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Preface
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This collection of historical essays is above all meant to be entertaining. If it is also enlightening, well, that cannot be helped.

It is not meant to mirror more traditional, intimidating histories, in all their heavily parsed, foot-noted glory, although the stories presented herein are accurate within what a jury might call a reasonable amount of doubt.

Nor, however, is it meant as snippets of empty-calorie trivia that are so familiar as social media grist. It is hoped that these histories will land somewhere in the middle, engaging the reader with lively but meaningful looks into our past. It is further hoped that readers will be inspired to go on and read more-scholarly works, and in these pages by way of attribution are embedded a number of hints for further reading.

The inspiration for the Strange and Obscure series comes from an attempt to win over those who believe history is dull. Certainly, more than a few college students have signed up for a history course that sounds promising, only to be buried alive by an avalanche of dates and troop movements and arcane policy discussions. Of course, these dates and policies are important and provide the backbone of historical knowledge.

But to the more casual student, they can be off-putting and can muffle some of the more human drama that, while perhaps not earth moving, is what makes our history so rich—and entertaining.

The Strange and Obscure stories that follow are sometimes obscure in their own right, but just as often they appear as part of a larger, more familiar event. For example, we know about the Burning of Washington in the War of 1812, but maybe not that President James Madison and his inept army were so unpopular that particular night, that if the British hadn’t run them out of town, the residents of Washington themselves might have done it for them.

Also, an attempt has been made to place these stories in context with other related events playing out throughout the nation and the world at large at the same time. The tragedy of the USS Princeton, to pick one, can only make sense against the backdrop of foreign relations with Britain and Mexico.

The research for these essays is gleaned from published sources, books and historical blogs (many Washington institutions such as the Smithsonian and WETA have fascinating blog sites) as well as collections from the National Archives and period newspapers that are accessible as never before through the miracle of digitalization, including the Library of Congress’s Chronicling America website.

For a researcher, these sites are almost embarrassingly easy to access, and readers, if they so choose, can do a simple keyword search and scan the letters of George Washington as he becomes ever more irritated with the development of the Federal City, or read the thoughts of Robert Morris as the once-great financier waxed despondent in a Philadelphia debtors’ prison.

Since the majority of these stories are from the nineteenth century, a word should be said about nineteenth-century journalism which, counterintuitively perhaps, is not always the best place to go in search of the truth. Papers would typically print rumors as they arrived in the newsroom, more or less correcting them in time as the story evolved. So while the gist of the story would generally be correct, the details cannot always be looked upon as solid evidence. It is, at any rate, what people were being told at the time and what they believed, which in some cases would have been just as meaningful as the actual facts on the ground.

Finally, the primary challenge in any collection of offbeat stories in any city is narrowing down the field of candidates. Washington in particular, home of Congress, has enough weird stuff going on to fill a number of volumes. The stories chosen for this book were picked as offshoots of major historical events that formed a rough time line from the city’s planning stages in the late 1700s through the early part of the twentieth century. There might also be a faint bias here to have chosen as to the relevancy, or similarity, of modern affairs. Anyone who reads this, it is hoped, will no longer harbor any doubt about the saw that history repeats itself.


CHAPTER 1

Our Founding Speculators Nearly Ruin Washington’s Dream
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When glancing at a satellite shot of our nation’s capital, the eye comes to rest somewhat naturally on a couple of points of land at the confluence of the Anacostia River and George Washington’s beloved Potomac. To the left is Hains Point, an artificial finger of land created from late-nineteenth-century dredging operations and named after the Army engineer Peter Conover Hains, who helped lay the groundwork for the Panama Canal, and also, perhaps more impressively, was the one who finally figured out how to get Washington to stop smelling like a heap of rotting fish.

To the right of Hains Point is a second protuberance commonly known as Buzzard Point. Responsibility for the unfortunate sobriquet falls to Augustine Herman, a Bohemian explorer who prowled the mid-Atlantic coastline in the seventeenth century. If the hulking birds were still around in George Washington’s time he did not take it as any sign of bad luck, for on the blunt point of land he envisioned a mighty fortress and bustling commercial waterfront that would amount to a military and economic foundation for a glorious city that would be the envy of the world. It was a grand and plausible plan, but a century later, Buzzard Point was little more than a collection of shacks on spongy ground occupied by poor farmers. Even today, as parks and development have flourished around it, Buzzard Point has remained a somewhat dismal industrial afterthought—to be revived, it’s hoped, by a new stadium for the DC United soccer team.

Washington dared to dream big, so it is not a criticism to note that not all his ideas panned out. His idea for a canal extending from the tidewater to the Western territories was too grand in the short run and too tame in the long. He could hardly have seen coming the railroads that put the C&O Canal out of business, so the worst that can be said of the Founder is that he was acting on incomplete information. But there is evidence that Washington’s vision for a Federal City that was also a major port and center of commerce was done in not so much by poor planning, but by a handful of men who saw the capital not as a statement of national glory, but as an avenue for personal riches.

In the late 1700s, Washington wasn’t the only one with grand designs for Buzzard Point. Lurking in the weeds was a handsome high roller by the name of James Greenleaf. As soon as land in the Federal City (the early name for Washington) was announced for sale, he stepped up and bought the entire locale, which locals took to calling Greenleaf Point, supplanting, temporarily at least, the turkey buzzards that had supplied inspiration for Herman. The blond, hard-partying Greenleaf had a winning disposition, a solid pedigree, an eye for a deal, and, at least at first, credibility. The Greenleaf family (French Huguenots who translated their name to English from the French name Feuillevert) of Massachusetts played an integral role in the American Revolution; James’s father announced American independence in 1776 from the balcony of the iconic Old State House in Boston. Among the crowd listening attentively was eight-year-old John Quincy Adams.

Where other members of his family gravitated toward government or more predictable and conservative pursuits, James Greenleaf set his batlike radar on accumulating a vast fortune, which on paper he did. At one point, he owned nearly half of the newly formed Federal City, buying up in excess of eight thousand lots that he hoped to, and sometimes did, flip for three or four times what he paid. He was a great financier or a great bluffer, one of the two, claiming ties to European investors with seemingly limitless capital and an itch for exposure to the American real estate market. Along with his Washington lots, he and his partners also invested in massive tracts of land sight unseen on the American frontier, which at that time fell largely along the eastern foothills of the great Appalachian Mountain chain. Some believe him to have been a classic swindler, and maybe he was, but just as often as he swindled, his syndicate was the swindlee, falling for the sales pitches of frontier hucksters peddling endless stretches of desolate wilderness.

Love him or hate him—and both his contemporaries and historians were and are torn—Greanleaf represented a swath of American life that is with us to this day. Two centuries before Donald Trump, and The Wolf of Wall Street, James Greenleaf made the mold. In this he was not alone, of course. Many of the Founders who are quite properly idolized today had the Rights of Man at the top of their to-do list, just after the chore of amassing enormous personal wealth. Many of these men bet and failed with equal splendor. Robert Morris, Greenleaf’s most famous partner, is known for his role as one of the premier financiers of the American Revolution. But other than that, Morris was up to his elbows in most any enterprise imaginable, including the slave trade. (In one of those delicious ironies of colonial America, Morris the government agent agitated for taxation of the slave trade; Morris the private individual dodged Pennsylvania slave tariffs by docking his slave ship in Delaware.)

These early land speculators maintained fascinating relationships with each other, often building alliances with those whom they were simultaneously stabbing in the back. In the end, it all came crashing down, leaving the speculators either humbled, ruined, dead, or all three. And they almost took the Federal City down with them—although in this, they had considerable help from the political sector.

Today, we rightly view the creation of Washington, DC, as a success story; but in 1800, it wouldn’t have seemed that way at all. The first inhabitant of the executive mansion, John Adams, dropped his satchels in horror when he got a glimpse of the locale he was supposed to call home. It was half-finished, reeking of wet horsehair plaster and plopped in the middle of a shantytown of construction workers, Adams wondered how he was going to break the news to Abigail, who was used to the finer things in life. “Not a single thing about Washington exuded the atmosphere of a city,” wrote Andrea Wulf in the book Founding Gardeners. “Quails perched in the bushes, bullfrogs serenaded lonely riders . . . Pennsylvania Avenue was hidden by a thorny veil of briars and described by one contemporary as impenetrable.”

It was a mess that, in hindsight, was totally predictable—because the city was the product of one of those political compromises that manages to incorporate the very worst aspects of all sides—and opened the door for speculators who did not have the city’s best interests at heart. To anyone familiar with today’s political stalemates, the petty, pigheaded, and unproductive arguments that flared over the city’s foundation would have been instantly recognizable. And this scrap involved some of our most cherished national heroes, so for those who despair at current political conditions, at least it can be said that we come by it honestly.

The Federalists, including Washington and Alexander Hamilton, wanted a capital city of power and swagger. This horrified Republicans like James Madison and Thomas Jefferson who thought that our capital should be tucked away in some backwater in order to downplay the importance of government. Jefferson sketched out his idea for a federal city, a humble grid that was only slightly more complex than a game of tic-tac-toe. So while the Federalists wanted New York City, the Virginians had something in mind that would have been more along the lines of Mayberry R.F.D.

Then there was the whole North versus South conflict, whereby Southerners absolutely refused to consider a capital located in any of the burgeoning Northeastern cities. Hamilton was already scheming to centralize the nation’s money, and building a federal treasury in his New York stomping grounds would have been just a little too convenient. But, lacking any meaningful population or industry at the time, putting a capital in the South struck Northerners as about as sensible as building a livery on the moon. In the end, a 1790 compromise allowed Hamilton to consolidate the states’ Revolutionary War debts under a federal umbrella, while, in a nod to Jefferson, the capital was established below the Mason-Dixon Line on the Potomac River, somewhere between Georgetown and Williamsport, Maryland. The exact location would be President Washington’s call.

The upshot was predictable. By announcing that it would build a city from scratch, the government effectively put out a clarion call for anyone who happened to be interested in participating in get-rich-quick schemes, the sketchier the better. Some stretch of godforsaken wasteland was, in theory at least, about to get incredibly valuable, and men began buying up land up and down the Potomac and then lobbying Washington to pick their newly acquired ground for the capital city.

Meanwhile, the ripples that fanned out from the Jefferson-Hamilton compromise (said to have occurred over an impromptu dinner between the two, at which the chief facilitator was a sizable cask of wine) were beginning to fray old alliances and shatter those that had never been too strong to begin with. Democrats today claim Jefferson as one of their own, while Republicans claim Lincoln; but only the devil and Broadway claim Hamilton. Even back then he was a convenient target. Jefferson came to believe he had been hoodwinked by his hated rival—which he probably was. Jefferson’s victory, the location of a city, was largely cosmetic, while Hamilton institutionalized central finance, the bane of small-government advocates to this day.

History has treated Washington far more kindly, excusing the same centrist outlook for which Hamilton has been tarred and feathered. For all his father-of-the-country laurels, George Washington at root was a man not of government, but of agriculture and commerce. His heart, mind, and home—and wallet—were on the Potomac.

Washington saw the new capital’s site as an opportunity for both great public and private works. He would have been disappointed to learn that his namesake city would become known as a hotbed of lawyers and lobbyists and not as a serious, major port such as Baltimore, New York, or New Orleans. But at the time, it seemed that politics was playing into the president’s hands. Congress’s Residence Act of 1790 allowed Washington to choose the specific site from this general region, and to carve out up to one hundred square miles for the city. Washington aggressively took every inch: this brand-new city would be the size of all of occupied London, and bigger that all the great northeastern American cities combined—with only a handful of lawmakers, saloon keepers, and moo-cows to fill it. The Capitol and executive mansion were sited a mile apart, which, considering the remote locale, was a bit like building a house in which the bathroom was a block away from the kitchen. For decades, Washington was less of a cohesive city that a patchwork of loosely confederated neighborhoods. (Contrary to popular lore, Washington was not built on a swamp, although developers—who would have stared blankly at the modern ideas of storm water management and sediment control—conspired to turn it into one.)

As part of the Residence Act, a three-man commission was to oversee the development of the city, a job made more difficult by the federal government’s lack of taxing power. To get around this, the commissioners cooked up what sounded like a plausible plan: The land for the city would be subdivided into thousands of building lots, and the proceeds from the sale of these lots would pay for the government buildings, infrastructure, public fountains, and ornamentation that would make up the backbone of the District. The one thing they neglected to work out was where the thousands of people to buy the lots were supposed to come from—even New York City at that point in time had scarcely more than thirty-three thousand residents, and it, at least, was a viable port. Nevertheless, in 1791, to much anticipation and fanfare, the commission put a large swath of lots to auction—and had all of thirty-one takers. At an average price of $265 (about $6,600 today), the resulting revenue was obviously a few columns shy of a shining city on a hill.

No one was quite sure what to do. Without residents and without revenues, there could be no Federal City, so pressure mounted on the commission to find someone to take these parcels off their hands.

Speculators, and James Greenleaf in particular, began to smell the sweet scent of desperation, in which he could buy the lots on the cheap and at such quantity that he would one day be able to flip them at considerable profit after he had cornered the market and driven up demand.

Greenleaf began his play by courting the alpha male of the Residence Act commission, Thomas Johnson, the first governor of Maryland who served a brief stint on the Supreme Court. Greenleaf bragged about his connections to Dutch financiers and on the side helped Johnson invest in some Western Maryland properties, with the idea of buttering up the notoriously persnickety pol. He scarcely had to bother; with few other takers in evidence, the commission was eager, perhaps too eager to do a deal. Those who didn’t know Greenleaf were thrilled with his interest in the Federal City, and his ostensible connections to virtually unlimited capital. Those who did know Greenleaf sat back and waited for the other boot to drop.

The speculator did indeed have a connection to Dutch financiers. The first popular anecdote about Greenleaf concerned his 1788 marriage to a Dutch woman with a never-ending name: The Baronesse Antonia Cornelia Elbertine Scholten van Aschat et Oud-Haarlem. Greanleaf, on a business trip to sell American financial instruments to the Dutch, spotted her virtually the second he stepped off the ship in Amsterdam, and it should surprise no one that she also happened to, by pure luck, be the product of an eminent family of Dutch bankers. The marriage was Greenleaf’s first order of business during a four-year stint in the Netherlands selling American bonds and bank stock. His business transactions were extremely productive, but his marriage less so. Greenleaf’s story, according to his biographer, Allen C. Clark, was that the couple experienced love at first sight, leading to a lustful tryst without any of the traditional courtship, candy, flowers and such. This version of the facts would imply that Greenleaf was later blindsided by the happy coincidence that, aside from being the light of his life, she also happened to have some serious ties to the Dutch financial world.

Anyway, wouldn’t you know that after his banking contacts had been established, Greenfield realized that Baroness Antonia Cornelia Elbertine etc. was not his soul mate after all, and he booked passage home to make use of his new cash accounts and prospective lines of credit. It was on a trip home to America, however, that he received word that the baroness was pregnant; putting his own feelings second, he raced back to Amsterdam to be at her side. On his arrival, he learned that no child was in the offing—he was told that his wife had miscarried, but a servant let it slip that the whole story was a hoax cooked up by the lonely wife in order to lure her husband back home. This discovery was followed by tearful confessions, suicide attempts, separations, and all manner of drama amidst the tulips, culminating with Greenleaf’s return to the states. Back home, and suitably soured on the whole idea of matrimony, he took up residence in Rhode Island—at that time something of a Reno, Nevada, of the East—long enough to obtain a quickie divorce.

This unpleasantness behind him, or so he thought, Greenleaf was in the Federal City in September 1793 to watch George Washington and his fellow masons lay the cornerstone of the US Capitol. With both Residence Act commissioner Thomas Johnson and a supposed million dollars of Old World cash in his pocket, Greenfield was ready to deal. Though the commission had set a prospective price per lot of between $250 and $300, Greenleaf’s willingness to buy in bulk allowed him to insist in the bargain-basement price of $66 each for three thousand parcels—even so, time would show that Greenleaf was overpaying. And it still didn’t solve the problem of identifying thousands of potential home and shop owners who would be willing to buy into what was essentially an urban experiment on the banks of a deserted river plain. There would be a handful of bureaucrats, laborers, and government support-service workers fluttering about the capital, but at that time they hardly would fill a city of one hundred square miles.

This was not Greenleaf’s concern, since his customers were not going to be the clerks and coal jockeys who would populate the town, but Dutch investors looking to make a buck. He bought another three thousand lots at eighty dollars each, and even with his added commitment to build a handful of brick houses each year and a promise to loan the commissioners enough cash each month to keep their public-improvement plans somewhat alive, a few interested parties began to smell a rat.

George Washington was initially pleased with the deal—Greenleaf had gotten a bargain, the president wrote to his secretary Tobias Lear in 1793, but given the trouble the commissioners had experienced in interesting anyone else, the deal was needed to “give facility to the operations” of the nascent city.

But within two years Washington had become disillusioned, bordering on bitter. Somehow, Greenleaf had been able to scrounge up some Englishmen who were interested in participating in the experiment, and also willing to pay the full retail price for the lots, not to the Residence commission, but to Greenleaf. An irritated Washington wrote to Residence Act commissioner Daniel Carroll in 1795:

 

You will recollect no doubt that I yielded my assent to Mr. Greenleaf’s first proposition to purchase a number of lots in the Federal City . . . because at that time seemed to be in a stagnant state, and something was necessary to put the wheels in motion again. To the second Sale which was made to him, my repugnance was greater, in as much as the necessity for making it was not so apparent to my view—and because another thing had become quite evident—Viz: that he was speculating deeply—was aiming to monopolize deeply, and was thereby laying the foundation of immense profit to himself and those with whom he was concerned.

 

Carroll was a friend, business associate, and fellow Founding Father, but none of that spared him from Washington’s barbed pen. Although Greenleaf was able to flip the lots at several times what he paid, the commission could only move them at a deep discount. “Lately a gentleman from England has paid, or is to pay, £50,000 for 500 lots,” he wrote. “Will it not be asked why are speculators to pocket so much money? Are not the Commissioners as competent to make bargains?”

But Greenleaf, it turned out, was doing more with the Federal City lots than simply flipping them at a profit. He was using their value, or perceived value, to fund even more complex financial schemes. It is only slight exaggeration to say that the modern-day tranches, credit default swaps, and collateralized debt obligations that led to the global financial meltdown of 2008 were a study in simplicity compared to the tangled bird’s nest of complexities that the Founding Speculators employed. They would borrow heavily on lands they owned (on paper at least) to buy more land, mortgage the new land, use the proceeds as a down payment on even more land, lose the original land to foreclosure and touch off a hopelessly snarled court battle among their creditors—only to emerge and circuitously reclaim former property of theirs at auction for pennies on the dollar.

	Using this technique, Greenleaf continued to sop up land like a sponge—more than two thousand acres on the Anacostia River at Buzzard Point, three hundred acres in Alexandria and 1,240 lots in the “Town of George.” By 1794, the chances that any given structure in the “city” (loosely defined) was owned by Greenleaf were one in three. Meanwhile, he continued to be active in Upstate New York, where land transactions were, if anything, muddier than the ones in the District. Greenleaf’s fingerprints even extend to the deadly feud between Aaron Burr and Alexander Hamilton, to wit: Burr had essentially been duped into purchasing 210,000 New York acres that he could not afford, and as was his custom, Greenleaf magically appeared to, for a price, help Burr out of his troubles. Greenleaf couldn’t afford the purchase price either, but no matter, he took possession of the deed on credit and immediately mortgaged the land to pay for a cargo of tea. Default was the obvious outcome, and Burr was left holding the bag. The man who had sold the property hired attorney and former Treasury Secretary Hamilton to sue Burr and the relationship between the two spiraled downward from there.

The situation also illustrates why it was, and is, so hard to track Greenleaf’s financial dealings with any degree of confidence. Greenleaf’s biographer, Allen C. Clark, for all intents and purposes, simply dropped back and punted: “To dissipate disappointment on the outset I confess inability to make a clear and concise exposition of the entanglement of Greenleaf. I believe for an exact exhibition the data does not exist.” Of his affairs with his business partners Robert Morris and John Nicholson (a tightly wound analytics guy who had been run out of his former office as Pennsylvania comptroller on suspected financial malfeasance), he concluded “they can be likened unto a fabric so compactly and complexly woven as to be beyond finite skill to separate and sort the threads.”

But no matter how tightly these threads might have been woven, at some point it all would start to unravel. The best the partners could hope for was to delay the inevitable; and perhaps before it all went to pot, one of their speculations would hit a home run and pay off the debt that was accumulating to a staggering degree. The key was to stall for time, and they found an original way to do it.

Today, most casual securities traders are familiar with REITs, real estate investment trusts, which are agencies that assemble similar properties into one company and sell shares of the trust in the open market. But the biggest REIT in American history had nothing to do with hotels or assisted-living apartments. It was instead called the North American Land Company, a trust created by Greenleaf, Morris, and Nicholson that held an astonishing six million acres from New York to Georgia.

Morris in particular had never met a square foot of real estate that he didn’t like. The financier of the American Revolution firmly believed that he could buy vast tracts for pennies an acre and sell them at a dizzying profit to the waves of incoming Europeans who had never owned real estate and would be rabid for the opportunity. It was a solid idea in theory, and had Morris lived to be two hundred years old, he might have realized his dream. But even for the balance of the nineteenth century there would have been little market for the aptly named pine barrens in Georgia or the mountainous regions of New York that mapmakers at the time were labeling as “Howling Wilderness.”
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