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To my father who died, and my son who grew





Preface

In the beginning was the swamp. At least that is what I had imbibed since my youth. Yet I had never run across any tales of any particular frogs, snakes, or close encounters with quicksand. Having for years lived a very humble existence off of peddling amusing vignettes on Washington history, I waded into the affair. When I discovered that there was no swamp, and published the fact to the world, the “members of the District of Columbia Historical Records Advisory Board” took me to task. They should know, but I had my doubts. As I dug deeper into the history of early Washington, not only did I continue to find it essentially dry, I found it rife with good stories that had never been told. The swamp was the least of it.

I confess I still began to write the story as a piece of vindication, but in Washington today one can still walk in the eighteenth century. Nowhere in the streets to be sure, not even in Georgetown. There are stretches of Rock Creek Park—tangles of Rock Creek Park, would be a better way of putting it—where one can say ’twas ever thus. After frequent walks there I realized that history is not for our delectation. It was. When I began writing I resolved to put Pierre L’Enfant in his place. When I said goodbye to L’Enfant I couldn’t help but cry. Not that I succumbed to breathing heavily in my narrative. My rule was to let the men and women there do the emoting—and they were not shy about it either. I let them draw the inferences. Yet, ironically, by clothing them in all their rhetoric which others have been content to snip-snap, I found at the end of it all that I felt a little naked. It is fashionable to emblazon what it all means on one’s chest so it might seem more cowardice than modesty to duck the scholarly question: Washington 1790-1800 = ... , and do no more than invite the reader to a 700-page walk in the tangles. But why not? You heed the exercise.
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1. A Fiery Trial

George Washington should have eagerly anticipated the turn of the century. In 1800 Congress was due to fulfill the commitment it had made in 1790 to move from Philadelphia to the permanent capital on the Potomac. Blessing the capital city that bore his name as it opened for business would have been the apogee of a glorious career. But it was not to be. Rather than inspire the sixty-seven-year-old demigod to cling to life, the dismal state of the embryonic capital so dampened Washington’s spirits that a case can be made that the city killed him.

A man with such an iron constitution and even stronger will should have at least tried to fight the swollen throat that robbed him of breath that December night in 1799. Many accused Washington’s doctors of excessively bleeding him, but at the patient’s command an assistant overseer drained an amount of blood that startled onlookers. Washington recognized and accepted his impending death well before the doctors tried to save him. Biographers cite all that as the crowning example of Washington’s nice sense of duty. In Roman times it might have been called suicide.1

The upbeat view of Washington’s death is bolstered by the penchant his biographers have for not taking the city of Washington seriously. Yet worries about the city crowded out the pleasures of retirement. A week before he died, Washington vented his spleen at the whole nine years of missed opportunities. One commissioner of the city who Washington had appointed, sounded an alarm at the opinion of the attorney general that the commissioners had no legal authority to accept the loan they desperately needed to get the public buildings ready in time. Washington insisted the power was there but was not surprised at yet another roadblock to developing the city.

“By the obstructions continually thrown in its way, by friends or enemies, this city has had to pass through a fiery trial. Yet, I trust will, ultimately, escape the ordeal with éclat. Instead of a fiery trial it would have been more appropriate to have said, it has passed, or is on its passage through, the ordeal of local interest, destructive jealousies, and inveterate prejudices; as difficult, and as dangerous I conceive, as any of the other ordeals.”

In an earlier letter he had intimated, in an uncanny premonition, that day of éclat would likely come in one hundred years.2 He had only himself to blame. As president he had chosen the site of the city in March 1791. Six months later, the commissioners he appointed named the city Washington. In 1792 he approved plans for the city and the president’s house, and in 1793 for the Capitol. He also picked the men to build the city. In 1797, at his retirement, it was widely held that Congress would move to the Potomac in 1800 only if George Washington were still alive. In his retirement, Washington continued to promote the city, and in 1798, to relieve fears that there would not be enough houses to accommodate congressmen, he decided to build two large town houses on the northwest slope of Capitol Hill. Today a hard-to-find stone in the park between Union Station and the Capitol marks the spot.

The nightmare began. The builder would not attend to the work and, once he did, promptly inflated costs to well over what Washington expected to pay. Such extravagance forced Washington to try to get a bank loan. He had a visceral dislike of banks. When he was elected president in 1789 he was a little short of the funds he knew he would need to establish himself in New York City in the style befitting his new office. The Bank of Alexandria refused him a loan. In 1799 the bank promised a loan, which did not prevent him from protesting “the ruinous interest.” That was only the half of it: when Washington went to get the money he was appalled to learn that he had come begging on the wrong day.

“Not being well enough acquainted with the rules of the bank,” he informed his agent in a letter he wrote in late November 1799, “I suffered what are called discount days, to pass over before I applied; for which reason the business there must remain over until after Tuesday of next week.”3

Death bequeathed those vexations to his heirs. The pain to the city’s founder was all the greater because his expectations had been so high.
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The logic that assured the greatness of the city was so persuasive that even on his deathbed Washington could not have renounced it. The Potomac extended farthest to the west of all the American rivers that flowed into the Atlantic. And the portages between the upper tributaries of the Potomac and the rivers that flowed to the Ohio were so short as to invite the assertion that the true end of the Potomac was Lake Superior. Even without the capital on it, the Potomac would be one of the great rivers of the world. But with the capital, the combined attractions of politics and commerce assured that the city would soon become the metropolis of the new nation.

As Washington lay dying, Tobias Lear, his secretary who hovered over his bed, was the living example of the failure of the commercial capital on the Potomac. Lear was the first presidential assistant to try to trade in on the contacts made while in public service. After serving Washington from 1786 to 1793, he toured Europe soliciting business for T. Lear and Company, which he hoped would become the mercantile house to reckon with in the City of Washington. Lear managed all the outer trappings of a going business, including a wharf and warehouse along the Potomac just east of its confluence with Rock Creek, but by 1799 he was virtually bankrupt, eking out a living as Washington’s secretary once again.

What went wrong?

Eventually it became expedient to blame the slow development on swamps. But what historians have faulted Washington for won the applause of contemporaries. The city was not built on a swamp. The salient feature of the terrain that impressed almost all visitors in the 1790s was the forest-covered hills. That long tongue of land that seems to lap into the Potomac for relief, always in vain on summer days, did not exist in Washington’s day. Engineers brought Hains Point out of the river in the 1880s. And the land west of the Washington Monument where Lincoln sits today was all river in the 1790s. The city of Washington had a long shoreline, lined with bluffs since leveled, overlooked by a succession of plateaus affording picturesque vistas.

Cities on hills are not unusual today, and the hills of Washington pale in comparison. In the 1790s most cities were seaports built largely on flat land. Philadelphia at the time was a slab of land about two miles wide and three miles long between the Delaware and Schuylkill, just north of 7,000 acres of marshland. And New York hadn’t grown to SoHo, which at that time was so low that some called it swamp. So in 1790 Washington was an eyeful. It stretched five miles over hill and dale from the Navy Yard on the Eastern Branch (what is now called the Anacostia), to Rock Creek, 5,000 acres all told, about the size of London.

In 1790 it was undoubtedly a most picturesque site for a city. But despite the expectations of speculators, in 1799, with only about a few thousand people, it was the most vacant city in the world. With plan in hand, one could understand that much of the emptiness was to become public gardens, but in 1799 the two public buildings were still work sites surrounded with brick kilns, clay pits, and a generous sea of mud whenever it rained. The Mall was pastureland with a generous stand of trees.

Newcomers might trust that in the near future the wastes would be civilized, but Washington knew the might-have-beens and could no longer feed on hope. As Washington lay dying, Pierre Charles L’Enfant was being kept by a Swedish admiral in Philadelphia. Washington had not seen him since January 1792. The president had begged the young French architect to expedite the completion of the engraving of his plan of the city so that a waiting world could see the opportunity in the offing. But L’Enfant had another agenda: complete control of the construction of the city. His plan was his trump card, and L’Enfant held it too long. Delay led to recriminations, which led in turn to insults. Washington insisted that L’Enfant serve at the pleasure of the three city commissioners. L’Enfant refused, leaving the president with an unfinished plan and the one man in the world who he thought could effect it refusing to serve.

Rather than rally around the president, the handful of men who owned most of the land in the city rallied around L’Enfant, virtually declaring the city aborted unless the visionary Frenchman returned to the job. He had been careful to cut large avenues into every section of the city, opening up every proprietor’s neck of the woods and giving even modest landholders the conviction that their holdings were worth a quarter million dollars.

As the proud L’Enfant fell from grace, an ingratiating Bostonian named Samuel Blodget took his place and more. He packaged a loan, had the plan of the city engraved, submitted a design for the Capitol, sold the commissioners’ lots, the proprietors’ lots, and his own city lots, drew up plans for the national university Washington often talked about creating, and stayed long enough in the city to be appointed superintendent before heading north again to oversee the half dozen schemes he had afoot in Philadelphia and Boston. By a process that frankly defied Washington’s understanding, all Blodget’s plans degenerated into a seven-year ordeal to salvage a $350,000 lottery he organized in an effort to finance construction of a $50,000 hotel in the city which would be the grandest in the nation. As Washington lay dying, his unfinished houses looked down upon Blodget’s unfinished hotel, unoccupied and ripe for lawsuits.

Washington finally decided that Blodget was nothing more than a scheming speculator, which did not prevent him from welcoming an avowed speculator, James Greenleaf, with open arms. With his charm and bankroll, this young Bostonian made Blodget seem like a peddler. Whether he learned the arts of salesmanship and promotion in Holland where he amassed his fortune or was simply born smooth is not certain, but he touched all the right chords. He had an unfailing way to win friends in high places. He offered to buy their western lands. His generosity was fueled by sure knowledge of a million-dollar line of credit in Holland. When it was not forthcoming, he saw, to it that lawsuits tied up the more than 6,000 lots Washington encouraged the commissioners to sell to him cheaply. As Washington lay dying the suits filled the dockets of every level of courts in Maryland. The lives Greenleaf ruined were many. In 1797 Noah Webster, his brother-in-law, cursed him for cheating good people only to feed a train of “rogues and whores.”

No one cursed Robert Morris. He was the only man in the country whose fame, buttressed by great wealth, was nearly on a par with Washington’s. When Morris bought out Greenleaf to save the day in the federal city, Washington was grateful to his old friend. That only increased the embarrassment when Morris was unable to pay the public for the lots on which Greenleaf had also failed to complete payment. Morris was an avowed monopolist and along with his partner John Nicholson attempted to take complete control of Washington real estate, not to mention 6 million acres of land from New York to Georgia. Nicholson once calculated that their Washington holdings were worth $10 million. He made that calculation while barricading himself in a Washington hotel room in fear of the sheriff serving a writ for nonpayment of debts. Morris and Nicholson had a corporate structure still admired by historians of business organization. They lacked cash. In 1798 Washington visited Morris as he did his penance in Philadelphia’s Prune Street debtors’ prison.

While he welcomed them initially, Washington did not appoint Greenleaf, Morris, and Nicholson. However, the men he appointed as commissioners of the city charged with building the president’s house and Capitol were so self-serving as to demoralize the most ardent supporters of the city. Washington forgave his commissioners much, and while the rest of the world despised or ridiculed them, he always supported them. He had one complaint. Not one would build a house and live near the Capitol slowly rising on the hill. If only one would do so, he told them over and over again, the work would go on better and jealousy among the proprietors would subside. But the last thing those lawyers, doctors, and gentlemen commissioners wanted to do was be near the slaves and Irish laborers who evinced little respect for their betters, not to mention the skilled workers who knew infinitely more about the business than the commissioners.

So the proprietors, each who had so much to gain, never worked together. In 1790 Washington tried to end the feuding between land owners in the eastern and western ends of the city. As he retired in 1797 three proprietors alerted him to a plot by the western proprietors to make Congress sit in the president’s house so they would be nearer to Georgetown. A week before he died Washington learned that a proprietor was telling people in Philadelphia that no houses had been built next to the Capitol and that those coming to the city for the opening of Congress would have to live in Georgetown. At that very moment Washington was draining his bank account to build two houses next to the Capitol.
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Just as the Constitution was to be “the machine that would go of itself,” so Washington was to be the city would grow of itself, another example of the Enlightenment ideal of self-regulation. Other than some money Maryland and Virginia contributed, the taxpayers need not spend a dime on the city. Magnificent public buildings would be financed by the sale of city lots; as the buildings rose, the value of lots would increase, financing more improvements. Skilled craftsmen and artists from around the world would be attracted by the incipient grandeur and make it even grander.

“After the law had established that there should be a city, Genl. Washington seems to have thought that enough had been done towards making it,” Benjamin Latrobe wrote in 1806. Latrobe knew as much about the city as any who had not lived there before 1800 because as superintendent of public buildings he was trying to undo much of the damage that had been done. In his letter to a European correspondent, he continued his critique of the general: “He himself built two indifferent houses in it. Every thing else was badly planned and conducted. L’Enfant’s plan has in its contrivance every thing that could prevent the growth of the city.... Genl. Washington knew how to give liberty to his country, but was wholly ignorant of art.” Latrobe despaired of redeeming the public buildings he was hired to finish—“... these buildings were badly designed, [and] they are still more indifferently executed.”

Kinder critics would characterize the city as one of “magnificent distances” or “magnificent intentions.” Latrobe marveled at “this Gigantic Abortion. ”4

Three early biographies of Washington, by Parson Weems, John Marshall, and Washington Irving, do not even allude to Washington’s close connection to it. It was a far cry from the days when men gloried at their chance to embody the greatness of the man in the city.

That contemporaries were embarrassed by the city’s slow development is telling, because standards were not that high. If Williamsburg ever was picture-postcard perfect, by the end of the eighteenth century most of its buildings were in ruins.5 Most American towns and farms were ramshackle affairs dedicated to the proposition that when things got too bad it was time to move on. Finished in 1800, the Capitol began falling apart in 1803.

The founding of Washington became a topic on which less said was better. Pedagogues delight in associating an achievement in engineering with each period of American history. And there is a succession of genuine achievements to remember: the Erie Canal, the rail link to the West, the Panama Canal, the atomic bomb, the conquest of outer space. Each of these focused the political, commercial, and scientific talents of the age. The founding of Washington was the moon shot, the Panama Canal of the 1790s. How ineptly the politicians, financiers, lawyers, and engineers managed the affair has been forgotten and the tardy development attributed to a swamp.

But just because it goes so against the American grain is no reason not to tell the story.





1783—1790





2. Congromania

In June 1783 eighty unpaid soldiers marched from Lancaster to Philadelphia to redress their grievances. By the time they surrounded the statehouse in Philadelphia on Saturday, June 21, their mutiny had grown. Over 400 men fixed bayonets in an effort to attract the attention of the Pennsylvania Council. Since they were soldiers of the Pennsylvania Line, they wanted the council to give them permission to elect new officers who could present their case to Congress, which met in the chamber below the council. Congress was not scheduled to meet that Saturday, but members gathered anyway, resolved to deal with the mutiny.

The leaders of Congress asked the president of Pennsylvania, who was at the council meeting above, to summon the Philadelphia militia for the protection of Congress. Knowing that the citizens of Philadelphia were not unsympathetic to the plight of the unpaid soldiers, the president demurred. Congress promptly decided to adjourn and reconvene in Princeton, New Jersey. As the congressmen filed out of the statehouse, no harm was offered to them by the mob. In return, months later, before death sentences were carried out against the leaders of the mutiny, Congress pardoned them.

The citizens of Philadelphia immediately suspected something fishy. The knowing said that Congress had hit on the only way possible to engineer its removal from the city. Wits named a new species of insanity—“congromania”—for where else would anyone want to meet than in the leading city in the country? “We shall laugh at it hereafter over a glass of wine,” Thomas Willing, a prominent Philadelphia merchant, wrote to his son-in-law. “They must finally sit down here and here only.”

During the Revolution Congress hightailed it out of Philadelphia a number of times, going to Lancaster and York in Pennsylvania and Baltimore to avoid being captured by the British, but they always came back. And it soon became obvious that the tiny village of Princeton was to be but a way station. The president of Congress that year was Elias Boudinot of New Jersey, and around his dinner table he began talking up Elizabeth Town, New Jersey, as just the spot for the capital. In fact, he owned a large house there, and he would gladly make arrangements for its use. Charles Thomson, secretary of the Congress, was only amused.

“It is true,” Thomson wrote to his wife, “the place is inflicted with mosquitoes in summer and lying low and near marshes may be liable to intermittents in the spring and fall, but these are trifling when it is considered that by fixing the residence of congress there the value of his estate will be increased and he will have an opportunity of letting his house at a good rent.”

Such was the scramble to house Congress that the only way the body could muster a majority to agree on a new home was to split its sessions between Trenton in the north and Georgetown in the south. And until Georgetown could be made ready, Annapolis would do as a meeting place. What puzzled one wit was what would then become of the equestrian statue that Congress had resolved to build in honor of George Washington. Would it be put on wheels and dragged to and fro between the two capitals?

The two-capital solution began to come asunder as soon as Congress tried to meet in Annapolis. For an embarrassingly long time they could not get a quorum. Sessions in Trenton were not much happier either, especially after friends of the city asked for $100,000 to make it a suitable capital. Congress simply did not have the money because it relied on the voluntary contributions of the states and most did not want to see money wasted on Trenton or Georgetown. In 1785 Congress finally answered the siren song of Manhattan, which had room to spare.1

The Constitutional Convention met in Philadelphia in 1787, and clearly memories of 1783 were fresh in delegates’ minds, because the Constitution empowered Congress to establish a federal enclave not larger than one hundred square miles where it would meet and have exclusive jurisdiction. But still, having the old gang back gave Philadelphians the illusion that all was forgiven. Then it came time for the old Congress still meeting in New York to decide where the new Congress should convene. Agreement was impossible. No city, New York, Trenton, Philadelphia, Wilmington, or Baltimore, could muster a majority. Finally, rather than see the union come asunder on such an issue—to the laughter of all the world—Virginia voted to keep Congress in New York. James Madison, a Virginia congressman, explained the decision to George Washington, who was keen on having the capital on the Potomac, this way: New York was too far north ever to be the permanent capital of the union. Better put it there provisionally than in Pennsylvania, where it might stay forever. 2
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The New York Common Council raised $65,000 to change the old city hall at Wall and Nassau Streets into an ornate Federal Hall to house Congress. Pierre L’Enfant, a French military engineer who had risen to the rank of major in the American army, designed the renovated building. His last public project had been to organize a festival in support of the Constitution. Its pièce de résistance had been a float honoring Alexander Hamilton, carried down the street by a band of stalwarts, and the influential Hamilton never forgot L’Enfant. George Washington thought so highly of L’Enfant’s building that he saw to it that the architect gave Martha a personal tour.3

No one expected to stay in New York long. Pennsylvanians began engineering for removal to their state immediately. Madison was content to keep the question of the capital off the very full agenda. As time passed, the West would become more populous. The greater the importance of the West, the more likely it was that the capital would come to the banks of the Potomac.

Busy as Congress was in establishing courts and executive departments, levying taxes, and passing the Bill of Rights, many members could not resist trying to make deals for the capital. New Yorkers were mindful of the general sentiment that their city would not do as the permanent capital of an empire spreading west. But such was their zeal to keep Congress in the city that when the death toll from an August fever epidemic increased, the Common Council ordered churches to stop tolling their bells at funerals lest congressmen fear the bells might soon toll for them. New York congressmen decided to defeat any immediate removal to Philadelphia by making a deal to put the permanent capital on the Susquehanna, and while that site was prepared Congress would stay in New York.

When Madison got wind of that package, he tried to effect a deal of his own. But he was too late. So he did the next best thing. When the bill came to the floor, he expressed amazement that so momentous a decision could be made by members outside the chamber in a secret conclave, rendering the arguments in favor of any other site futile. Madison fumed that if the delegates to the Virginia ratifying convention could have known of the trick played on Virginia that day, they would have never joined the union. This taunt did not strike fear in the hearts of the opposition. Indeed, they took it out of context and began claiming that Madison was such a sore loser that he preferred disunion to having the capital anywhere else but on the Potomac.

Another Virginia congressman, Richard Bland Lee, presented the basic case for placing the capital on the Potomac. It was in a more central position than the Susquehanna and had better communications with the West. And since it was the most southern spot mentioned as a possible site, it must have the most salubrious climate. Theodore Sedgwick, a representative from Northampton, Massachusetts, was ready for that. “It is the opinion of all the eastern states,” he said, referring to what we call New England, “that the climate of the Patowmack is not only unhealthy, but destructive to northern constitutions. It is of importance to attend to this, for whether it be true or false, such is the public prepossession. Vast numbers of eastern adventurers have gone to the Southern states, and all have found their graves there. They have met destruction as soon as they arrived.”

In his rebuttal, Madison managed the issue of health by describing the Potomac as a western river, not a southern one. The Potomac capital would be near Hancock, Maryland, 250 miles from the Atlantic. So compared with the site proposed on the Susquehanna, roughly near Harrisburg, the Potomac site “is considerably farther from tide-water.... and generally speaking, as we retire towards the western and upper country, we are generally removed from the causes of those diseases to which southern situations are exposed.” The bill to place the capital on the Susquehanna passed 31 to 17 in the sixty-four-member House. Back along the Potomac, many were dumbfounded at Congress’s action. David Stuart, who had married Martha Washington’s widowed daughter-in-law and who handled personal matters for the Washington family, wrote that Alexandrians wanted the president to veto the bill. A word from Washington, much less a veto, would have prompted the Senate to kill the bill, but no word was forthcoming.

However, the men who concocted the deal made one crucial error. They did not get interested senators to sign on, especially the powerful Robert Morris of Pennsylvania. After George Washington, Morris was the great man in New York that year. The days of unassailable reputation of Hamilton, Jefferson, and Madison were yet to come. Morris came to town with a sobriquet that has never failed to impress Americans: he was the richest man in the country. Critics who scoffed that he accumulated his wealth by self-dealing while he was the financier of the revolutionary government made such a small dent in the man’s renown that Morris himself asked the new Congress to appoint a committee to investigate his accounts.

Morris did not want the capital on the Susquehanna for the very good reason that he owned land opposite Trenton at the falls of the Delaware. He had no trouble breaking up the coalition in favor of the Susquehanna. The House voted in favor of the Susquehanna only on condition that the Susquehanna be opened to navigation, thus threatening that the new capital in central Pennsylvania would supplant Philadelphia as a commercial center. Soon Morris had a number of Philadelphia congressmen disavowing their vote in the House. The other senator from Pennsylvania lived and owned land along the Susquehanna, and so of course supported the bill. William Maclay was no match for Morris whose whirlwind of intrigue so disgusted Maclay that he raged in his diary, “This day marked the Perfidy of Mr. Morris in the most glaring colors.” Maclay had heard him say time and again that he would vote for the Susquehanna. Instead during the debate, while Maclay sang the praises of Pennsylvania’s central river, Morris was “running backwards and forwards like a boy, taking out one senator after another....” He was taking them to a knot of nothern senators who stayed off the floor, evidently cutting deals. New York would keep the capital, Morris assured all, at least for three years. Vice President Adams, Maclay thought, slowed down the business of the day to help Morris in his designs.

Then Morris and his friends came back into the chamber ready to amend the bill to put the capital in Germantown, then a suburb of Philadelphia. Charles Carroll of Maryland made the usual plaint of the Potomac’s friends when it looked like they were going to lose. If the capital was in Philadelphia, the union was certain to separate. Not fretting at that, Morris turned the heads of his colleagues with money. The House bill had authorized a $100,000 loan from the Treasury to defray some of the cost of the public buildings in the capital. Morris rose and said that was unnecessary. If the capital was in Germantown the state of Pennsylvania would donate $100,000 to the enterprise. Maclay got up in protest. The state had made no such offer, and he asked Morris the authority on which he made his claim. In his diary Maclay described Morris’s reaction: “He now came forward the Great Man & the Mercht. and pledged himself that if the state would not, He would find the money.” His allies from New England came forward promptly with a suggestion that the state getting the capital pledge $100,000 toward building the city.

Friends of the Potomac tried to amend the bill to put the capital on the northern bank of the Potomac. Just as Richard Bland Lee had extolled the Potomac, so Richard Henry Lee spoke of its good climate, fertility and reach into the West. Only seven senators voted for the Potomac. Morris came forward with his amendment, the capital in Germantown on condition that Pennsylvania give $100,000. The vote on Germantown was a tie, 9 for and 9 against. Vice President Adams said that if he had his druthers Congress would meet in New York and Philadelphia, alternating every four years. But “as Pennsylvania had offered the money,” he voted for Germantown. Maclay lost all heart. The next day a colleague mentioned that “a trifling amendment” would be added to the bill in the House, sending the bill back to the Senate so it could be killed. Maclay didn’t care. The friends of the Potomac were more stouthearted.

The Senate acted in late September and everyone was shooting for an October 1 adjournment. Weary House members seemed to be inclined to accept the Senate bill, an indication of how shallow support for the Susquehanna was. A Maryland member wrote that “there is such jobbing and bargaining on this subject, that it is impossible to say what will be the vote....” Madison then discovered a flaw in the bill. Once the government moved to the new capital, Congress, as required by the Constitution, would have exclusive jurisdiction over the federal enclave, but what law would prevail until Congress took over? Madison alerted his colleagues that the bill should provide for the laws of Pennsylvania to apply. In the waning days of the session, the House passed the Senate bill with Madison’s amendment. The Senate ran out of time and postponed the bill to the next session.4





3. Revulsions of Stomach

If the Potomac can be said to have a poet, George Washington is that poet. He went up and down it as a surveyor, army officer, speculator, and landlord, and as president of the Potomac Company, he sought the shortest route to the Ohio valley. Washington quizzed every knowledgeable man he met about the web of creeks and rivers that tumbled out of the mountains. Here was a landbound search for a northwest passage, and for an old surveyor and retired general nothing seemed more exciting. Rarely does a reader of Washington’s diaries sense that he is listening in on Washington’s conversations with himself. But upriver, the diary sings.

“From Spurgeon’s to one Lemons,” ran a 1784 entry, “which is a little to the right of McCullochs path, is reckoned 9 miles, and the way not bad; but from Lemons to the entrance of the Yohiogany glades which is estimated 9 miles more thro’ a deep rich soil in some places and a very rocky one in others, with steep hills and what is called briery Mountains to cross is intolerable but these might be eased and a much better way found if a little pains was taken to slant them.”

Upon stepping down as commanding general in 1783, Washington wanted nothing more than to farm. Only one public project, he said, would interest him: opening the navigation of the Potomac from Georgetown to Cumberland. By 1785 he was president of the Potomac Company. James Madison remarked on his enthusiasm: “The earnestness with which he espouses the undertaking is hardly to be described.” With the commerce of the West coming down it, Washington thought land values along the river would double, and he had 20,000 acres. Although putting the capital on the Potomac was not necessary to assure the greatness of the river, Washington thought that the river could assure the greatness of the capital. Indeed, sales of lots continually increasing in value, not federal appropriations, could finance magnificent public buildings. George Walker, a Georgetown merchant who styled himself “A Citizen of the World,” boasted in a Maryland newspaper that a capital six miles square just across Rock Creek from Georgetown would rise to such commercial importance that land bought for £15 an acre could be sold for £400 an acre, thus raising over £4 million, over $10 million, to be applied to making magnificent public buildings. [An American pound was worth $2.66. An English pound sterling was $4.65 and a guinea about $5.]1

Washington’s enthusiasm was infectious, so although he did not express an opinion, friends of the Potomac were not idle. The major result of Morris’s grand gesture to guarantee $100,000 for a capital in Germantown was a general agreement among politicians that the state winning the capital should provide the seed money to build the public buildings in it. The federal government should never have to pay a cent. The Virginia Assembly appropriated $120,000 for a city on the Potomac and challenged less populous Maryland to appropriate a proportionate amount, $72,000. Merchants of Georgetown and Alexandria wrote a memorial to Congress in favor of the gateway to the West, which challenged insinuations about the health of the Potomac valley.

“Perhaps no part of America can boast of being more healthy than the Potomack in general; and we have been more astonished at the objections which have been made to fixing the seat of government on it, from a supposed deficiency in this respect than any other; the country is almost entirely high and dry, with plentiful streams of pure water throughout the whole extent of it: and are not these the principal circumstances which conduce to health in every climate?”

The memorial also explained why the river was not yet a great highway of commerce. Two years of high water had prevented the clearing of rocks and building of canals to open the river. The delay was opportune for New England merchants, because as yet, “upon the Potomack are but few merchants of large capital, and but very little shipping.” A capital in Pennsylvania would play into the hands of the already dominant merchants of Philadelphia.

Adam Stephen, an upriver ironmonger and promoter, wrote his own broadside defending the river: “In order to remove some groundless prejudices which Mr. S—dg—k and others entertain... , I beg leave to mention a few facts that are incontrovertible.... A certain DANIEL THOMPSON, born in a cave on the banks of the Delaware, before there was a house built in Philadelphia, died lately on Opeckon,” which flowed into the Potomac. Stephen also listed men in the valley who lived to the ages of 109, 107, and 102, and three who were still alive at 97, 92, and 90.

Another anonymous effusion defended not the river as a whole but Georgetown, Alexandria, and vicinity. The author, John O’Connor, was an Irishman who came to America in 1788 and immediately began trying to drum up backers for a book he wanted to write describing the United States. He saw in the debate over the government’s residence an opportunity to display his descriptive abilities: “From every ascent, and in every dale, Georgetown will affect the imagination in presenting new beauties,” from Georgetown College to the riverside warehouses, “brick, four story high, large and capacious.” He thought Georgetown should be the capital so that what is now called Theodore Roosevelt Island could be fortified to “shelter the Archives of the United States from the invasions and cannons of the universe.”

Then O’Connor let his enthusiasm glide downstream to the Eastern Branch. “This branch is wide, and deep enough to receive all the ships in the river Thames, and with signal advantage over the latter; for it runs through very high lands, forming such a diversity of coves, and vast basons, under the protection of elevated hills, almost perpendicularly impending, as if, formed by nature, for the express purpose of sheltering ships and commerce from the rage of the North-west wind.... Gentlemen’s country seats, or the mansions of Ambassadors, could not appear more happily from any situation, in the world, than these variegated hills. The residence of Notley Young, Esquire, on the [Potomac] river, ... not inferior to the palaces of some European princes, is the first object to attract the traveler’s attention.”

Not mentioned were the huts of Notley Young’s 265 slaves scattered in the low areas surrounding the great house.2
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When Congress convened in January, Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton presented a report on funding the debts incurred during the Revolution, which put the residence debate, and not a few other matters, on the back burner. Hamilton asked Congress to refund at face value with new bonds every piece of paper money printed to pay soldiers and suppliers during the war. That seemed just, but it was notorious that most soldiers and many suppliers exchanged their notes for specie or services at less, often far less, than face value. So the holder of the most worthless state notes, heretofore being bought by speculators for pennies on the dollar, could come to the Treasury and get a bond equal to the face value of the money that would pay six percent interest for twenty years to boot. In addition, Hamilton tried to make the debt as large as possible, arguing that a large debt, far from depressing the economy, would cause it to boom because the interest-bearing notes would be themselves as good as gold. There would be more sound money in circulation, hence more prosperity, such were the “blessings,” as Hamilton put it, of a large public debt.

Congressmen soon realized that such a public blessing could become a particular blessing for some. Hamilton’s assistant secretary, William Duer, leaked details of the report to his associates in the financial community of New York. That the federal government would fund at par the money printed by Congress had already been anticipated, and the value of those notes had risen steadily. A tip that it would fund the state debts at par opened a fertile field for speculators. Backed by a Dutch loan, Duer and his friends dispatched agents to begin buying up state notes at vastly depreciated prices before Hamilton’s plan became public. The most fertile area for buying up notes was North Carolina, where they were available from the unknowing for a quarter on the dollar. Among Duer’s associates in the surefire scam were some congressmen from New England and New York. Hamilton himself seemed to be above the dealing. Congressman James Jackson of Georgia fumed at the ships “freighted with money” to buy up state notes from unsuspecting holders. He wished that the Congress was sitting on the banks of the Susquehanna or Potomac, away from the speculators of New York.

The sticking point in Hamilton’s proposal was federal assumption of state debts, and for less emotional reasons. Two states, Massachusetts and South Carolina, had the lion’s share of the debt, and other states, such as Virginia and Pennsylvania, had paid off some of the debt or were in the process of doing so by accepting state notes for the purchase of back lands. The argument that a blow struck against the British in Massachusetts or South Carolina was a blow struck for all wore a little thin when it became apparent that most of the money would be given to speculators. Virginians opposed it because Virginia’s debt was relatively small. But being the most populous state, Virginia would bear the heaviest burden in paying the taxes to fund the debt.

The provision to assume state debts was defeated in the House. Hamilton’s friends in Congress did not give up. They made it clear that it was all or nothing. If state debts were not assumed, all debts would go unpaid, including the loans from Holland and France so instrumental in winning the war. In that case, the union might as well dissolve or revert back to the Articles of Confederation.

With all this going on, Congress postponed deciding its future home. In April the House decided headway could be made on the issue if the question of the permanent residence was separated from the temporary residence. Satisfying the get-out-of-New-York lobby, it passed a bill to convene for its next session in Baltimore. The friends of New York in the Senate refused to separate the issues, thus allowing them to play the friends of the Potomac off against the friends of Pennsylvania, all in an effort to keep Congress in New York, next to Wall Street. But with the stalemate over assumption of state debts there was something dearer to New York speculators than the proximity of congressmen. Duer and his associates stood to lose a bundle if state debts were not assumed.

Pennsylvania had enough congressmen against assumption that Morris offered to deliver votes for assumption if Hamilton delivered votes for a Pennsylvania capital. In early June they thought they had a deal, but Hamilton discovered that if Congress left New York, Senator Rufus King of that state would switch his vote on assumption. Hamilton and Morris looked to Virginia for help. Morris gambled that making Philadelphia the temporary capital for ten years would be good enough because no city would ever be built on the Potomac that could lure Congress away. Hamilton approached Jefferson, who two years later wrote an account of the transaction. He recalled how Hamilton, looking uncharacteristically disheveled and ill at ease, confronted him outside the president’s lodging and claimed that the union was about to come asunder over assumption. Professing ignorance of the issue—Jefferson had just got off the boat bringing him home from Paris, where he had been the U.S. minister—the secretary of state arranged a dinner with Hamilton and Madison. Hearing Hamilton’s plea, Madison agreed that although he could not himself vote for assumption, he would stop organizing the opposition to it provided Hamilton would offer some help on that other knotty issue, the capital.

“It was observed, I forget by which one of them,” Jefferson recalled, “that as the pill would be a bitter one to Southern States, something should be done to soothe them, that the removal of the seat of Government to the Patowmac was a just measure, & would probably be a popular one with them and would be a proper one to follow assumption.”

To uphold their end of the bargain Madison and Jefferson agreed to get the two Virginia congressmen whose districts bordered the Potomac, Alexander White and Richard Lee, to vote for assumption. And Charles Carroll in the Senate and Daniel Carroll in the House, both from Maryland, became supporters of assumption.

Lee readily agreed to the deal after being assured by Madison that if Georgetown was given the capital, Alexandria would be included in the federal district. White, “with considerable revulsions of stomach,” according to Jefferson, also finally agreed.

Hamilton never gave his version of the deal, but a pamphlet published two years later by a political ally accused Jefferson of forcing the crisis. Virginians had seemed content with assumption until Jefferson arrived from Paris. Then, directed by the secretary of state, they raised objections to assumption while making it clear that the price for their support was the capital on the Potomac.

One contemporary observer thought the most intriguing part of the deal was not what Virginia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania gave and got, but what the friends of New York got for giving up the capital. Apparently, for some, assumption was not enough. Theophile Cazenove, the agent for several European banking houses, hinted in a June 23 letter to his clients that the partisans of New York would resist, but “several secret interests” would take care of them, such was “the labyrinth of intrigue.”

As for the actual mechanics of the deal, the Senate passed the residence bill by two votes. The genius of Hamilton as a wirepuller was economy. The bill then went to the House, where Madison had to beat back an attempt to amend the bill to make Baltimore the permanent capital. He assured members that the Senate would not vote for Baltimore, and indeed, that body had defeated that city before. Most of the New Englanders kept quiet. They obviously knew a deal was on. But Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts raised the issue of health once again. In reply a Virginia member pulled out a report Gerry had written for the Confederation Congress in 1784, after he had led a committee to Georgetown to see if it would be a suitable site for the capital. Back then Gerry thought the area northwest of the city too rough and the plain behind the city suitable, and “about a mile and a half on the river below Georgetown, there is also a District which commands fine prospects. Some part of it is low, but the residue is high and pleasant.”

Gerry apparently had an explanation for his change of heart, but unfortunately the reporters of the debate did not record it. What made headlines, so to speak, was Gerry’s taunt that the bill was a sham because everybody knew that once Congress returned to the comforts of Philadelphia it would never give them up for the rigors of the wilderness. Fisher Ames privately characterized it as a fight between the grog shops of Philadelphia and New York as to which one should get the congressional tippling trade. Editors around the country picked up on Gerry’s gibe and credited Morris with bamboozling the Virginians.

The votes on assumption of state debts came three weeks later. The Senate passed the measure again. Over in the House, Madison spoke against assumption and Alexander White publicly said he had not made up his mind. But when the vote came, White upheld the bargain. Assumption passed by six votes.3





4. On Peter’s Slashes Plantation

Congress did not select the site of the federal district. It authorized Washington to place it anywhere along 110 miles of the river between the Eastern Branch and the mouth of the Conogocheague. The public buildings, which were to be built under the supervision of three commissioners appointed by the president, had to be on the Maryland side of the river. In letters back to Virginia before the residence bill was passed, Jefferson and others had referred to Georgetown as the future capital, but Washington was not about to rush his decision. On August 29, he conferred with Jefferson and Madison about how to implement the law. He thought Jefferson, as secretary of state, should be the executive officer in charge, and they both valued Madison’s advice.

With a taste for architecture and a collection of the plans of European cities, Jefferson was eager to get down ideas for the capital city itself, that portion in the federal district where the public buildings would be. Assuming the city would have streets in a grid pattern like Philadelphia, he wanted to avoid crowding and promote health and beauty by devoting nine squares to a large public park. The president’s house and garden should have two whole squares, and the public market a whole square. And to further prevent crowding, streets should be at least a hundred feet wide. Jefferson even had building regulations in mind, explaining in his memo to Washington, “In Paris it is forbidden to build a house beyond a given height, and it is admitted to be a good restriction. It keeps down the price of ground, keeps the houses low and convenient, and the streets light and airy. Fires are much more manageable where houses are low.”

Madison was more familiar with the thinking of the president and knew that he liked to take care of first things first. He suggested that “the President inform himself of the several rival positions; leaving among them inducements to bid against each other in offers of land or money.”1
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Jefferson and Madison turned tourists on their trip home to Virginia that September. Rather than take the beeline through Baltimore, they went to Chestertown, Maryland, and took a boat across Chesapeake Bay to Annapolis. After a night at the village of Queen Anne they had breakfast at a Bladensburg inn run by an old black woman named Margaret Adams, who told them how white competitors were harassing her because George Washington chose to stay with her.

They reached Georgetown in time for dinner and met with the prominent gentlemen of the town, who proposed a grand tour of the area in the morning. The outing began by crossing the area between Rock Creek and Tiber or Goose Creek, which flowed along what became Constitution Avenue. They had breakfast at Notley Young’s mansion south of the Tiber overlooking the Potomac, then returned to Colonel Uriah Forrest’s house in Georgetown for dinner, and ended the day with a boat tour up to the Little Falls. Landowners kept joining the group, which numbered thirteen when the tour ended.

At the president’s direction Jefferson met with three men in particular: Benjamin Stoddert and William Deakins, prominent Georgetown merchants, and Daniel Carroll of Duddington, the nephew of the congressman who switched his vote on assumption. The nephew owned most of the land along the Eastern Branch. Jefferson impressed upon them that there had to be enough land and enough money to build a city, and that the money to build the public buildings had to come from the sale of the land. Apart from the initial contributions of Maryland and Virginia, totaling $192,000, state governments could not be relied on. And no federal contribution to the city should be expected. Jefferson suggested that the 1,500 acres necessary for a city be sold to the government for twice the market value of the land before the designation of the site as the capital. Jefferson reported to the president that the three showed “great zeal” for the project, and “they seemed to approve the proposition for the 1,500 acres.”

Jefferson also discussed the boundaries of the federal territory with the three landholders. He reported to Washington that they agreed that Alexandria, Virginia, should be included. And so that Alexandria would not hang naked at the southern tip of the district, Jefferson opined that congress should be asked to extend the permissible eastern boundary of the capital to include the eastern bank of the Eastern Branch, which he thought should be the commercial center of the city.

“In locating the town,” Jefferson continued, “will it not be best to give it double the extent on the eastern branch of what it has on the river? The former will be for persons in commerce, the latter for those connected with the government.”2
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The president kept his own counsel. On October 13 nine Georgetown landowners offered their lands in that city and vicinity for the federal capital, “on such terms as” General Washington “shall determine to be reasonable and Just.” Three days later Washington inspected the lands around Georgetown, “with,” the newspaper reported, “the principal Gentlemen of this town.” He asked them to have a map of the area prepared, and the next day he rode off toward the Conogocheague.

Samuel Davidson, a Georgetown merchant and land speculator, wrote to a London merchant, “There does not a doubt remain but that the Federal City will ere long rear its head in the vicinity of this town—The President has viewed and appeared much pleased with the situation between Rock Creek and the Eastern Branch....” All of which did not yet inspire Davidson to buy land in the area.

But Washington also encouraged landowners upriver. Both Hagerstown and Williamsport, at the confluence of the Conogocheague and Potomac, gave him a grand reception. At Williamsport he looked over the lay of the land. And his guide, Colonel Elie Williams, thought he seemed well pleased with the site. He also toured the Sharpsburg area, some ten miles downriver from Williamsport, and finally the area where the Monocacy joins the Potomac, thirty miles north of Great Falls. Senator Charles Carroll of Maryland owned 10,000 acres in the area.

From each of the rival sites Washington asked for a map and an offer of land. On the map he wanted the boundaries marking landownership, plus all the springs pinpointed, and the high and low lands characterized. He wanted to know which areas were subject to floods. Unfortunately, the map of the Georgetown area is not extant, but it seems evident that Washington had his eye out for unhealthy swamps.

Francis Deakins, the brother of William Deakins who was arranging for a survey to be made of Georgetown, handled the negotiations in the Monocacy area. On November 12 he sent “a draught of the lands you viewed about this place, with the offers the proprietors has made.” Deakins was not enthusiastic.

“You’ll have to consider our neighbours as retired industrious planters having no income but the produce of their farms, not more than adequate support for their families, as a Reason why they have not been more liberal.” Deakins had “faint expectations” of the Monocacy area “possessing superior advantages to any other place.”

Yet John Darnall, a kinsman of Carroll’s from the same neck of the woods, got excited by the prospects and sent Deakins a description of the surrounding areas, where slate and limestone for buildings were readily available. Deakins sent Darnall’s letter on to Washington. And a John Chisholm made his own map of the area, waxing enthusiastic about the majestic Sugarloaf Mountain, which overlooked the site.

The survey that the landholders around Sharpsburg sent was “laid down as directed by your Excellency.” The town was four miles off the river, and the lands designated for donation flanked the road to the ferry to Shepardstown, in what is now West Virginia. The price was £3 an acre, but there was a gap of “600 acres of land here in dispute between the heirs of Michael Myers and the widow of the Col. Spriggerty.”

The Williams family controlled much of the land around Williamsport, a city they had just ambitiously laid out. Today the streets of Williamsport are probably the widest of any small town in America. Otho Williams, a general to his brother the colonel, grandly offered any land Washington wanted, only saving his family burial plot. He assured the president that if fairly compensated, those who bought lots in Williamsport would gladly give up their land. But in case there was trouble, Williams offered to get the Maryland legislature to give the federal government power to take lands held by people with small holdings who might get in the way of the grand design. In addition, although he did not think that the provision of the law that allowed the government to accept monetary donations toward the project was dignified, Williams proceeded to get a subscription started in Washington County, Maryland, where both Williamsport and Sharpsburg were, and Berkeley County, Virginia (now West Virginia).3
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On returning home, Washington received a more particular offer from the proprietors of the land between Rock Creek and the Tiber. They signed an agreement offering their land on the following terms: £15, or $40, an acre with every third lot reconveyed to the proprietors, plus they reserved the “exclusive privilege of taking off the woods from their respective lands.” The tracts they agreed to sell were marked on a map, which is now lost.

Exactly when Washington received the offer and his reaction to it are not known. The Georgetown rumor mill smiled on that area’s chances. A mid-November letter from Samuel Davidson to a London merchant claimed that the future abode of Congress was to be built “on Peter’s slashes plantation” across Rock Creek, the cleared land owned by Robert Peter roughly where Washington Circle, or 23rd Street and Pennsylvania Avenue, is today.

To judge from what remains in his papers, Washington was indeed concentrating on the Georgetown offer. What worried him were the owners of the lots of a nonexistent town called Hamburg or Funks-town. In 1765 Jacob Funk, a German immigrant, bought 130 acres surrounding an inlet, now near 22nd and C Streets Northwest. In 1771 he divided it up into 287 lots and sold them mainly to his fellow immigrants, mostly in Hagerstown, a center of German settlement in Maryland. The lots had originally cost £5, and the 150 Germans who owned them thought they were worth little more.

Benjamin Stoddert and Deakins used Washington’s worry to try to get him to play his hand. They wrote to Washington that they “were determined to commence a purchase of [the lots], meaning to accommodate the Public without any private advantage, but we were deterred from carrying this into effect by the consideration that if they should not be wanted by the public, they would remain a considerable loss on our hands.” That did not prompt Washington to show his cards.

By mid-December the Maryland legislature passed a law (at the prodding of both the Georgetowners and General Williams) giving the commissioners of the federal city the power to condemn lots needed for the city. With that in his arsenal, it would seem Washington had no more reason to be coy. But he kept his counsel, not even mentioning the federal city in the annual message he gave to Congress on December 8, 1790.4





1791





5. Heavy Rain and Thick Mist

It is not as if Washington was in unfamiliar territory. The process of organizing a new city was very familiar to Americans in the eighteenth century: land was bought or donated, plats were made, and lots were sold, usually all under the watchful eye of trustees often sanctioned, if not appointed, by the state legislature. Washington never explained the reason for the delay. General Williams finally decided it was a ruse, that Washington was keeping up the hopes of upriver sites while trying to get the Georgetowners to lower their price. More likely he probably decided that to be strictly legal he had to name the commissioners, who were the parties to whom land was to be given, before designating the site. On January 22 he named the three commissioners and on January 24 he informed Congress that he had designated the area between and including Georgetown and the Eastern Branch as the federal district and asked Congress to amend the law so that the eastern bank of the Eastern Branch and the town of Alexandria could be included which meant it would include 1,200 acres of woodland that Washington owned.
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By asking Congress to extend the boundaries of the federal district, Washington made the capital a political football once again. “This seems like unsettling the whole affair,” Maclay wrote in his journal. “I am really surprised at the conduct of the President. To bring it back at any rate before congress is certainly the most imprudent of all acts.”

Madison in the House and Charles Carroll in the Senate were at least careful about when they brought the measure to the floor. The great debate that January was over Hamilton’s national bank. Virginians led by Madison opposed the bank in toto as unconstitutional. The proponents of the bank countered that the Virginians feared that Philadelphia with the bank would get such a grip on Congress that it would never leave for the Potomac. So Carroll introduced the legislation after the passage of the bank bill was certain.

The Senate still postponed a vote. Alexander White explained to worried Alexandrians, “the President must within that period approve or disapprove the bill for establishing a bank.” Maclay opposed it because he thought the commissioners, not the President should pick the site. His obstinacy, Maclay thought, was the occasion for a visit from Jefferson, who, with “more than Parisian politeness, ... talked politics, mostly the French difference and the whale-fishery; but he touched the Potomac, too, as much as to say, ’There, oh, there.” The President signed the bank bill and Congress extended the federal district to include Alexandria and the east bank of the Eastern Branch.

Despite his love affair with the Potomac, George Washington did not marry himself to the site southeast of Georgetown like some blushing groom. He had spent a lifetime dickering with land titles in surveys, sales, and legal disputes. The passionate believer in the future glory of the river easily turned into the stickler for indisputable title to the land. The agreement the landowners signed pledging their lands to the project was not a deed. And not all of the landowners signed. Not for nothing did Washington appoint a prominent lawyer to the three-person commission that was to build the new capital.

Thomas Johnson was a lawyer, politician, and land speculator, and, when Washington stepped down, he became president of the Potomac Company. He fought to open the river with Washington before the war and during the war proposed to his fellow members of the Continental Congress that Washington lead the American army. Then he served as governor of Maryland when, with British troops eager to discipline rebellious officials, it took courage to be a governor. He was small in stature, blunt in language, and, at fifty-nine, Washington’s age, not about to be bamboozled. His one regret was that, despite ample plantation, an ironworks, and thirty-eight slaves, he was not as wealthy as he wished to be.

The other Marylander Washington appointed to the commission, Daniel Carroll, lived near the federal city, at the source of Rock Creek in Montgomery County. He was a cousin of the more famous Charles Carroll of Carrollton but was no slouch when it came to wealth and sway in Maryland. He owned fifty-two slaves and his aged mother, who lived close by, owned another thirty-nine. He signed the Constitution and represented Maryland in the first Congress, where he switched his vote on assumption of state debts to help get the capital on the Potomac and lost his reelection bid because of it. He owned thousands of acres along the Potomac, and he actively engaged in land sales. Surprisingly, he did not own many acres in the federal enclave, but his relatives controlled that stretch of the Potomac. He owned only two lots in Carrollsburg, a small town that was planned but never built at the confluence of the Eastern Branch and the Potomac. At sixty-one he was Washington’s and Johnson’s peer in age, but unlike those stalwarts he was prone to lose his nerve. He regularly traded political gossip with Washington’s protégé, James Madison. And he spent his waning days as a congressman in Philadelphia trying to forward Thomas Johnson’s efforts to get a loan for the Potomac Company through Theophile Cazenove from Dutch banks.1

The third commissioner, David Stuart, was not the usual Virginia planter-politician. He was a planter-doctor living in Abingdon, Virginia, not far from Mount Vernon. Married to Martha Washington’s widowed daughter-in-law, he was treated as a family member by Washington. He had served in the Virginia legislature and was active in the Potomac Company. Most important, he wrote frank letters to Washington. All three commissioners were men Washington was comfortable working with, and as far as is known their appointment elicited no adverse reactions. The Residence Act did not require Senate confirmation.
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Washington did not wait for the commissioners to familiarize themselves with the task at hand. He had his secretary of state take charge of the initial phase of the project. In early February Jefferson sent Andrew Ellicott, the geographer general of the United States, to lay the boundary lines of the ten-mile square. Then the president wrote to Stoddert and Deakins asking them to act as the government’s agents “in the most perfect secrecy,” and buy the land needed for the city. The presidential proclamation only set the boundary of the ten-mile-square district. The next steps were to choose the area in that district on which the capital city would be built and to buy the lands needed for the public buildings and grounds. Stoddert was a merchant who, along with his partner, Uriah Forrest, was synonymous with Georgetown’s prosperity. He owned a thousand acres north of Georgetown and could be expected to buy more.

Washington described his quandary to them as he viewed the competing virtues of the land along the Eastern Branch and the lands adjacent to Georgetown. He could not decide between the natural advantages of the former and the convenience of the latter. “These advantages have been so poised in my mind as to give it different tendencies at different times. There are lands which stand yet in the way of the latter location and which, if they could be obtained for the purposes of the town, would remove a considerable obstacle to it, and go near indeed to decide what has been so long on the balance with me.”

With most of their property in and around Georgetown, Deakins and Stoddert became zealous in an effort to clear obstacles to buying a parcel of land adjacent to Georgetown. Meanwhile, Washington had Commissioner Carroll try to soften up his kin holding land on the Eastern Branch.

Stoddert had to persuade only a handful of men to sell their land, but within a week he alerted the president to a snag. Robert Peter, whose land, rumor had it, would be the site of the building housing Congress, wanted more than the £15 an acre agreed to back in November. The president pondered that and in a February 17 letter told Stoddert to go as high as £25. The president also had an idea to get around other stingy proprietors. The law passed by Maryland allowed for the confiscation of a limited amount of land roughly the extent of Hamburg or Carrollsburg. However, if Stoddert went ahead and bought the Hamburg lots, “we shall be free to take, on the terms of the act, so much of any other lands in our way, and consequently those whose proprietors refuse all arrangements.” So he authorized Stoddert to buy Hamburg lands at not more than £25 an acre. Stoddert and his friends had already been doing just that. By February 21 he and five other area landowners had signed an agreement to sell the lots in Hamburg that they had been buying up.

Upping the price to £25 placated Peter but not David Burnes, who owned most of the land bordering Tiber Creek. All of the proprietors understood that the government would divide the land it took into lots and then return a sizable portion for the proprietor to market for his own profit. But Burnes wanted to keep a farm and reserved 100 acres of his 350-acre tract. Burnes had long been a thorn in the side of his neighbors. In 1784 he had forcibly ejected Dick Goose-quill, a tenant of Carroll of Duddington, off the eastern end of his tract at the foot of what would become Capitol Hill. The resulting case was still in court. In 1786 he had raised enough fuss about encroachments on his northwestern line that the matter went to three arbitrators. Yet for all the atavism, he was wont to bad-mouth the tobacco plantation that his father had bought in 1764.

It had a 20-by-26-foot house (at what would become 17th and D Streets Northwest) built of plank save for the large stone chimney, one corn house 24 by 12 feet, and one tobacco house 40 by 24 feet and “almost blown down.” As for his land, six acres were in “timothy meadow very much grown up with sedge.” The rest was “chiefly cut down, and worn out, very much grubbed and washed. One hundred acres or more which lays on the road leading from the Eastern Branch ferry to Georgetown on the right hand will not bring one barrel of corn per acre....”

The president did what he could to help persuade Burnes to cooperate. He had Jefferson send Pierre L’Enfant to the city with instructions to begin mapping the lands along the Eastern Branch. Washington told Deakins and Stoddert not to be alarmed because, with L’Enfant along the Eastern Branch, Washington hoped “that the proprietors nearer Georgetown who have hitherto refused to accommodate, will let themselves down to reasonable terms.”2
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L’Enfant had not been unmindful of the plans to build a new capital, and in 1789 he wrote to Washington expressing his interest in planning a city worthy of a great empire. As far as is known, only one other man, Joseph Clark, who had designed public buildings in Annapolis, offered his services. Having seen samples of L’Enfant’s military drawings and portraits, his design for the medal to be worn by the brotherhood of officers in the Society of the Cincinnati, his work on Federal Hall, and perhaps some of the altars and houses he had done in New York, Washington was impressed with L’Enfant’s taste and ability. He also liked the young man and could think of no other man in the world as qualified to plan the city and the public buildings, who was also available.

The first task Washington wanted L’Enfant to perform, as Jefferson explained to him in a March 7 letter, was to make “drawings of the particular grounds most likely to be approved for the site of the Federal town and buildings.” The important point was to begin on the Eastern Branch to scare Burnes.

The 36 year old Frenchman arrived in Georgetown late on the evening of March “after having traveled part of the way on foot and part on horseback leaving the broken stage behind.” On the next day he presented himself, as instructed, to the mayor of Georgetown who “appeared to be much surprised.” But after thinking upon the matter for a day, the mayor gave L’Enfant what he needed: three men to help him make the survey. Meanwhile L’Enfant damned the “heavy rain and thick mist” and rode across Rock Creek, past a tottering log house and Peter’s tobacco house, through forests between the Pearce and Burnes farms, up through the forests on Jenkins Hill, then down through the Carroll farms to the Eastern Branch. Ignatius Fenwick, who farmed the land for Carroll, had a house at the point; Notley Young’s mansion was up on the Potomac; his brother William had a house up on the branch. All three houses were surrounded at a convenient distance with shacks for slaves. There were fishing huts at strategic points on shore and a ferry landing below some log houses. In his letters L’Enfant did not mention what man had wrought. He was enthralled with the lay of the land, the springs, and what could be done.

“As far as I was able to judge through a thick fog,” he wrote to Jefferson, “I passed on many spots which appeared to me really beautiful and which seem to dispute with each other who command in the most extensive prospect on the water. The gradual rising of the ground from Carrollsborough towards the ferry road, the level and extensive ground from thence to the bank of the Potowmack as far as Goose Creek present a situation most advantageous to run streets and prolong them on grand and far distant point of view. The water running from springs at some distance into the creeks appeared also to me possible to be conducted without much labor, so as to form ponds for watering every part of that spot.”3

In Georgetown L’Enfant stayed at Suter’s Fountain Inn, where Ellicott also bedded when he did not camp out in the field. Georgetowners were gratified to see Ellicott, but surveying the faraway district lines was tame work. The only thing interesting about Ellicott was his black assistant, Benjamin Banneker, who was held up as living proof that Jefferson was wrong in his Notes on Virginia. Blacks were not “void of mental endowments.” Banneker, then sixty years old, did not do much of the laborious field work. He helped Ellicott with astronomical calculations and left the job some time in late April.

L’Enfant was a decidedly more intriguing arrival, and he was not shy about explaining what he was doing. The Georgetown Weekly Ledger reported that he was “employed by the President of the United States to survey the lands contiguous to Georgetown, where the Federal City is to be built. His skill in matters of this kind is justly extolled by all disposed to give merit its proper tribute of praise. He is earnest in the business and hopes to be able to lay a plan of that parcel of land before the President on his arrival in this town.”

L’Enfant’s claim that he was laying out the city startled proprietors who trusted that the president himself would decide where the public buildings were to go. Worse still, L’Enfant’s traipsing around the Eastern Branch did not budge Burnes. And L’Enfant ruined any effect his merely looking at the area would have, by getting excited about it. Indeed, L’Enfant did not care for the land west of Tiber (or Goose) Creek. “It seems to be less commendable for the establishment of a city, not only because the level surface it presents is but small, but because the heights from beyond Georgetown absolutely command the whole.”

Stoddert complained to the president, which threw Washington into a momentary panic. He asked Jefferson, “What steps had I best take to bring matters to a close with Burn’s, and by declaring at once the site of the public buildings, prevent some inconvenience which I see may arise from the opinions promulgated by Mr. L’Enfant?”

Jefferson promptly drafted a proclamation placing the capital city north and west of the Tiber, next to Georgetown; drew a map of such a city (Jefferson placed the president’s house around today’s 24th and G Streets Northwest and the Capitol at about 15th and G Streets Northwest); and wrote to L’Enfant telling him to stop surveying near the Eastern Branch and move over toward Georgetown. “There are certainly considerable advantages on the Eastern branch,” he wrote, “but there are very strong reasons also in favor of the position between Rock Creek and Tyber, independent of the face of the ground. It is desired that the proper amount should be in equilibrio between the two places till the President arrives, and we shall be obliged to you to endeavor to poise their expectations.”

Meanwhile, Stoddert was not idle. In a February 26 letter to the president, Burnes made it clear that it was not money or cussedness that caused his obstinacy. He just did not like the way Stoddert was going about things. “I presume to address you with great deference,” Burnes wrote, “on a subject in which I think my own character, reputation and interest involve. Reports have been circulated here that some designing speculative men have been making you offers for the property which I among others gave up to you on certain conditions stipulated in a paper which we all signed giving you the power to make any advantage therefrom towards erecting the Federal city, & I am the more inclined to believe that speculation is in view from an offer which I have lately had for a further part of my property on the specious pretext that it will be necessary to give it up to complete your design....”

But although he did not trust Stoddert, to prove he had no ill will toward the president, he offered seventy-nine more acres at £15 an acre. The president informed Stoddert, who then tried to allay Burnes’s suspicions. “The truth is,” Stoddert wrote, “I have no object, but a public one. I think it of the utmost importance to Georgetown that the President should fix on the situation offered him from this neighborhood for the federal city—and I think the only chance of his so doing will be by making the offers as unexceptionable as possible.”

To end his holdout, Stoddert offered to give Burnes £1,000 if he agreed to give up all of his land. If the president took the land, Burnes would still get the £25 an acre for selling it. “Fixing the federal city on the Eastern Branch, would destroy Georgetown in which I have a good deal of property that would thereby be rendered of little or no value,” he explained to Burnes, “and I think that unless the offer from this side of Goose Creek should be much better than those from the Eastern Branch, that Carrollsburg will carry it.”

Burnes made the deal. Stoddert gave him £100 up front, promised 200 more in a year, and assumed the debts Burnes had with Deakins and James Lingan, another Georgetown merchant who also stood to profit by Burnes’s cooperation. But although able to buy off Burnes, Stoddert could not cool L’Enfant’s enthusiasm for the Eastern Branch.4
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As he trekked from the Eastern Branch to the ridge called Jenkins Hill, near a beautiful spring halfway up the hill, L’Enfant saw the stone foundation of a house 56 by 48 feet with a considerable pile of bricks nearby. This was where Daniel Carroll of Duddington, the commissioner’s nephew, hoped to build his future home. (Duddington was the name of the 500 acres he owned.) L’Enfant suggested that he not finish his house until the decisions about the capital were made. Carroll decided to delay building but did not soften the hard stand he took about giving up land to the government. His uncle had to report to the president that offers from Carrollsburg were “backward.”

L’Enfant’s plans for Carrollsburg were going forward. In the evenings, back in Georgetown, Jenkins Hill was about all that L’Enfant was writing to Philadelphia about. Despite the continued bad weather—including “a fall of snow and stormy wind which succeeded for these three days past”—he managed to survey the area between the Eastern Branch and Jenkins Hill. He had trouble completing the survey south of the hill, “leaving for a better time swampy parts which were rendered absolutely impassable by the heavy rain which overflowing all the low ground determined me to confine myself on the high land.”

The inconvenience of the “swampy parts” did not sour him on the area. He wrote to the president describing a city entirely oriented around the hill. Commerce would center on the Eastern Branch, with the public buildings on the ridge that ran from Jenkins Hill east to the branch: “From these hights every grand building would rear with a majestic aspect over the country all around and might be advantageously seen from twenty miles off.” The southern boundary stone at Hunting Creek near Alexandria would be in view, making that point a great spot for “a majestic column or a grand pyramid.”

L’Enfant projected a grand avenue to run from a bridge over the Eastern Branch roughly at C Street Southeast to a bridge to be built over the Potomac at the Three Sisters rocks (a few hundred yards west of today’s Key Bridge). The commercial centers at the eastern and western extremities of the avenue would compete to connect with the governmental center. The city would grow like a tree. He wanted the city’s growth to “be foreseen in the first delineation in a grand plan.” This could not be the usual grid, which “could only do on a level plain and where no surrounding object being interesting it becomes indifferent which way the opening of streets may be directed.” A grid was “tiresome and insipid and it never could be in its origin but a mean continuance of some cool imagination wanting a sense of the real grand and truly beautiful.”5





6. Diabolical, Frenzical Disorder

L’Enfant confessed that he was “engaged in the most fatiguing work which I ever had to perform” and was at it “constantly,” but he still had not produced a map that Washington could use when he arrived in Georgetown on March 28. Undoubtedly, L’Enfant told the president about the rain and snow. However, Andrew Ellicott and his men suffered through the same weather and managed to continue surveying the forty-mile boundary of the ten-mile square. The thirty-seven-year-old surveyor even persevered despite a painful bout with the flu. Of course Ellicott was an old hand at roughing it. He had just completed the survey of the border between Pennsylvania and New York near Lake Erie.1

Washington immediately saw L’Enfant’s point. When he arrived, intent on designating the sites for the Capitol and the president’s house, the drizzle would not stop. He tried to tour the area with the commissioners, but thanks to “a thick mist” he “derived no great satisfaction from the review.” He also remained unsatisfied with the offers from the proprietors. His effort to get the Georgetown and Carrollsburg factions to keep a low price and enlarge their offers of land had backfired, unleashing “their fears and jealousies... counteracting the public purposes.” L’Enfant suggested enlarging the city to include both factions. Washington had been thinking along the same lines, and Commissioner Carroll, who had been riding around the other side of the Eastern Branch “exceedingly pleas’d at the numerous & various beautiful prospects,” liked the idea too. The president called a six o’clock meeting of the proprietors, eighteen men and one woman, at Suter’s tavern.

The president was not wont to meet with citizens, preferring contact buffered by ceremony, but he held the floor and talked at length. He summarized his speech in his diary: “I represented that the contention in which they seemed engaged, did not in my opinion comport either with the public interest or that of their own; that while each party was aiming to obtain the public buildings, they might by placing the matter on a contracted scale, defeat the measure altogether; not only by procrastination but for want of the means necessary to effect the work;—That neither the offer from Georgetown or Carrollsburgh, separately, was adequate to the end of insuring the object. That both together did not comprehend more ground nor would afford greater means than was required for the federal City; and that, instead of contending which of the two should have it they had better, by combining more offers make a common cause of it, and thereby secure it to the district, other arguments were used to show the danger which might result from delay and the good effects that might proceed from a Union.”

Which is to say that Washington threatened to make no decision on where the city should be rather than choose between the competing interests. The proprietors had two problems. With commissioners and surveyors on the scene, they worried about who would decide where the public buildings would go. The president assured them that he would make those decisions and that since there would be a house for Congress and another for the president, each side of the city could share in the benefits arising from proximity to those buildings. He promised a plan of the city that would be engraved for wide distribution as soon as possible, and he declared that work on the buildings would begin the following summer. The other problem was that the size of the city, upward of 5,000 acres, diminished the value of each lot. Washington observed “that Philadelphia stood upon an area three by two miles, and that if the metropolis of one State occupied so much ground, what ought that of the United States to occupy?”

As a final palliative for landholders worried about the bottom line, Washington told the commissioners to prepare for an October sale of city lots, to be held early enough for Northern members of Congress to come down and buy, and late enough for Southern members on their way to Philadelphia.

That night Washington broke bread with the commissioners and select proprietors at Colonel Forrest’s house in Georgetown. Washington never forgot the young officer who lost his leg at the battle at Brandywine. On the next day, March 30, an agreement was prepared in which the proprietors agreed to give all their land to two trustees with the understanding that the president would pay £25 for each acre used for public buildings and parks. The commissioners would divide the remaining land, exclusive of what was needed for streets, and direct the trustees to convey half of the lots back to the proprietors. The remaining half would be marketed by the commissioners to raise money to pay the proprietors for their land and finance the construction of the public buildings. The proprietors would not be paid for the land taken by streets but would be paid for trees the commissioners wanted preserved. They could also buy the land their houses stood on from the commissioners for £12½ an acre if the land was not needed for public purposes.

The proprietors at the meeting signed the agreement. Burnes had not attended, but Stoddert explained that getting his signature was a mere formality. Jonathan Slater, who worked a plantation along Jenkins Hill, had just sold his 500 acres for £20 an acre to an Englishman lately setting up as a merchant in Baltimore. That was too central and too large a tract to be left out. Washington had an express rider summon the new owner, William Prout, who was overjoyed since he had not really counted on his land being in the city itself. He gushed to his brother back in England that “the President treated me with the greatest politeness.” Prout gladly signed.

Washington left it to Thomas Johnson to draw up the individual deeds each proprietor would sign over to the trustees, and to do what was needed to get the far-flung lotholders of Hamburg and Carrollsburg to exchange their old lots for new. He gave L’Enfant and Ellicott “some directions... with respect to the mode of laying out the district—Surveying the grounds for the City and forming them into lots.” He left for Mount Vernon, well satisfied.2
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The Maryland Journal hailed the agreement in a notice obviously written by a proprietor. The new city’s site was described as “surpassed by no spot on earth, of equal extent, for commercial advantage and elegance of situation.” L’Enfant agreed; in a letter to Hamilton he expressed confidence that lots would sell quickly and for high prices, then confessed that he felt “a sort of embarrassment” in lauding a situation he was so involved in, but he assured Hamilton “that no position in all america can be more suceptible of grand improvement, more capable of promoting the rapide increases of a city nor better situated to secure an infinity of advantages to gouvernement....”

After he opened the next day’s mail the president crowed that the agreement came in the nick of time. Jefferson alerted him that the Pennsylvania legislature had appropriated money to build a hall for Congress and a house for the president in Philadelphia. The president used the news to rally the commissioners: “This (although I do not want any sentiment of mine promulgated with respect to it) marks unequivocally, in my mind, the designs of that State, and the necessity of exertion to carry the Residence Law into effect.”

No matter what Philadelphia did, Washington was not about to back off. On April 4, before leaving on his two-month tour of the Southern states, he prodded L’Enfant to grab as much land as he could. “Although it may not be immediately wanting, it will nevertheless encrease the Revenue—and of course be beneficial, not only to the public but to the individuals also hereafter in as much as the plan will be enlarged, and thereby freed from those blotches which otherwise might result from not comprehending all the lands that appear well adapted to the general design....”

Jefferson wrote to L’Enfant with the same advice. Twenty-five pounds an acre was such a good price L’Enfant should include all the land he could. Jefferson congratulated L’Enfant on his being dubbed by the president to propose a plan for the city and readily agreed to L’Enfant’s request for plans of European cities. Jefferson sent down his private collection. Then the secretary of state hurried on to what he supposed would be L’Enfant’s next assignment, designing the public buildings. For Congress he advised copying “some one of the models of antiquity which have had the approbation of thousands of years.” For the president’s house he preferred something modern, “which have already received the approbation of all good judges.” He listed three examples, including the Galerie du Louvre.

Jefferson had his eye on the private buildings too. On the same day that he wrote to L’Enfant, he wrote to Washington offering to have copies made of the drawings he had of the fronts of various European mansions and distribute them “gratis” in Georgetown so they “might decide the taste of the new town.”3
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No one was happier about the deal than George Walker, “A Citizen of the World,” whose scheme outlined in January 1789 was being fulfilled. Some proprietors mindful of Walker’s contribution promised to give him lots to show their gratitude, but he wanted to be a major player. Knowing of L’Enfant’s enthusiasm for the crest of Jenkins Hill, he reasoned that the area between there and the Eastern Branch, the center of commerce he had prophesied would fuel the engine to make a grand capital, would be extremely valuable. So he paid £10,140 ($27,000) for 358 acres extending from the Eastern Branch in a rectangle that would be five blocks wide all the way up to 5th and G Streets Northeast.

Yet, as happy as Walker was, Prout matched it. His purchase of Slater’s land, he claimed to his brother in England, “is the only thing talked of in this country from Boston to Georgia. There never was a purchase made that ever made such a stir.... Since it is known that the city will be in my land it is allowed to be the greatest purchase ever made in this country and I have been offered twenty thousand pounds for my bargain as soon as it is paid for but I would not take double that sum.” Completing payment was the trick, and Prout asked his brother for a loan; no wonder he was bragging.

Not all of the proprietors were that excited. Edward Pearce, who had the farm north of Burnes, decided to cash in as soon as possible. After all, it would take time for the city to be planned and divided, and until that was done no one would get £25 an acre. To survive, he could continue to farm his land, but Pearce decided to sell. A week after he signed the March 30 agreement, he sold 150 acres in the tract known as Port Royal, just northeast of where the White House would be, to the Georgetown merchant Samuel Davidson, who paid $6,000 and traded a 500-acre farm on the Gun Powder River north of Baltimore. Plus the merchant gave Mrs. Pearce a chintz pattern.

Admittedly, it took Davidson, who had assured correspondents for two years that the capital would be next to Georgetown, a long time to put his money where his mouth was, but he entered into the deal with the true spirit of the day: “Yesterday I was violently seized with that diabolical, frenzical disorder, which have raged with such fury and pity for some time over the Federal City,” he wrote to George Walker, “and to which, poor Prout and yourself fell victims.... You will sympathize, with others, over this my inevitable ruin, and believe me insane.” In a more serious vein he urged a Virginia friend to hurry “to Georgetown where the ague and fever was never known.... We are all here in very high spirits in consequence of the Grand Federal City being fixed in the vicinity of this town. The commissioners and surveyors are now actively engaged in the business.”

As if to cap off the deal, on April 15 the commissioners organized one of those ceremonies that remind us that marking boundaries and laying stone was the true religion of the day. The southernmost boundary stone of the district was laid with all of the proper Masonic rituals. However, the crowd was sparse. Someone forgot to tell the citizens of nearby Alexandria.4
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On the eve of the ceremony five proprietors led by Stoddert protested that L’Enfant was expanding the city beyond even the grand size the president wanted; “taking Land we never had it in contemplation would be required,” they argued, “would only tend to lessen the value of the rest, without any real benefit to the public, as the price of the lots would diminish, in proportion as the number for sale increased.”

Walker and Davidson quickly got off a letter of their own urging the commissioners not to back off. “And we confide that you will not accede to any system that may mutilate, disfigure or render inconvenience, the great Metropolis of America. Whatever might drop from the President, in course of conversation concerning the Lands to be occupied by the City, we do not consider conclusive; as it would not be expected he could, with precision determine, what might be proper to include within its limits, the great object in view being the founding (of) an elegant, convenient and agreeable Capitol for the Union.”

The commissioners sent the letters to the president, then on his way to South Carolina, and asked what to do. They assured him that L’Enfant and Ellicott would continue to work “according to their idea of your Instructions as if the conveyances had been made in the utmost extent.” And then the commissioners returned to what appears to have been their major task that spring; notifying the 200 or so people who had bought lots in the never built towns of Hamburg and Carrollsburg that they could exchange those lots for a new lot in the capital.

The bundle of complaining letters caught up to Washington when he was in Charleston. They caused him much pain. He had been lauding the patriotism and good sense of the landholders all during his Southern trip. He hoped the complainers would realize that when he talked to them he had no map, and he recollected qualifying all his remarks with the word “about.” And then he reiterated one of the arguments he used at the March 29 meeting: “if the Metropolis of one State occupied so much ground, what ought that of the United States to occupy?”5





7. Major L’Enfant Proceeds

On April 22, Congressman William Loughton Smith, on his way from Philadelphia to his home in Charleston, South Carolina, came to Georgetown. Smith had been one of the leaders of the faction opposed to placing the capital on the Potomac. There was reason to believe that a critic had just come to the would-be town, but Smith was charmed by the tour L’Enfant gave him.

“The Major pointed out to me all the eminences, plains, commanding spots, projects of canals by means of rock creek, eastern branch, & a fine creek, called Goose Creek, which intersects the plan of the City; the place intended for the Presidents palace, States House for Congress, public buildings, mercantile part of the City along the Eastern Branch, Quays, bridges, etc. magnificent public walks & various other projects.... The ground pleased me much; the Major is enraptured with it; nothing he says, can be more admirably calculated for the purpose; Nature has done much for the place, & with the aid of art it will become the wonder of the World. I propose calling this new Seat of Empire Washingtonople.”

Back at the tavern he heard the important talk: “Land in the neighborhood which sold before for five or seven pounds an acre has been sold for thirty or forty pounds.”1

Save for the president down in Charleston, no one seemed concerned about the complaints of Stoddert and his friends, including those gentlemen themselves. The wisdom passed around Georgetown was that soon there would be a million dollars available for building the capital city. Commissioner Carroll assured James Madison that “the sales of lotts will produce at least 300,000 pounds for public use. This with the grants from Virga & Marylnd will amt to near a Million of dollars. The produce from the sale of the public property will certainly be very productive, some of opinion, considerably more so than what has been mentioned.” The city was taking “a deep root. The hopes of the adversaries to it must diminish, as confidence among ourselves encreases.” Carroll summarized his optimism in one striking phrase: “Majr L’Enfant proceeds.”2

With such projections a momentary snag in finding $2,000 to pay current expenses caused not a riple of concern. President Washington, on his way through Richmond, tried to get a small advance on the $120,000 the state of Virginia had promised, but at the moment the state treasury was bare.
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Before leaving, Washington had pointed out the spot toward Georgetown where he wanted the president’s house to be. So L’Enfant redirected his attention from the Eastern Branch to the Tiber, which bisected the slowly rising plane that stretched two and a half miles from the western rim of Jenkins Hill to Georgetown. That point on the hill was, L’Enfant thought, “a pedestal waiting for a monument.” But what was the plain below? He could have put the Mall between the two buildings, letting the western half of the city be a governmental park, while the east would grow into a commercial center. But he rejected that idea and decided to make the midpoint between the buildings the “foundation” of the city. “... The nature of the local[e] is such as will made everything concur to render a settlement there prosperous—” L’Enfant explained in his usual poor English. “There it will benefit of the natural jalousie which most stimulate establishments on each of its opposed limits it will become necessarily a point of reunion of both and soon become populouz.”

Not a mall but a bustling commercial avenue would connect the two buildings and help prove L’Enfant’s essential argument that diagonal avenues up to 160 feet wide—a colossal width in those days—“will make the long distances of the city seem shorter and promote the growth of the city.” To accentuate the angle of the avenue, he nudged the president’s house “somewhat more in the wood and off the creek.” The flaw in the arrangement was the shallow Tiber. In an April 10 letter to L’Enfant, Jefferson premised his organization of the city on the shallowness of that creek. He thought the governmental core of the city should be “about the Tyber” because “it will be of no injury to the commerce of the place, which will undoubtedly establish itself on the deep waters towards the Eastern branch and mouth of Rock creek; the water about the mouth of the Tyber not being of any depth.”

L’Enfant saw that the Tiber could be easily turned into a canal. It would not be a backwater but a lifeline for the bustling “foundation” L’Enfant saw to the north of it. As he later explained to the president, a canal, easily opened from the Eastern Branch to the mouth of the Tiber, “will undoubtedly facilitate a conveyance most advantageous to trading Interest it will insure the storing of marketts which, as lay down on the map, being erected all along the canal and over grounds proper to shelter any number of boats will serve of Mart Houses from w[h]ere when the city is grown to its fullest extent most distant markets will be supplied at command.”

The earth needed to fill the Tiber to form the canal would come from the hills south of the Tiber, allowing the area to be formed into a mall, affording a perfect pedestal for the equestrian statue of George Washington that would be directly south of the president’s house. To add grandeur to the eastern end of the Mall, L’Enfant added a crowning touch that would make the canal the mainspring of the whole: a grand cascade, “issuing from under the base of the Congress building may there form a cascade of forty feet heigh or more than one hundred waide which would produce the most happy effect in rolling down to fill up the canall and discharge itself in the Potowmack of which it would then appear as the main spring when seen through the grand and majestic avenue intersecting with the prospect from the palace at a point which being seen from both I have designated as the proper for to erect a grand Equestrian figure.”

In filling out the plan, L’Enfant used the same logic that he used to form the core of the city. Two strategic points along the river would serve as forts. As a measure of defense, diagonal avenues had to be cut from them to the principal buildings. Not that every government building had to be seen from the two principal buildings. To denote the freedom of the judiciary from political influence, the avenues from Judiciary Square would not run to them. Squares designated for markets had to be served by diagonal avenues to facilitate access. With such an extensive city, the diagonal avenues proliferated. Each area of the city had to feed off the vitality of other areas.3
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The president returned to Mount Vernon in early June. He did not rush to Georgetown to straighten out the proprietors who balked at signing the deed. L’Enfant did hand-deliver his plan on the 22nd, but the president did not elaborate on it in his diary. He finally went to Georgetown as previously planned, when it was convenient for his return to Philadelphia.

This time he did not conduct his business at Suter’s inn. Commissioner Carroll had found doing business in a tavern inconvenient and expensive, so he rented a nearby house for “a month or two,” hoping that “the President may likewise find it convenient for what business he may have during his stay in George Town.” On the 27th he met with the commissioners at nine o’clock and then with all the proprietors. He cleared up the misunderstanding about the size of the city without signing away his or the commissioners’ rights. He took Ellicott aside and redirected some boundary lines so a spring Stoddert owned would not be included in the city, thereby diminishing the size of the city.

On June 28 the commissioners drew up the final deeds and Washington went with L’Enfant and Ellicott to see if he liked where L’Enfant had put the president’s house. He did not. On the 29th a large crowd gathered at Suter’s tavern, and the president explained the plan “in a speech of some length.” He explained that the diagonal avenues “would not be so numerous.” The president’s house would be more to the west “for the advantage of higher ground.” L’Enfant had not put the executive offices on the plan, so Washington explained that they would flank the president’s house. His cabinet had complained of being so bothered by visiting congressmen that they feared the confidentiality of their papers and sometimes had to go home to get work done. George Walker worried that there were fewer public buildings in the eastern end of the city. Washington agreed that the exchange could be put over there. Washington noted in his diary that the plan was viewed “with much pleasure that a general approbation of the measure seemed to pervade the whole.” L’Enfant fielded particular inquiries from proprietors, answering those who asked about public improvements enthusiastically and being coy with Carroll of Duddington, who asked if he could finally get to work on his house. L’Enfant did assure Notley Young that his house was not in jeopardy. The proprietors deeded their lands to the trustees.

Before leaving for Philadelphia a little after four the next morning, the President set two priorities for the commissioners: preparations for an October 17 auction of lots and beginning work on the canal. The Georgetown Weekly Ledger summarized his performance this way: “The moment he appeared, all difficulties vanished.”

On June 30 the commissioners asked newspapers around the country to publicize the date of the sale. In consultation with Washington, they determined the terms buyers had to meet: eight percent down and the rest in three equal yearly payments. The commissioners also solicited proposals, due by July 20, for “perfecting a Canal” through the Tiber and connecting to James Creek, which emptied into the Eastern Branch near its confluence with the Potomac. L’Enfant’s task, with Ellicott’s aid, was to complete his plan and lay out the city in lots so that there would be a map to see and something to sell at the October auction. He told Washington that he expected to be in Philadelphia in late August with the final plan in hand.4
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L’Enfant and Ellicott worked well together, although they were rather different characters. They were both getting all their expenses paid. L’Enfant’s bill at Suter’s tavern was twice that of Ellicott’s. Ellicott was often surveying the district line, where he and his men lived in a camp, while L’Enfant was holding court at the tavern. Both men supervised a handful of men. No one complained of Ellicott’s treatment, but L’Enfant had a special touch. He saw that his men got two ounces of chocolate butter in their daily ration. And although L’Enfant was the complete enthusiast, Ellicott was not that impressed with the environs. He was especially amused as he cut the line in Virginia, where Washington owned 1,200 acres. He wrote to his wife on June 26th: “for near seven miles on it there is not one House that has any floor except the earth.... We find but little Fruit, except Huckel berries, and live in our camp, as retired as we used to do on Lake Erie.... As the President is so much attached to this country, I would not be willing that he should know my real sentiments about it. But... this country intended for the Permanent Residence of Congress, bears no more proportion to the country about Philadelphia, and Germantown, for either wealth or fertility, than a Crane does to a stall-fed Ox!”

But the major difference between Ellicott and L’Enfant was that the surveyor had no greater interest than doing his job. L’Enfant wanted to build a city like no other. Their happiest collaboration was when Ellicott lined the site of the building for Congress so that a longitudinal meridian that could be designated zero degrees, thus replacing Greenwich, England, ran through the center of it. L’Enfant marked that meridian, giving full credit to Ellicott, on his plan.

Ellicott was only one of the men L’Enfant prodded into doing something special. He persuaded Robert Peter, who owned the land in the capital just across from Georgetown, to offer to share the cost of building wharves where Rock Creek met the Potomac. Peter sent a proposal to Washington, who forwarded it to the commissioners with clear indications that he approved. L’Enfant also formed close friendships with the merchant-proprietors who were fellow bachelors. Davidson also boarded at Suter’s tavern and gladly loaned L’Enfant a few pounds when he needed it. George Walker was so confident in L’Enfant’s energy that he announced the closing of his Georgetown store, asked his debtors to pay up, and offered to sell “one of the best pews in the Presbyterian Church.” He was setting out to move four miles east to his land in the city near the Eastern Branch.5
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The three commissioners worked without pay, which they did not mind. No one envisioned them as working full time in the city. But they did need money to pay expenses, which already amounted to $6,000, principally for surveying. Accounts could be settled at the end of the year with L’Enfant, Ellicott, and their men, as well as with Dr. Worthington, who agreed to bleed and administer doses of the bark to them when they fell sick, but bakers and grocers could extend credit for only so long. The commissioners tapped William Deakins to be their treasurer, offering a commission on any money he handled, which did not prove especially remunerative because the first money the commissioners spent was advanced by Deakins. The commissioners asked Virginia and Maryland for the money, granted to the city, but none was forthcoming. The state of Virginia still couldn’t advance any because the treasury remained bare. The state of Maryland had money, but the treasurer of the state decided that it would be illegal to give any money to the commissioners before January 1, 1792. At the same time a Georgetown builder, George French, offered to dig the canal for £22,000.

By July 24 Carroll was getting worried: “The objects of the Commission conferred on me I find intricate & complex’d, much more extensive & important than was expected,” he explained to Madison. Worse still, the position involved him in a conflict of interest because of an unnecessary spat between L’Enfant and his nephew. After seeing the plan at the June 28 meeting with Washington, Carroll of Duddington asked L’Enfant if his house was outside of what would become public land. L’Enfant promised to look over the situation but did not. Carroll told his uncle that he planned to tell his workmen to begin putting the house on the foundation on July 29. Commissioner Carroll immediately set off with his nephew to find L’Enfant but could not find him in the surveyors’ camp or Georgetown.

On August 2, Carroll and his colleagues told the president that with an empty treasury little could be done. After sending another letter to the governor of Virginia begging for money, they decided not to contract for the construction of the canal or for the wharves Peter wanted to build, for which they were to pay two thirds of the cost. If Virginia did not come through, the only hope for funds was the October sale, but L’Enfant was not progressing fast enough: “The survey and plan of the City is not in the forwardness we wish; we have hopes still given us that they will be in such a state tho’ not complete as to begin the sales the 17th of October.... Major L’Enfant proposes to visit with you soon with his drafts for your confirmation.”

Metaphorically, as he wrought his plan L’Enfant was bringing order to chaos, but in reality, confusion seemed to follow in L’Enfant’s wake. In mid-August Ellicott and his men ran the line of New Jersey Avenue southeast of the Capitol site, and the eastern side cut off seven feet of the just completed wall of Daniel Carroll’s house. Ellicott was not perturbed, explaining to Carroll that L’Enfant had said the width of the street could be reduced from 110 to 100 feet to save the building. Ellicott’s explanation was at once reassuring and disconcerting. He said the plan was “mere fancy work, and would be very different when completed,” so “it was idle to be alarmed at what was then doing. ”6

A letter L’Enfant wrote to the president on the progress he was making did not mention Carroll’s house, but L’Enfant confessed that he was confused. Axe-men, mostly slaves, felled trees on Jenkins Hill and along the avenues leading from it. The trees belonged to Carroll, and L’Enfant expected him to remove them. Carroll let them lie, which L’Enfant blamed for slowing down his surveyors. He dreaded the prospect of the city developing piecemeal. To work, it needed simultaneous development at several key spots, few of which would be surveyed into lots by October 17. His original vision, as expressed in the April 8 letter to Hamilton, that city lots would sell briskly had become clouded. On August 19 he wrote to Washington urging him to postpone the October sale.

“This business had proved more tedious than at first considered,” he explained. Only two areas were adequately cleared, the crest of Capitol Hill and the future site of the White House. For those spots were “exhibiting the most sumpetous aspect and claiming already the sufferage of a crowd of daily visitors both natives and foreigner. ...” The unremoved timber clogged the area northwest of the future site of the Capitol, precisely the area that L’Enfant viewed as the foundation of the city, where, he explained to the president, “The grand avenu connecting both the palace and the Federal House, ... and also the several squares or area such as are intended for the Judiciary Court—the national bank—the grand church—the play house—market and exchange—all through will offer a variety of situation unparalleled in point of beauties—suitable to command the height price in a sale.”

Another area that had to be settled first was between the canal and Pennsylvania Avenue, where there will be a proper stand for shops and houses that “in a short time will increase to a number sufficient to afford a convenience in the intercourse of business and to procure proper accommodation to Congress member and every officer and other people attached to the executive.”

Not only were those areas confused by fallen timber. It was impossible to lay them out in lots by October 17 because the proprietors who were supposed to give L’Enfant surveys of their property had not. L’Enfant warned that unless all was in readiness a sale of lots would interest only speculators. Not enough people knew about the sale, and the down payment required—eight percent—was so small that it would attract only a “few Individuals speculating [and] wanting means or inclination to improve” the lots they bought. L’Enfant even hinted darkly at a conspiracy to defeat the plan of the city being hatched between certain proprietors and bands of speculators in other cities.

The sale “will favor the plotting of a number of designing men whom in Georgetown in particular are more active than ever and use of every means to set themselves in a situation to cross the operation of the plan adopted, and whom in concert with society forming in Baltimore and in other places unfriendly promise to engross the most of the sale and master the whole business.”

The best way to increase the value of the land was to improve it, not to sell lots to speculators. Improvements should be financed with loans secured by unsold lots, plus each of the sixteen states could control a square and compete in improving them. L’Enfant repeated an idea Walker had published in 1789: “Every particular religious society” could develop a free donation of land. Amid the proprietors anxious to know exactly how much their lands were worth and writing to a president convinced that the nation’s capital could be built without the expenditure of any federal money, L’Enfant pleaded that it was “essential to pursue with dignity the operation of an undertaking of a magnitude so worthy of the concern of a grand empire....”

L’Enfant’s way of making a case was as baroque as his plan for a city. But underneath the numerous diagonals of his entreaties was an unmistakable stubbornness. If the nation wanted a great city, L’Enfant concluded his long letter, they had to do it his way: “It is in this manner and in this manner only I conceive the business may be conducted to a certainty of the attainment of that success.”7





8. Grandeur, Magnificence, and Novelty

In 1791 no one took L’Enfant’s complaints about felled trees seriously. Americans since the early seventeenth century had been seeing the future through a mess of fallen trees. And although the president heeded the other issues L’Enfant raised, he thought they should be resolved by the commissioners. Not that there was any acrimony when the two men met. Although he could write a mean letter, L’Enfant was too charming a man to bring up difficulties face to face. When difficulties had to be addressed, L’Enfant was prone to hide, as he hid when the Carrolls were after him. And the president did not make any difficulties. He thought the revised plan L’Enfant unveiled suitable for engraving and asked L’Enfant to see to it. As for the issues L’Enfant raised in his letter, Washington sent Jefferson and Madison to Georgetown to confer with the commissioners on those as well as other problems.
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After meeting with L’Enfant in Philadelphia, Jefferson and Madison went south. They found Baltimoreans “better humored” toward the Potomac capital, preferring to have the government there than in Philadelphia. So much for one of L’Enfant’s charges. They arrived in Georgetown on September 7 at two o’clock. “As soon as horses could be got ready,” Jefferson reported to the president, “we set out and rode till dark, examining chiefly the grounds newly laid open, which we found much superior to what we had imagined.” So much for L’Enfant’s complaints about the chaotic lumbering.

On the 8th they met with the commissioners, who were “pread-monished that it was your desire that they should decide freely on their own view of things,” Jefferson reported. No matter, they “concurred unanimously in ... every point with what had been thought best in Philadelphia.” L’Enfant gained two points. The commissioners increased the down payment on the lots to one fourth and agreed that the landholders had to provide boundary lines of their property before the sale of lots. The commissioners were against postponement of the sale and opined apropos of L’Enfant’s suggestion of a loan that it was “Doubtful if a loan can be proposed, without previous legislative authority, or filled till a sale shall have settled something like the value of the lots which are to secure repayment.”

As for going forward with the canal, bridges, and wharves, the commissioners decided the projects “must wait for money.” But to fulfill the president’s promise that the public buildings would be begun in the summer of 1792, the board agreed that “the digging earth for bricks this fall is indispensable. Provisions of other materials to depend on the funds.” As for the design of the buildings, they decided to offer a medal for the best plan submitted. Jefferson agreed to draft a prospectus for the contest.

The commissioners and Jefferson also discussed L’Enfant’s plan. Quibbling with the particulars was up to the president, but they agreed that a post road should be marked on the engraved plan that took the easiest-to-build route between the sites of the Capitol and president’s house and on to Georgetown. The old post road ran along a ridge a mile north of the heart of the new city. They also wanted the soundings of the Eastern Branch included, and, other than the president’s square and Capitol square, none of the other public squares would be designated on the engraving even though L’Enfant had designated all of the sites on his plan. The engraving also had to have a name on it. To no one’s surprise the commissioners decided to name the capital city Washington and the territory Columbia. As for streets, those running east and west would be designated by letters, those running north and south by numbers.

Finally, since the public would be buying building lots in October, the board endorsed building regulations that, by the provisions of the deed of trust with the proprietors, the president would have to promulgate. Several years later, when a rule regulating the height of brick houses on the avenues of the city was under attack, Washington disclaimed having had any strong feeling on the matter. Jefferson and, of course, L’Enfant did, and both agreed that the height of buildings had to be regulated, and, to insure elegance and safety, all houses had to be of brick or stone. Recent fires in Philadelphia and New York prompted the banning of wooden houses.1

While the board dispensed with the concerns of the president as relayed by the secretary of state, Ellicott cooled his heels outside the office. He expected to be told exactly which lots to survey in preparation for the October sale. He had no faith in L’Enfant’s ability to get it postponed, but he did have an idea that served L’Enfant’s vision and also made sense economically. Since the lots around the public buildings would be much more valuable once those buildings were completed, Ellicott thought those lots should not be sold in October. He suggested selling lots near Georgetown and on the Eastern Branch because what made those areas attractive, a trading town and a good harbor, were in place. And he thought lots on the outskirts of the town, good for “meadows, pastures and large gardens,” should be sold in October. To Ellicott’s amazement, the board merely took the idea under advisement and did not tell him which lots would be put up for sale.2

They were that busy. Apart from dealing with Jefferson, they had to try to bring to a close their major project of the summer, figuring out a fair but quick way of gaining titles to Hamburg and Carrollsburg. They wrote a memorial to the legislature of Maryland seeking sanction for their scheme to give lotholders in Hamburg and Carrollsburg lots in the new city in exchange for their old lots. And while they had the legislature’s attention, they wanted the power to license retailers of liquor; to make rules regarding the earth dug out of wells, cellars, and foundations; and to license wharves. For the convenience of lotholders, they wanted the authority to set up a registry of deeds in the city and to make the commissioners’ certificates of sale as good as deeds. And most important, given the grandiose vision of the city all concerned had, they wanted the Maryland legislature to pass a law enabling foreigners to buy land within the District of Columbia. Tacked on to the end of the memorial was the gentle reminder to pay the commissioners the $72,000 that the state promised but that the state treasurer had decided could not yet be paid.3

The day after the September 8 meeting the commissioners wrote to L’Enfant informing him of the city’s name and the system for naming streets. They ordered 10,000 copies of the engraved plan, for which Ellicott would soon send river soundings and the post road route. And they asked him to inspect the bricks made by a Philadelphia craftsman named Le Brunt and, if they passed muster, see on what terms the brickmaker would move to Washington in the spring.

Ellicott also sent L’Enfant a report on the commissioners’ meeting, confessing, “I expected some directions from them respecting the different places where the lots should be laid off but received none; on that head I am at a loss.” Otherwise Ellicott saw no clouds on the horizon and flattered L’Enfant with the observation that Jefferson and Madison “appeared well pleased with the plan of the city and the country which it concerns.” A few days after writing that, the confusion in the city took a tragic turn. A tree being felled to clear a street fell on and killed Walter Hanson, one of Ellicott’s assistants. He left a widow and four children.4
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In Philadelphia, L’Enfant was not shy about showing off his plan. With Congress not in session, he principally socialized with Philadelphia’s French community. On September 1 Victor Dupont, who had just arrived from France, noted the “general admiration” for the plan’s “grandeur, magnificence, and novelty.” L’Enfant also talked up the approaching sale to Dupont, predicting that immense sums would be raised, since several foreign capitalists were planning to enter the bidding wars with Americans.

L’Enfant used French colleagues in Philadelphia to engrave the plan. He asked Stephen Hallet, who in 1786 was one of the three architects listed in the Almanack Royale of Paris, to reduce his plan to a smaller scale, which the engraver Pigalle would use. But anxious to get back to the city, L’Enfant didn’t wait around to supervise those two gentlemen.5

Back on the Potomac, L’Enfant found some new arrangements in the work force that pleased him. Andrew Ellicott’s brother Benjamin had come, and they took an instant liking to each other. Andrew noted in a letter home that Benjamin stopped carousing and chasing women. L’Enfant got a lot of work out of him. Benjamin’s helping his brother allowed Andrew’s assistant Isaac Roberdeau to become L’Enfant’s right-hand man. And Valentin Boraff, hired in July as commissary of the work force for $1 a day, was working out well. And unlike Andrew Ellicott, both Boraff and Roberdeau responded to the military metaphors that L’Enfant liked to use to describe how he planned to build the city. Boraff was eager to help lead the “right flank.”

Only one decision the board made in his absence really hurt L’Enfant, and, to rectify it, he went to Mount Vernon when the president arrived there for a short vacation. He had expected to design the public buildings. Washington recognized the injustice that had been done and had the board rescind the order authorizing a contest for the designs. In getting the board to rescind its order in deference to L’Enfant, the president did make clear to the architect that he still had to operate under the direction of the board. Jefferson’s reaction to canceling the design competition is not known, but he filed away his ideas on the requirements for the president’s house and “Capitol,” as he called L’Enfant’s “Congress House.”6

Thanks to a $20,000 line of credit from the state of Virginia, the board could give L’Enfant orders to do more than just perfect his plan. Stuart and Carroll met in late September to celebrate the good news. (The president had just appointed Governor Johnson to the Supreme Court. He was still on the board but too busy to attend all of its meetings.) They ordered L’Enfant and Ellicott to dig the clay needed to make three million bricks, half to be made near the Capitol and the half near the president’s house. The commissioners authorized L’Enfant to hire 150 men, and to do “such other work connected with the post road and the public buildings as he shall think most proper to have immediately executed.” The commissioners would soon regret having included that last clause.

Troublesome as the Carrolls were, L’Enfant could luxuriate in the attentions of other proprietors. Davidson gladly paid his subscription to the Georgetown Dancing Assembly. Although not a handsome man, L’Enfant had already won the sobriquet “a favorite with the ladies,” and Georgetown was eager to see him perform.

He perfected an ability to make greedy men feel good by contemplating the future of the city. William Prout came to the city, along with his nephew just over from England; L’Enfant regaled them with the glories of the city. “Uncle has got fixed on his land,” nephew William Huston wrote home, “the Royal Exchange, the Town House or Guild Hall, the National Bank, the State House, three markets, three capital squares with many other elegant buildings.... All the houses in one street shall be built the same height and that all the Capital Streets is to be 160 feet wide, two rows of trees on each side of the street.... Every person says it will be the finest city in the world. My uncle’s land, the person who has laid out the city says, is in the best situation.” And there would be 10,000 men working in the city the next summer.7

George Walker celebrated L’Enfant’s achievement in another article, “Description of the City of Washington,” which appeared in the Maryland Journal of September 30, 1791. Writing as “A Spectator,” he began lauding the site, “exceeded in point of convenience, salubrity, and beauty, by none in America,” but soon lionized the man. “The plan of this city, agreeably to the directions of the President of the United States, was designed and drawn by the celebrated MAJOR L’ENFANT; and is an inconceivable improvement upon all other cities in the world, combining not only convenience, regularity, elegance of prospect, and a free circulation of air, but every thing grand and beautiful, that can possibly be introduced into a city.”

After a detailed description of the plan, the flattery continues: “Among the many fortunate circumstances which have attended this country, during the present administration in government, the residence of Major L’Enfant in America, at this time may be considered as one of the most material.—The plan he has now produced, and which is happily adopted, exhibits such striking proofs of an exalted genius, elegance of taste, extensive imagination and comprehension, as will not only produce amazement in Europe, but meet the admiration of all future ages; having therein so happily combined the beauties of situation with general convenience, and, at the same time, effectually guarded against those inconveniences which arise in other great cities.” Needless to say, the city “will grow up with a degree of rapidity hitherto unparalleled in the annals of cities, and will soon become the admiration and delight of the world.”

Walker was careful to praise those features upon which depended the value of the land he had bought. “The Eastern-Branch is one of the safest and most commodious harbours in America, being sufficiently deep for the largest ships, for about four miles above its mouth; while the channel lies close along the edge of the city, and is abundantly capacious....”

Walker did have a particular animus motivating his essay: the continued agitation in Philadelphia to repeal the Residence Act. Walker argued that Congress had no power over the funds for the public buildings and so could not stop their construction. But more important, given the history of the process, “The repeal of a law, therefore, so grossly to violate public and private faith, would not be mentioned in a Congress of fiends met in Pandemonium, far less in the general legislature of these United States, whose tenacious adherence to public faith prevented their altering the funding-law last session when proposed.” That was a neat hint to the North that if it reneged on the compromise of 1790, the funding law would be in jeopardy.

Finally, Walker took L’Enfant’s side in the matter of selling lots, admonishing the commissioners: “With regard to the sufficiency of the funds, now obtained, for the public purposes of this new city, it will, in a great measure, depend upon the management of the sale of the lots ceded to the public. If they are sold off gradually, as money may be wanted to those who will actually improve them in a reasonable time, the fund will be productive far exceeding the most sanguine calculations that have been made upon it.—For the lots remaining on hand will rise in value, in proportion as the growth and natural advantage of the city, as is evident in the most trifling town and village in America.”8





9. Worth Above One Hundred Thousand Pounds

Despite Commissioner Carroll having sent a group of Irishmen over, Ellicott and L’Enfant informed the commissioners that they were unable to hire 150 hands. The inability to get those hands was not viewed as a crisis, because the task at hand was not really building but selling the city. In October 1791 the anticipation of a flood of buyers put the labor problem on the back burner. “We cannot forebear expressing our anxiety,” the commissioners wrote L’Enfant and Ellicott on October 6, “lest matters should not be prepared to answer the expectations of the public.”1

A major cause for anxiety was that no engraved plans had come down from Philadelphia. On October 3 L’Enfant wrote to Tobias Lear, the president’s secretary, pressing him to check up on the engraver Pigalle. Lear did, and Pigalle said he had just got the copper plate for the engraving. Lear wrote to L’Enfant and to Washington, who was then at Mount Vernon and who had already asked Lear for a copy of the printed plan. Lear did not give up trying to get the plan printed. If some were in hand by the 14th of October there would be time enough to get them to Georgetown on the 17th. On the 9th he set off to see Pigalle again and bumped into Attorney General Edmund Randolph, who joined the secretary in his mission. The Frenchman had had the copper plate for almost a week but, to the shock of Lear, had done nothing, claiming this time that the draft of the plan that L’Enfant had left with him was too small and inaccurate to work from. And Hallet, who made that draft, excused it because L’Enfant had taken his large plan away before he had finished.

To make matters worse, not a few gentlemen were coming to Lear expressing interest in the sale of lots and asking for copies of the plan. He lamented to Washington that they “express disappointment at not having a plan.” Ever resourceful, Lear got the allegedly unusable draft of the plan Pigalle had and showed that to potential buyers. As if that were not bad enough, Lear had to deal with the rumors spread by those intent on keeping the capital in Philadelphia. It was said that a man would be a fool to buy at the public sale because “the proprietors of lots would undoubtedly dispose of their lots after the sale at a much lower rate.” Lear argued that that made no sense at all and opined to Washington, “I have no doubt but the opinion is propagated here to discourage persons from attending the sale.” Indeed, rumor had it that L’Enfant was to design the president’s house in Philadelphia. The only good news Lear could report was that Congressman Page of Virginia planned to take a coachful of people to the sale and that the French minister would visit the president and join him at the sale.

The president was in no mood for bad news. Lear had already informed him of a major embarrassment. Congress had adjourned to the fourth Monday in October, and Lear had thought that meant the last Monday, which happened to be the 31st. Much too late he realized that the fourth Monday was actually the 24th. So the president, along with Jefferson and Madison, could stay only for the first day of the sale scheduled to last three days. The president felt so pressed for time that he wanted Lear to meet him in Baltimore with a draft of his annual message. The president’s reaction to the avalanche of bad news was to grump suspiciously about the “mistery attending the Engraving of the Federal City which I do not comprehend. It appears somewhat singular, that the incorrectness of the Plan should not have been discovered till now, when Major L’Enfant was detained many days in Philadelphia to prepare and fit it for the purpose.” L’Enfant was then only a few miles from Mount Vernon, but the president did not interrupt the busy major to clear up the mystery.2
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Ellicott managed only to divide ten squares into 40-by-100-foot lots. All were just northwest of the site of the president’s house, roughly in the area formed by 17th Street, L Street, 21st Street, and H Street. The commissioners gave no reason and contemporaries left no speculations on why those lots northwest of the president’s house were offered for sale first. Judging from the lay of the asphalt there today, the land offered for sale then was dominated by a ridge that ran along I Street from 17th to 21st Streets. That area is more than 70 feet above sea level, 20 feet higher than the White House grounds. North of K Street was a dale through which a small creek ran, forming a small swamp between L and M Streets just east of 19th Street.

On the 16th the commissioners divided those squares with the original proprietors, generally taking every other lot. All was in readiness. The day of the sale dawned with two presidential proclamations, one authorizing the commissioners to sell lots and the other giving the terms and conditions of the sale; including building regulations. Brick and stone outer walls had to be parallel to the streets but not all in a line with other houses. Jefferson had found cities that required uniformity of blocks boring and lobbied for this provision. The house could be no higher than 40 feet and, on the avenues, no lower than 35 feet. The commissioners’ agent had to supervise the building of party walls. There were several shall nots: “No vaults shall be permitted under the streets, nor any encroachments on the foot-way above by steps, stoops, porches, cellar doors, windows, ditches or leaning walls nor shall there be any projection over the street, other than the eves of the house, without the consent of the Commissioners.” One rule recognized reality: with the permission of the commissioners temporary wooden houses could be built for workmen. Clearly these proscriptions only corrected some intrusive building practices that irritated lovers of communal order. And no one objected to them. The chief topic of conversation that October 17 was the weather.3
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Thomas Lee Shippen, the scion of a rich Philadelphia family, timed his return to his Virginia plantation and law practice to coincide with the sale of lots. Shippen left not a few chatty letters, but his October 18 letter to his wife says little about the sale. He stayed with friends in Alexandria and testified that on the day of the sale the worst storm he had ever experienced struck the area. The storm defeated the commissioners’ plan to hold the sale on the very squares that were to be auctioned. Instead they and the prospective buyers, an ample crowd, retired to Suter’s inn in Georgetown.

The president, secretary of state, and James Madison were there until they had to press on to Philadelphia, but the French minister stayed to see what happened. The president huddled briefly with L’Enfant, not to discuss the sale or plan, but to hear his side of the dispute over Carroll of Duddington’s house. The house was almost finished, but in his later recollection Washington did not recall L’Enfant having told him then that it had to come down. And with the president gone L’Enfant defied the commissioners and refused to show his copy of the city plan. Walker and Davidson supported L’Enfant, and the commissioners decided not to embarrass the proceedings with a row. Bidders had plats of the squares to look at, but to figure out how the squares fit into the overall plan of the city they had to rely on L’Enfant’s verbal description. Many there did not bid at all, explaining they were interested in lots elsewhere in the huge city.4

James Gilchrist, who had come down from Philadelphia, was the biggest buyer, spending more than $1,000 for four lots. Jacob Walsh from Boston bought five lots. Nicholas Kirby from Baltimore bought three lots. Here were men who had more in mind than merely building their own mansion next to the president’s. Indeed, Walsh represented Samuel Blodget, a young Bostonian who made a quick fortune in London off the India trade. Thomas Lee Shippen bought only one lot. He told his wife to tell his father, who he was sure would be shocked at the purchase, that he bought it for his son. Clearly, Shippen was not seduced into thinking fortunes could be made overnight in the federal city.

More familiar buyers were Samuel Davidson’s brother John, an Annapolis merchant, and former Governor Thomas Sims Lee of Frederick, Maryland, who that summer had offered to sell 400 acres of “heavily timbered” land within the district north of the city. He was also a past director of the Potomac Company, and his wife was a member of the Digges family, which was related to the Carroll family. George Digges, who lived just down the river in Prince George’s County, paid the highest price, £150, or $400, for one lot.

Daniel Carroll’s brother Henry from Baltimore bought a lot. Francis Cabot, who hailed from Massachusetts but was then a Georgetown merchant, bought a lot on his own account and then teamed with Peter Casanave, Notley Young’s son-in-law, to buy another and, with L’Enfant choosing the lot, bought one for Lear, the president’s secretary. The most notable purchaser of all was L’Enfant, who rather enjoyed the sale he had argued against. He bought lot 30 in square 127, which faced east on 17th Street between H and I Streets.

On the 19th the commissioners called a halt to the sale when interest flagged. After the sale the commissioners revealed that the high bids on four lots were actually made in the interests of the commissioners to prevent the lots from going for too low a price. All told, thirty-one lots were sold at an average price of $265, not a huge sum altogether, but what speculators were interested in was the increase in the value of the land. To judge from a letter Samuel Davidson wrote to a Rotterdam merchant from whom he hoped to get a loan, the proprietors were pleased with the sale because it did establish a going price for lots that made them all seem rather wealthy. “To calculate by a partial sale made of a few of the Public Lots in October last, ... my property in the city is worth above One Hundred Thousand pounds”—$266,000, which was nothing to sneer at in those days.

The public sale also spawned private sales. Standish Forde, on his way from Philadelphia to New Orleans to make contacts with merchants there, stopped off in Georgetown and bought £1,075 worth of lots from that syndicate L’Enfant had worried about. He explained to his partner, “I expect they will turn out to good profit,” since he bought at a lower price than the public sale. But the syndicate made a tidy profit, selling for $80 an acre what they had bought for $18. Finally Blodget’s agent, Walsh, bought the farm north of Pearce’s called the Gleanings for $36,000.

Tench Coxe, assistant secretary to Hamilton at the Treasury, was already overextended in land elsewhere. So he offered to trade other lands for land in the capital. After the October sale, James Lingan, one of the Georgetown merchant-proprietors, turned him down. “Those sales,” he explained, “have raised the expectations of those who hold property..., and I do not think an exchange for other lands could be effected with any of the present holders at this time.” Indeed, rumors abounded that proprietors such as Carroll and Peter turned down sizable offers for lots.

The renown of the sale grew the farther one got from Georgetown. “The united states began their sales on Monday last,” Prout wrote to his brother, “and their land sold for 1,000 pounds per acre and people came from all parts of America to purchase and several europeans made considerable purchases, so that my prospect is something more than mere imagination. My land would sell at present for upwards of 100,000 pounds.” Philadelphia’s Gazette of the United States reported that “there have been at least 1,200 lots sold” by the proprietors all over the city.

The French minister Ternant, who liked the site of the city, estimated that based on the sale the Treasury would be enriched by about $4 million. Evidently, he talked to L’Enfant, because he reported that to finance operations in the spring the city would get a loan.5
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Although he left the sale, Washington was so interested in it that at five the next morning in Bladensburg he dashed off a note to David Stuart asking for the results as soon as possible. In his annual message he noted that “... as there is a prospect, favored by the rate of sales which have already taken place, of ample funds for carrying on the necessary public buildings, there is every expectation of their due progress.” Privately, however, Washington and Jefferson were clearly disappointed with the results of the sale.

The administration was not interested in establishing a price for lots to entice money from bankers. It wanted money without strings to defeat the machinations of Philadelphians who wanted to make the temporary capital permanent. Jefferson prodded the commissioners and Ellicott to get the lots along Pennsylvania Avenue from the Capitol to the president’s house ready for sale. In a November 21 letter to Ellicott, Jefferson expressed the concern this way: “It is excessively desirable that an extensive sale of lots in Washington should take place as soon as possible.”

The commissioners were not entirely pleased with the sale either and decided not to have another sale “till we see that the plate is in circulation and the work so far compleat that every body may have a chance for the object of their choice and no way leave cause of complaint that the whole circumstances are not fully before them.” L’Enfant and Ellicott told them that those conditions could be met by the middle or end of June at the earliest. The commissioners worried in their October 21 letter to Washington that that was a bad time. They wanted the next sale earlier “because of the ideas strangers have of coming to the southward so late as July.”

And the commissioners hinted at more problems with L’Enfant. They had “several intimations” that “the business” would be “resting more on us than heretofore.” They wanted to nail down L’Enfant to “a clear understanding of the terms on which [he] renders his assistance.” They suggested a fee of £600, but “Maj. L’Enfant desired to be excused from entering on the subject for the present.” The commissioners asked the president to prod L’Enfant to come to terms. This apparent disdain for money was not new. L’Enfant had refused $750 and some land offered by the city of New York for his services in designing Federal Hall as inadequate.

Even when the commissioners offered L’Enfant the plum assignment of designing the public buildings, he was coy. He promised to do it, the commissioners explained to Washington, “as soon as he finds himself enough disengaged—He can have recourse to books in Philadelphia and cannot have that assistance here.” The commissioners sensed what was the matter. L’Enfant did not want to take directions from them—not a shovelful of clay had been thrown up as directed a month earlier. The men L’Enfant hired were given other tasks. And L’Enfant himself was more interested in getting Georgetown lotholders to agree to the creation of a causeway leading from the foot of Georgetown across a shallow bay to hook up with a grand bridge to be built across Rock Creek’s channel at K Street.6
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