure of his support during the upcoming battles. Houston stayed in an upper room at the Willard Hotel, a preserve of the rich and powerful just off Pennsylvania Avenue. When Meigs arrived, the living legend lay on the floor, a red blanket under him, his head on a pillow made of newspapers. Houston was unwell, but he remained feisty, pouring out invective, blasphemies, and gobs of tobacco spit. Meigs was relieved to hear that Houston did not harbor any personal grievance against him or his work. He came away feeling mildly reassured about his chances to survive the political fight with Stanton and his allies.



CHAPTER 6

America’s Curse

Up on Capitol Hill, lawmakers were contemplating matters that would have far greater import than the building projects. As Meigs reached out to Houston, Senator Stephen Douglas of Illinois was urging Congress to endorse the construction of a rail line to the Pacific Ocean. Douglas was a little man with a big head and grand ambitions for himself and the country. He argued that it was in the government’s interest to establish pathways to the West, where droves of gold miners and pioneers were seeking riches and new lives.
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