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  Preface




  There’s history in Washington, D.C. There has to be.




  The District of Columbia can make a strong case that it is the most powerful city in the world. The most powerful man in the world lives at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW, the nine top jurists in the country work out of the Supreme Court, and the greatest legislative body ever assemble daily in the United States Capitol.




  With all of this existing within the space of only a few blocks, history is made daily in the District of Columbia. So why was it that when I looked for African-American history in the corridors of the powerful in the District of Columbia, I always felt disappointed?




  Now, I want to be specific in what I’m talking about. Washington, D.C., is a “chocolate city.” Everyone knows this. There are more African Americans here than any other race, and the city itself is filled with African-American history. And several books do a great job chronicling the African-American history of the District. (I recommend reading A Guide to Black Washington: Places and Events of Interest in the Nation’s Capital; The Black Washingtonians: The Anacostia Museum Illustrated Chronology; and The Hidden History of Washington, D.C. if you’re interested in the subject. They do a fabulous job of covering the District.)




  But very few people come here to see the District. They come to see the White House, the National Mall, the Lincoln Memorial, the Jefferson Memorial, the Washington Monument, Arlington National Cemetery, the Smithsonian museums, and the U.S. Capitol. I know, because those are the places I wanted to see when I first came to Washington as a young student from Mississippi and again as a worldly working adult fresh out of upstate New York.




  Millions of people who live here and visit here are just like me: We fill up the streets around the National Mall, the White House, and the U.S. Capitol drinking in the history of our government and the people who made it great.




  But what if you’re African American and want to know more about your people? What kind of history would you find if you just went to the places the rest of the tourists go: the National Mall, the White House, and the U.S. Capitol?




  You’d find the same thing that I found: little or nothing.




  But there’s a history here. There has to be.




  Despite its so-called air of international sophistication and its role as capital of the Union in the Civil War, Washington, D.C., is at heart a southern city. (It’s even south of the Mason-Dixon Line!) And there is no part of the South that hasn’t had a significant African-American presence for hundreds of years.




  But why could I only find a couple of recent books on the subject at the local bookstores, and why are there only a couple of items on the walls of monuments and buildings here and there? We as African Americans have been here since the city was founded in 1790. Shouldn’t there be some African-American history in those famous monuments and buildings? If you depended on what was available when I first came to Washington, you’d say no.




  Even the politicians working in Washington seemed to realize how ridiculous the lack of information was. During the time I worked in the Capitol as a journalist from 2000 to 2007, they commissioned paintings of Senator Blanche Bruce and Representative Joseph Rainey, the first African-American senator and the first African-American representative, and placed a statue of Martin Luther King Jr. in the Capitol’s Rotunda. President Clinton had his presidential portrait painted by an African-American artist. The Baltimore-Washington Airport was renamed after deceased Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall. They even formed a committee to study the contributions of African-American slaves to the building of the Capitol, with a promise that a display might be put up in a new section of the building.




  But despite how great all of those things were, I found myself saying, “Is that it?” Paintings and statues that most people will never see, and a promise of a display sometime in the future?




  There’s a history here. There has to be.




  It was about this time when I first considered getting married. My future wife gave me a great birthday gift: a trip to a jazz festival in Virginia Beach, a stop at Busch Gardens, and a day at Colonial Williamsburg. It was there, at Colonial Williamsburg, that the idea for this book first started percolating in my head.




  For those of you who don’t know, Colonial Williamsburg is a living recreation of what Williamsburg would have been like in colonial days, complete with reenactors dressed in colonial garb, restored buildings, shops, taverns, and so on. It’s basically a big outdoor museum where people can go and see how Americans really lived during colonial days.




  The day that my wife and I went, there was one tour posted on the schedule that really caught our eyes. It was called “How the Other Half Lived.” I wish today that I could remember what our tour guide’s name was because I would publicly thank him here. But since I can’t remember his name, I’ll just say that our guide, a large African-American man who was not dressed in period clothing (what exactly would he have been wearing if he were in Colonial Williamsburg at that time—rags?), took the small group of people that signed up for “How the Other Half Lived” and used an hour to tell a history of blacks at Colonial Williamsburg—a history that we had not learned or heard anything about in our previous hours in the park. As he told us, “The history you’ve learned here from everyone else is not incorrect; it’s just incomplete if you don’t include us.”




  A light went on in my head.




  A year later my wedding day was approaching. I had spent the last year or so as a member of the Congressional Standing Committee of Correspondents (a group of reporters elected by other reporters to represent the media in front of Congress and regulate how the Capitol is covered). One of the responsibilities of this committee is deciding which reporters get credentials to cover Congress on a daily basis. So, whenever the Associated Press got a new reporter, they would send the person up to the Capitol so that I could shepherd him or her through the credentialing process. New reporters usually come from out of town, so in addition to getting them started in this process, I somehow ended up giving tours of the Capitol. And you know what? I started to like it!




  But the more I did those quickie tours, the more it bothered me that there wasn’t more information about African Americans in the Capitol. I know it’s out there: African Americans around here have talked for years about the rumor that slaves built the Capitol and even erected the Statue of Freedom. A comic book that I bought—Marvel’s “U.S. War Machine”—even has a reference to it! If Marvel knows it, why doesn’t everybody else? I consider myself to be a reasonably intelligent human being, and I didn’t know it to be a fact. Does anyone else?




  I started doing some research of my own. With the assistance of the Architect of the Capitol, the Senate Historical Office, and the Library of Congress, as well as some good old Internet Web browser searching, I found out that it’s not a rumor. It’s true, and there are records to prove it.




  My mind really began churning. If it’s true about the Capitol, then what about the White House? I found that slaves helped build that, too. What about the National Mall? I found that slaves didn’t participate in the building of any of the monuments (probably because most of them were built after the Civil War), but the National Mall sits right on the site of what was one of the city’s most bustling slave markets and jails. Why doesn’t everybody know this? Writers hear it all the time: Write what you would want to read.




  My family came to the District for my wedding in 2004. We had a couple of hours to kill, so I piled them all into a rental van and gave them a quick tour of the city. With my wedding only hours away, I had to make it a short trip, so we headed down to the National Mall.




  We visited the U.S. Capitol, the White House, the Lincoln Memorial, the Smithsonian museums, and the famous cherry-tree-lined Tidal Basin, but my mother wasn’t impressed. You see, I’m the product of a long line of Mississippi teachers and farmers, a people who are fanatical about our family’s history and African-American history. My folks still have the first acre of land that was purchased by my family after the Civil War. My brother is now refurbishing, modernizing, and moving into the house that my great-grandfather lived in, on land right down the road from the original family homestead. And I’m working on a genealogical database of my family that stretches back to when African Americans only had one name or took the name of the master’s family.




  On top of that, we’re Mississippians. And being a Mississippian brings with it a certain obligation to know your history, good or bad, because someone’s always going to ask. (One of the first questions I used to get when interviewing for a job outside of Mississippi was, “How could you stand living in Mississippi?” My routine answer was, “Have you ever been to Mississippi?” Their response was usually no. That’s where I would sigh and begin extolling the virtues of the Magnolia State. It’s not that I don’t see the flaws, but home is where the heart is, right?)




  D.C.’s national monuments were interesting, my mother said, but she wanted to see some of the city’s famous African-American landmarks while she was here. “You already have,” I said, smiling. “You just didn’t know it. Did you know that black men built the Capitol?”




  It took off from there. When it came time to write my first book, deciding that it would be Black Men Built the Capitol was an easy choice.




  How did I know that it was time for me to write a book? You know that feeling you sometimes get that it’s time to do something or you will never get it done? It’s like a ticking clock in your head that says, “Either you get the ball rolling on this or give up hope that you’ll ever get it done. Oh, and by the way, if you don’t get something done, you’re going to regret it for the rest of your life. And it’ll be all your fault!” That’s the feeling I’m talking about. I first got that feeling years ago while living in South Carolina, which set me down the road that eventually brought me to Washington.




  I feel the need to say that I actually like living in the District of Columbia. Mississippi will always be home (all Mississippians are legally required to say that!), but Washington, D.C., holds a special place in my heart.




  I bought my first house here (in Anacostia). I met my future wife here (in Capitol Hill), proposed to her here (at the Lincoln Memorial on the National Mall), and married her across the river (at historic Alfred Street Baptist Church in Alexandria, Virginia). The District of Columbia was also where I witnessed the birth of my daughter Rita (at Sibley Memorial Hospital in upper Northwest).




  I’ve had one of the best jobs I’ve ever had in my life here, as a political reporter for the Associated Press in the U.S. Capitol and briefly at the White House. I don’t have room to tell you about the people I’ve met, the places I’ve been, and the things I’ve done, but it’s enough to say that I wouldn’t have traded my time in Washington, D.C., for anything.




  And then there’s the city itself. Some of my fondest memories involve biking down to the Jefferson Memorial with my family to watch the Fourth of July fireworks explode over the National Mall from the Jefferson Memorial. Or strolling through Capitol Hill after the first snowfall, marveling at the beauty of the parks, circles, and houses with their sheer covering of white, fluffy snow. Or meandering down Independence Avenue after the cherry trees bloom, signaling the start of another gorgeous spring in the nation’s capital.




  In short, you could say I have a fairly strong emotional attachment to the District, especially for someone who has lived here less than a decade. So, whenever someone comes into the District to visit, I usually offer to give them a tour of the city and tell them something about Washington, D.C., and African Americans about whom they would never hear otherwise.




  That’s how Black Men Built the Capitol is organized—as if I were putting you in the back of my SUV, driving you around the District of Columbia, and explaining the African-American contributions to the city’s greatest buildings and monuments. We start in the Capitol, the symbolic center of Washington, D.C., and one of the most majestic buildings in the city. From there we head west down Pennsylvania Avenue to the White House, the home of the president. Once we’ve finished there, we meander south toward the National Mall and its monuments and buildings.




  For most tourists, and even for most Washingtonians, this is all they ever see of the District. And now, if this is all you want to see of Washington, D.C., when you finish these chapters you’ll know more about African Americans and the District of Columbia than most nonhistorians.




  But the stories don’t end there. There’s a history here. There has to be.




  From here I want readers to follow me into the District of Columbia. I could have filled this book with notations of which famous African American lived here or which famous black bookstore was there, but I looked for places that have stories, places that have national significance, and places that people can actually visit and not just drive by. These are places I hope people might visit; I hope that they might pull this book out of their back pocket, read the section written about whatever they’re looking at, and say, “You know what? I’m glad I now know that.”




  And let me tell you another secret about Washington, D.C. It wouldn’t exist without Maryland and Virginia. The District was carved out of Maryland and Virginia, and it’s rare for a person to come to Washington, D.C., without visiting either our southern or our northern neighbor. Given how closely things are squeezed together in the District, my family often drives over to either Maryland or Virginia for a bite to eat, a quick vacation (Assateague Island in Maryland or Virginia Beach in Virginia are our favorites), or to go the local shopping malls.




  Since Maryland and Virginia have such a close relationship to the District, I felt that I should include some of the important African-American sites in those states. There are other books you can find that explain African-American history in Maryland and Virginia in more detail, but I’ve included some of the top places I think you shouldn’t pass by when you come to the District. I’ve tried not to include anything that would take more than a couple of hours to get to, and I’ve organized the book so you won’t miss anything if you’re heading down to the beach or to an amusement park.




  One more thing: I’ve had many people ask whether I’m writing a history book or a travel book. My hope is that you’ll consider this a history book that travels well. I was purposefully trying not to write a scholarly history book that would end up sitting on someone’s dusty shelves, never to be opened.




  I mentioned earlier that I come from a family of teachers. My mother and father are retired teachers, my grandparents were teachers, my uncles and aunts are teachers, my cousins are teachers, and even my youngest brother is a teacher. Given the fact that I’ve lived around teachers for so long, I can say for a fact that even teachers don’t carry their history books out the front door with them when they go someplace. I want people to carry this book with them when they go out into Washington, D.C., because I can almost guarantee you that the information in this book will not be shared with you by any of the official tour guides you might meet in the District. I’m not saying that you should not to listen to them; I’m saying what the Colonial Williamsburg tour guide said to me: “The history you’ve learned here from everyone else is not incorrect; it’s just incomplete if you don’t include us.”




  One thing I do have to be up front with you about before I let you wander through the African-American history of our nation’s capital is the fact that this book is not complete. In fact, it’s far from being complete. There will be future editions that will feature all new African-American attractions in Washington, D.C. How can I be sure of this? Well, the final chapter of this book is called “On the Verge of a True Black Renaissance,” and it includes soon-to-be-opened museums and memorials like the Martin Luther King Jr. National Monument on the National Mall, the Smithsonian Institution National Museum of African American History and Culture, and the National Slavery Museum in Fredericksburg, Virginia.




  On top of that, Congress has announced plans to include statues inside the U.S. Capitol of Rosa Parks, the mother of the Civil Rights movement, and Sojourner Truth, one of the leading African-American female speakers of her time. There’s a great story about Sojourner Truth in the White House chapter. I can’t wait to move that story into the Capitol chapter once her statue is erected.




  When all of these monuments and museums are open to the public, no trip to Washington, D.C., will be complete without including them.




  Every day, every week, every month, every year, we Americans find out completely new things about the history of African Americans in this country and in this city. Hopefully there will always be people willing to share with the general public the things they find out. I know I’m going to keep digging.




  Now turn the page and begin exploring Washington, D.C. There’s history here.




  

    Enjoy!


    Jesse J. Holland


  




  

    


    


  




  P.S. My mother told me when I was young that you have to be responsible for your own actions and the consequences that follow. Therefore, the credit for any success this book achieves goes to all of those who helped me along the way. Any mistakes that were made are solely my responsibility.




  Now that I’ve said that, if there’s anything you want to say about Black Men Built the Capitol (whether you liked it, didn’t like it, want to see more, or have something you think should be added to future editions) feel free to e-mail me at jesse@jessejholland.com.
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CHAPTER ONETheUNITED STATESCAPITOL





  What Everyone Already Knows




  The U.S. Capitol is one of the most recognizable buildings in existence, the home of one of the most powerful branches of the U.S. government, and one of the world’s best-known symbols of liberty. Millions of people see videos, photos, or illustrations of the Capitol’s majestic and grandiose white dome every day, while millions of others come to Washington, D.C., to see the building in person or to observe the legislative branch of the American government in action.




  In addition to being the home of Congress, the Capitol is the location for historically important ceremonies such as presidential inaugurations, speeches by foreign leaders, and state funerals. The Capitol is also a world-class American history and art museum for those interested in learning more about this nation’s past.




  The Capitol was always intended to be the centerpiece of the new “Federal City,” as can be seen in the plans of French designer Pierre L’Enfant. L’Enfant decided to locate the “Congress House” on top of what was then known as Jenkins Hill, and he designed Washington, D.C., around it, having broad avenues named after the original thirteen states radiating from the building. While it is no longer the geographical center of the city, as it was when the “Federal City” was first envisioned, the Capitol is still considered the symbolic heart of Washington, D.C., and the nation as a whole.




  President George Washington had a hand in selecting the building’s design, choosing Dr. William Thorton’s plans for the new home for the Senate, the House of Representatives, and the Supreme Court during a design competition. Washington laid the cornerstone for the building in 1793, and construction began. Congress would not wait for the building’s completion to occupy it, however. Congress met in the incomplete building on November 17, 1800.
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  Photograph of African-American soldiers drilling in front of the East Front of the U.S. Capitol LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, LCUSA729 9929




  The road to completion was long, with the work on the new Capitol being halted when invading British soldiers burned the still-unfinished Capitol during the War of 1812. A second work stoppage occurred during the Civil War, when the building was used as a military barracks and hospital for Union forces. Only after the Civil War would the construction of the Capitol be considered finished with the completion of the world-famous dome and the topping of the building with the now-famous Statue of Freedom.




  Black Men Built the Capitol




  While millions of people tour the Capitol every year, few know or are told about the contributions that blacks made to the heart and soul of the U.S. government—no minor oversight. The Capitol would not exist as we know it today without slave craftsmanship and labor.
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  Records show that slaves who lived in the Washington, D.C., area made up a good portion of the labor pool that worked on the Capitol. More than four hundred slaves, or more than half of the documented workforce that constructed the Capitol, cleared trees from Jenkins Hill and dug up stumps for the wide avenues that radiate out into the city, according to research first publicized by NBC reporter Edward Hotaling in 2000. We now know that slaves baked the bricks used for the building’s foundation and walls, sawed lumber for the interior walls and floors, dug the trenches for the foundation, worked the Virginia quarries where the sandstone was cut, and laid the stones that hold up the Capitol to this day. “In rebuilding the Capitol, the White House, and other public structures destroyed by the British in 1814, gangs of hired slaves did the bulk of the work,” wrote Constance McLaughlin Green in her 1967 book The Secret City: A History of Race Relations in the Nation’s Capital.
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  Slaves wearing handcuffs and shackles passing the U.S. Capitol, ca. 1815 LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, LC-USZ62-2574




  Many of the slaves were likely hired from Virginia, Maryland, and District of Columbia farms and households. The largest slaveholding state in America was Virginia, with a little more than 400,000 slaves living there before the Civil War. People in the District of Columbia and Maryland also had their share of slaves, with as many as 3,185 slaves residing in the federal capital and another 100,000 living in Maryland.




  The construction of the Capitol and other federal buildings in Washington was a windfall for slave owners, with “public records attesting to the fact that the $5-per-month payment for that African-American slave labor was made directly to slave owners and not to the laborer,” according to congressional legislation introduced in 2000 to study the use of slave labor in the Capitol’s construction. Slave owner Edmund Plowden, who lived in what is now St. Mary’s County, Maryland, owned sixty-four slaves and rented out three men—Gerard, Tony, and Jack—to work at the Capitol. Although Plowden did not lift a single stone or cut down a single tree, he made $15 a month off of the Capitol construction. He was only required to provide his slaves with a blanket.




  

    Route to Freedom?




    Building the Capitol for little or no pay was certainly not a good time. Slaves likely made attempts to flee to the North while working on the Capitol. There was at least one escape attempt by a slave named Jacob, who made his break for freedom on a broken leg by leaving the group that was digging the foundation of the Capitol at the beginning of September 1793. It is not known whether he made it.


  




  The use of slave labor benefited the government as well as slave owners. If white workers demanded higher salaries, the government could threaten to replace them with cheap slave labor.




  Little is known about the slaves themselves other than some of their names and the fact that they lived in ramshackle huts around the Capitol along with white paid laborers. Although they received no money for their regular work, the slaves did get rations and medical care while working on the Capitol, with some likely getting more than they would have gotten if they had been working on the local farms.




  Slaves were sometimes paid if they worked more than their masters required (for example, if they worked on Sunday in addition to the normal Monday through Saturday workweek). One slave named Peter received one pound for making a coffin for “public negroes.”




  Of the existing Capitol facade, only the west elevation of the old north wing (the only part not covered by later additions) can be directly attributed to slave labor. The Virginia sandstone quarried by slaves can still be seen.




  Philip Reid and the Statue of Freedom




  Blacks were not just brute labor at the Capitol. They also brought highly specialized expertise in carpentry, bricklaying, ironworking, and other skilled trades, as the Statue of Freedom on top of the Capitol dome shows.




  When the Capitol was first constructed, the building had a small wood-and-copper dome with none of the grandeur of the current dome. It was considered a national embarrassment. The responsibility for coming up with a new dome was given to architect and designers Thomas U. Walter and Montgomery Meigs, who designed and constructed the current white cast-iron dome that we see today.




  Two months after Congress authorized the construction of the new Capitol dome in 1855, sculptor Thomas Crawford was given a commission to create a statue that would sit on top of the new structure. Crawford was a white man who had a couple of run-ins with slave owner and future president of the Confederacy Jefferson Davis because of Crawford’s desire to make the statue one of a freed slave. Crawford completed a nineteen-foot, six-inch plaster model of Freedom in 1856 while living in Rome. (According to the Architect of the Capitol, Crawford wanted to top the statue with a liberty cap, the symbol of freed slaves in ancient Greece. Davis, in his capacity as U.S. war secretary, objected to this idea, saying in a January 15, 1856, letter that “its history renders it inappropriate to a people who were born free and would not be enslaved.” Crawford relented, replacing the liberty cap with a crested Roman helmet. He would die the next year in London without ever seeing his work atop the Capitol.)




  If not for the ingenuity of Philip Reid, a slave of mixed blood, the story of the Freedom statue would end with the plaster model arriving in America and sitting on the grounds of the Capitol. Reid, a thirty-nine-year-old slave from Charleston, South Carolina, was owned by ironworker Clark Mills, who described Reid as a “highly-esteemed” workman who was “smart in mind” and “a good workman in a foundry.” Reid came up with Mills to Washington, D.C., from South Carolina, where the slave had worked in a foundry for his entire life. Mills noted in an 1863 document that he bought Reid “because of his evident talent for the foundry business.” Reid proved his intelligence and skill in two different incidents involving the Statue of Freedom.




  Solving the Mystery of the Plaster Model. Once the plaster model of the Statue of Freedom made it to the Capitol grounds, an Italian workman assembled it near the building so everyone could see what Freedom would look like when it was finished and on top of the dome.




  Author S. D. Wyeth described what happened next in his 1869 book The Federal City: Ins and Abouts of Washington:




  

    The Italian was ordered to take the model apart. This he positively refused to do, unless he was given a large increase of wages, and secured employment for a number of years. He said, he alone “knew how to separate it,” and would do so only upon such conditions.


  




  This Italian worker thought he was the only person in the country skilled enough to take apart the plaster model without injuring it, but Philip Reid proved him wrong.




  Wyeth continued:




  

    His plan of working was this: A pulley and tackle were brought into use, and its hook inserted into an iron eye affixed to the head of the figure. The rope was then gently strained repeatedly until the uppermost joining of the top section of the model began to make a faint appearance. This gave some indication as to the whereabouts of its bolts inside, and led to their discovery; and thus, finally, one after another of the sections was discovered, their bolts unloosed, and the model, uninjured, made ready for the foundry.


  




  Who knows what the government might have decided to do with Freedom if Reid had not figured out how to get the pieces apart without giving in to the Italian craftsman’s demands. Would they have cancelled the entire project? Would they have left the plaster model on the Capitol grounds and placed another statue on the dome? Or might another craftsman have damaged the plaster model in a futile attempt to separate the sections, making it impossible for Freedom to ever be cast in bronze? Thankfully, because of Philip Reid, we never had to find out.




  A Black Master Builder at the Foundry. The story of Philip Reid and the Statue of Freedom doesn’t end there. There is a second account of Freedom and a slave, also believed to be Reid, who put even more of an African-American stamp on the statue.




  Clark Mills was paid $400 a month by the federal government to cast Freedom in bronze at his foundry. But another dispute over money interrupted the work. On December 10, 1863, the New York Tribune described the situation:




  

    A Tribute to Philip Reid




    The only information available on what happened to Reid after slaves in the District of Columbia were freed indicates that he stayed in the Washington, D.C., area and opened a shop. S. D. Wyeth wrote, “Mr. Reid, the former slave, is now in business for himself, and highly esteemed by all who know him.” There are no monuments or plaques or paintings of Reid, so we don’t know what he looked like. But the federal government did keep the plaster model of Freedom that it took Reid’s genius to get apart. It is located today in the basement of the Russell Senate Office Building, a silent monument to Reid’s skill.




    Congressional officials plan to move the plaster model of the Statue of Freedom to a more visible spot in the Congressional Visitor Center when it opens in 2008. Congressional officials also are considering putting up some kind of memorial to the slave workers who helped construct the Capitol, perhaps also in the visitor center.
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