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					Architect Pierre “Peter” Charles L’Enfant’s 1791 plan for the newly created Federal city—not yet called Washington, D.C.—included carefully chosen sites for the President’s House and a “Congress House” located atop Jenkins Hill. Thomas Jefferson would scratch out the term “Congress House” and replace it with “Capitol.”

				
			
		

	
		
			
				
					Chapter 1

				

				Grandeur, Simplicity, and Beauty

				1790–1794

			
			In Thomas Jefferson’s opinion, there was something about the map of the new Federal city that wasn’t quite right.

			There was no denying it was capably, even elegantly drawn by its draftsman, Pierre L’Enfant, a talented thirty-six-year-old French-born military engineer who had served with distinction on the staff of General George Washington during the American Revolution. Now, eight years after independence, with the nascent nation still learning to appreciate and navigate the nuances of its newly installed Constitutional government, President Washington had personally assigned L’Enfant the task of mapping out a home for that same government along the banks of the Potomac River.

			In truth, L’Enfant had practically begged for the job. When the opening session of the first Congress had met in New York City in March 1789, it had been L’Enfant who had converted the city’s old courthouse into a tasteful meeting place worthy of the new legislative body, earning the admiration of the Congress, New Yorkers, and George Washington himself. Emboldened by his rave reviews, L’Enfant, in his usual shaky English, wrote to Washington in September 1789 asking that he be assigned the task of designing the new, still unnamed Federal city, along with any buildings that might be needed to house the president and the Congress. It was an opportunity, he explained with faux modesty, to enhance his own reputation with a high-profile project. “Your Excellency will not be surprised that my ambition and the desire I have of becoming a useful citizen should lead me to wish to share in the undertaking,” he wrote.[1]

			Perhaps against his better judgment—there were other, more accomplished and qualified architects who had also presented to the president their own enthusiastic letters of introduction—Washington handed L’Enfant the job. While L’Enfant had come highly recommended by well-placed friends like Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton and Secretary of War Henry Knox, Washington had selected L’Enfant largely on the merits of two points in his favor: one, he was a relatively quick draftsman, and two—and perhaps even better—he was available immediately.

			And Washington was in a hurry. Since he had settled on the location of the new Federal district in the summer of 1790—a decision that, for now, had resulted in an uneasy détente between Northern and Southern interests—skeptics were already convinced that the project was nothing more than an expensive boondoggle never to be completed. Some strongly suggested that the new seat of government remain in Philadelphia, where it had moved after vacating New York City in August 1790.

			Washington, then, was determined not only to get the new district mapped out, but also to get to work as quickly as possible designing and constructing government buildings—especially the President’s House and the workplace for the Congress. When it came to “projecting public works; and carrying them into effect,” wrote Washington, L’Enfant was “better qualified than anyone who had come within my knowledge.”[2] Not the most ringing endorsement exactly, but Washington was sending a clear message: L’Enfant was his man, and his man had better get to work now.

			As L’Enfant arrived in the Federal district in March 1791, the formal boundaries were still being surveyed and staked out by Andrew Ellicott, a skilled and amiable Pennsylvanian who was a clockmaker by training but a surveyor and astronomer by profession. Ellicott, like L’Enfant, had been recommended to Washington by well-heeled friends—in his case, it was Benjamin Franklin—and as he had done with L’Enfant, Washington put Ellicott quickly to work, sending him out into the Maryland countryside to mark the boundaries of the new Federal district.

			It was a project that came with a pedigree like perhaps no other in American history; the specifications, after all, had been explicitly laid out in 1787 in the text of the United States Constitution. Under Article I, Section 8, Clause 17, the Congress of the United States was given explicit authority over a federal “District (not exceeding ten Miles square) as may…become the Seat of Government of the United States.” Ellicott’s marching orders had come directly from the Founders themselves.

			George Washington, too, had taken a personal interest in the landing spot for the Federal city, preferring the location on the Potomac not only for its convenience for Congressmen from Southern states—no one south of Maryland liked that long trip to New York City—but also for its proximity to his home at Mount Vernon, about twenty miles away in northern Virginia. After personally selecting the site along the Potomac for the new Federal district, then, Washington directed that the region be surveyed and marked starting on the Virginia side of the river, at the tip of a cape called Jones Point.[3] And so Ellicott—with the help of a free Black surveyor and astronomer named Benjamin Banneker—proceeded from there, marking out the boundaries of the Federal district in a tilted square straddling the Potomac, placing boundary stones every mile—thus “milestones”—along each ten-mile side.

			While Ellicott and Banneker were off surveying in the distant woods, L’Enfant’s job was to focus on the layout of the Federal city itself, keeping it huddled close to the banks of the Potomac, well inside the borders of the new district. After consulting with Washington, L’Enfant began riding the hills within view of the river, closely examining the grounds just east of the busy port of Georgetown, cradled between Rock Creek to the west and the Anacostia River[4] to the east.

			He liked what he saw. While Washington, D.C., would later suffer the indignity of being derided as a city built on a swamp, that descripton wouldn’t be apt for at least another century, when portions of the District’s waterfront were filled and graded to extend the city beyond its natural boundaries. In 1791, the Federal city was mostly a series of low wooded hills rolling north in increasingly steep steps from the Potomac, with low cliffs along the river’s edge. On March 11, L’Enfant wrote to Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson informing him that he had seen “many spots which appeared to me really beautiful”[5]—so beautiful, in fact, that he was having a hard time deciding where to put the capital’s two showcase buildings.

			After further consideration, L’Enfant found the ideal location for the Congressional building along the western end of a thickly wooded hill with sweeping views to the south and west; L’Enfant called the area Jenkins Heights[6]—he would also casually refer to it as Jenkins Hill, a name that stuck. Why L’Enfant attached the name “Jenkins” to the site is still unclear;[7] more accurately, it should probably have been called “Carroll Hill,” as the land L’Enfant was eyeing for the Capitol was within a five-hundred-acre parcel of land belonging to Daniel Carroll of Duddington, a well-heeled Marylander with relatives whose signatures could have been found on the Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation, and the Constitution. After surveying the area, L’Enfant enthusiastically reported to Washington that Jenkins Hill—and most of Carroll’s land—was perfect; he “could not discover one [location] in all respects so advantageous.” In fact, he told the president, Jenkins Hill was practically “a pedestal waiting for a superstructure.”[8]

			For the President’s House—and the French-born draftsman couldn’t help but refer to it as a “presidential palace” in his correspondence[9]—L’Enfant would select a flat spot a little more than a mile west of Jenkins Hill, which put it about halfway between the Congressional building and Georgetown. With the key sites now selected, he began sketching a map of the Federal city around them. L’Enfant’s design was strongly influenced by the layout of the French town of Versailles, with streets laid out on a grid and intersected diagonally by avenues radiating away from the presidential palace and the Congressional building, each of which L’Enfant now clearly labeled on his map as “President’s House” and “Congress House.” While L’Enfant promised he’d share drawings of the two key buildings with everyone in due time, he actually had no plans, not even rough sketches. It’s unlikely that they existed anywhere but in L’Enfant’s head—he would, in fact, never produce a single drawing, no matter how much George Washington badgered him.

			In front of Congress House, L’Enfant envisioned rerouting the shallow Tiber Creek to the foot of the building and having it flow prettily down Jenkins Hill—an ambitious plan and another design piece he had lifted from Versailles. Then, at the base of the hill itself, he had drawn what he identified as a “Grand Avenue, 400 feet in breadth, and about a mile in length” extending due west toward the Potomac.[10] This public avenue—the primitive precursor to today’s museum- and memorial-lined Mall in Washington, D.C.—would be edged mostly by gardens and end directly in front of the President’s House with a public square featuring at its center a gigantic equestrian statue of George Washington—to be designed by L’Enfant, of course.

			The president was impressed with L’Enfant’s plan—so much so that after receiving the map at his home at Mount Vernon in June 1791, he made very few corrections. There was a bit of fussing with some of the boundary lines as well as a slight scooting of the President’s House to give it a better view of the river—and L’Enfant would later note with amusement that the president had deliberately and perhaps symbolically faced the house to look almost directly south toward Mount Vernon. After completing his own review, Washington next handed the map over to Jefferson for further evaluation.

			Thomas Jefferson—a lifelong student of architecture and planning who had already spent more than two decades designing and constructing his perpetually unfinished neoclassical home near Charlottesville, Virginia—also approved of L’Enfant’s work, at least for the most part. “I am happy that the President has left the planning of the town in such good hands,” he wrote to L’Enfant, “and have no doubt it will be done to general satisfaction.”[11] But Jefferson wasn’t satisfied. Something, he thought, still wasn’t quite right.

			Jefferson began lightly marking up L’Enfant’s plan, striking through several wordy descriptions of roads and rivers. Where L’Enfant had identified the river with the more archaic name “Potowmack”—an already corrupted spelling of the name of the nearby Patawomeck tribe—Jefferson slashed out the “w” and changed the spelling to “Potomac.” He then turned his attention to his real source of annoyance: the central portion of the map, where L’Enfant had carefully located and labeled the “Congress House.”

			Jefferson considered the words closely; something about calling it a “Congress House” wasn’t right. Most states operated their legislative bodies out of a “statehouse.” But the United States was something new. As a nation rooted in the ideals of a democratic republic, it deserved more than just another public office building; it demanded a seat of government that reflected its hard-won place at the center of a republic governed by the people.

			In a deliberate nod to the Roman temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, which stood as the focal point of that ancient republic’s cultural and civic life from its perch on Capitoline Hill, Jefferson scratched out every mention of “Congress House” and wrote in its place a more majestic and, he thought, a much more appropriate term.

			Capitol.

			

			★★★

			Conflict and controversy are built into the very foundation of the United States Capitol building. Like the nation it embodies, the Capitol was founded and built on debate and compromise, heated arguments and bruised egos, hurt feelings and loud disagreement—and often violence and chaos. Our own imperfections as a nation and as human beings have shaped its structure since it was little more than a proposal or a pencil sketch. In the beginning, perhaps because of the way eighteenth-century Americans preferred to be governed—mostly regionally, nearly always frugally, and overly deferentially to the authority of individual states—the construction of the Capitol and the governance of the new capital city were left mostly to determination, imagination, and improvisation.

			Even the location of the city itself was a matter of furious, and fiercely regional, debate and passionate political compromise. While the U.S. Constitution had explicitly authorized the creation of a new Federal district, independent—or so it was hoped—of the whims and politics of state legislatures, it had provided no guidance on where exactly to put it.

			In 1784, during the waning days of the Articles of Confederation—under which the cobbled-together alliance of newly independent states were shakily governed after the American Revolution—the Congress had selected New York City as its capital city, mostly because of its existing infrastructure and easy access to a large port. However, with the formal ratification of the Constitution in June 1788—and the very specific marching orders in that document to create a new Federal district—several Congressional delegations immediately began lobbying to relocate the national capital to their home states. Members feverishly pled their cases for locations like Baltimore, Philadelphia, Trenton, or Dover—but with no site able to muster a clear majority, Congressman James Madison, stalling for time, convinced his fellow Congressmen—and they were all men—to keep the capital in New York and pick up the conversation again later.

			George Washington, who still very much wanted the capital in a more southern location, initially blanched at that strategy—but Madison assured the president that New York remained an unpopular and impractical site and that it would be easier to convince members to move the capital away from New York City than it would be to rip it from a sentimental favorite like Philadelphia. Madison was certain the Congress would take up the issue again when the first session of the new Congress met in March 1789, but he warned Washington, “The business of the seat of government is become a labyrinth.”[12]

			That was putting it mildly. The bickering began soon after Congress convened in its New York quarters, with every faction suspecting the others, fairly or not, of subterfuge and backroom conspiracies that would steal the capital away to their state. Eventually, two lead contenders emerged: Pennsylvania, with a site on the banks of the Susquehanna, and Virginia, which was hoping to locate the new Federal district somewhere on the river Jefferson would later rename the Potomac. With President Washington aligned with the interests of Virginia, Pennsylvania Senator William Maclay was certain the fix was in. “It is in fact the interest of the President of the United States that pushes the Potomac,” Maclay fumed in his diary. “He by means of Jefferson, Madison…and others urges this business.”[13]

			But when the Congress adjourned in autumn, most members went home believing Pennsylvania had the inside line, although there had been some dithering over the details. Before adjourning in the fall, the House of Representatives had approved the Residence Act, formally recommending the district be moved to the tiny town of Columbia, Pennsylvania, about eighty miles west of Philadelphia but easily accessible from the Susquehanna River; the Senate, meanwhile, had gone off script and suggested Germantown, a small town located just north of Philadelphia but nowhere near the Susquehanna River. Thanks to Madison, the final bill would again be postponed—but as Congress reconvened in early 1790, it seemed clear that the Federal district was going to go somewhere in Pennsylvania.

			Debate would come to a standstill in January 1790, however, when Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton presented to the Congress his First Report on Public Credit, in which he outlined his proposed system for paying off the debts incurred during the American Revolution. Hamilton’s plan—and thus the official strategy of the Washington administration—was for the new federal government to assume the debts of all thirteen states, a total of about $20 million, in a move Hamilton hoped would help establish the credit rating of the United States and shore up the new nation’s fiscal standing. But Southern states balked; assumption was a Northern problem, they insisted, pointing out that their debts were largely paid while also fuming that Hamilton’s proposal was nothing but a ploy to seize power for a centralized government—an accusation similarly leveled at Hamilton by Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson. Consequently, Hamilton’s debt plan quickly bogged down the Congress along regional lines, even as it similarly fractured President Washington’s cabinet.

			Deadlocked on the issue of the debt, Congress turned to the consideration of a new version of the Residence Act, this one introduced at the end of May by Senator Pierce Butler of South Carolina. Butler had simply left blank the location for the Federal district in the text of his bill and opened the floor for debate. But the Senate stalemated, again along mostly regional lines, with members unable to agree on Baltimore, Wilmington, or somewhere on “the easterly bank of the Patowmack.” Between the assumption bill and the Residence Act, the United States Congress, barely a year old, had officially ground to a halt.

			For the moment, the Founders were flustered—and it was more than just state debts or the location of the new Federal district that was on the line; a deadlocked Congress this early in the new American experiment was not only a potential cause of national discord, dividing the country along geopolitical lines, but also a probable source of international embarrassment. How did this new nation expect to be taken seriously by the rest of the world when its attempt at self-governance was already stalled by something as petty as regional politics? Privately, even Vice President John Adams confessed it wasn’t a good look. “We are about founding a City which will be one of the first in the World,” he wrote in his diary, “and We are governed by local and partial Motives.”[14]

			On Saturday, June 19, 1790, outside George Washington’s New York City residence on Broadway, Jefferson, as he reported later, found Hamilton looking “somber, haggard, and dejected.”[15] The two struck up a conversation directly in front of the president’s front door and paced back and forth in the street for nearly half an hour as Hamilton pled his case for compromise, urging his stubborn colleague to at least present a unified front within the president’s cabinet. “He observed that the members of the administration ought to act in concert,” wrote Jefferson, “…that the President was the center on which all administrative questions ultimately rested, and that all of us should rally around him.”[16] Jefferson agreed to further discussion and suggested that Hamilton and “another friend or two” dine with him at his quarters at 57 Maiden Lane the following evening. “I thought it impossible that reasonable men, consulting together coolly, could fail, by some mutual sacrifices of opinion, to form a compromise which was to save the union,” Jefferson wrote later.[17]

			At dinner the next evening, Jefferson’s “friend or two” turned out to be James Madison, who favored a Southern-based capital and opposed assumption but who could also be counted on to do the necessary head counting and floor management to shepherd any compromise through Congress. Jefferson later claimed that Hamilton and Madison had done most of the talking, but however the deal was cut—and none of those in attendance would ever reveal the details—by the end of the evening, Hamilton and Madison had arrived at a compromise. Hamilton agreed to a Residence Act that would relocate the new Federal district to the banks of the Potomac by way of a temporary ten-year stay in Pennsylvania—a bit of political appeasement to the Pennsylvanians, who would suddenly find the rug yanked out from under them—while the new Potomac-based capital city was prepared and the Capitol building was constructed. In return, Madison would help steer Hamilton’s assumption bill through Congress, which would involve some serious buttonholing of his exceedingly skeptical fellow Southerners. While George Washington hadn’t been in attendance at the decisive dinner, as the three negotiators parted that evening, they felt certain there would be no objections from the chief executive; the so-called Compromise of 1790, which had been forged in Jefferson’s dining room, gave him everything he wanted.

			When debate on the previously deadlocked Residence Act resumed in late June, the still suspicious Senator Maclay sensed movement in the legislative logjam—and he wasn’t certain he liked it. Thanks to some backroom negotiating by Hamilton and Madison—who had already predetermined the outcome—“the Pennsylvania delegation had…agreed to place the permanent residence [of the Congress] on the Potomac, and the temporary residence to remain ten years in Philadelphia,” fumed Maclay, who huffed in his diary, “I know nothing of any such agreement.”[18] And yet, with or without him, the deal was falling into place—and Maclay thought he knew whom to blame. “The President of the United States has (in my opinion) had a great influence in this business,” he wrote.[19]

			Maclay was right—Washington’s weight was enough to sway even the most stubborn of skeptics and holdouts. On July 16, 1790, the president of the United States signed the Residence Act into law; the assumption bill would follow two weeks later, making the terms of the Compromise of 1790 the official policy of the new federal government. Under the terms of the residency bill—officially titled An Act for Establishing the Temporary and Permanent Seat of the Government of the United States—the capital was to relocate immediately to Philadelphia, where it would remain until the first Monday in December 1800, at which point the seat of government would be transferred to the new Federal district on the Potomac.

			With his signature on the Residence Act, President Washington had just started the clock. The capital city—and the Capitol—had to be ready for the Congress to occupy by Monday, December 1, 1800, a little more than ten years away.

			

			★★★

			While the Residence Act authoritatively placed the new capital on the Potomac,[20] it punted on nearly every other detail regarding the management of the new Federal district, leaving most decisions to the president of the United States. James Monroe, seated as Virginia’s newest Senator in the fall of 1790, considered that a wise strategy. “If they have plac’d…the business under the direction of the Executive,” Monroe wrote to Jefferson, “it will most probably succeed.”[21]

			Among the explicit tasks assigned the president was the appointment of a three-member commission to oversee the entire capital—and Capitol—project. In January 1791, Washington appointed his trio of commissioners, placing in the first seat Virginia doctor David Stuart, who had married the widow of Washington’s stepson. Into the second seat went Thomas Johnson, a former governor of Maryland as well as a longtime friend and colleague from the Revolutionary era. For his third pick, Washington selected Daniel Carroll of Rock Creek—another member of the prominent Carroll family of Maryland and a relative of Jenkins Hill resident and landowner Daniel Carroll of Duddington—who had just lost his seat in the Congress for voting in favor of assumption. The three men were decent, well-connected, and capable—if often disinterested—appointees whose major qualification was their devotion to the first president of the United States.

			And so, it would be President Washington who would lead the commission through its paces, as the commissioners mainly nodded their approval at his selection of the precise location for the Federal district on the Potomac, quietly assented as he handed Andrew Ellicott the job of surveying the site, and willingly consented as he tasked Pierre L’Enfant with laying out the capital city. But while Congress had given Washington considerable leeway in his administration of the capital city, the one thing they hadn’t given him was money. There would be no federal funding involved; Congress expected the Federal city and its buildings to be entirely financed through the sale of land within the district that had been divided into hundreds of developable lots, along with any loans interested developers might be lucky enough to secure. As costs of the capital city began to swell over the next decade—and as tepid land sales and rampant speculation depleted the commission’s coffers—Washington would become less involved, and increasingly frustrated, with the city’s financing. It would be left to others to persuade the Congress to abandon this unreliable funding mechanism in favor of federal appropriations.

			Washington would also deliberately avoid the discussions of what to name the new Federal district and its capital city, perhaps suspecting—and rightly so—that his name would be involved. One early visitor to the region had suggested calling the district “Washingtonople,” a terrible idea that, thankfully, went nowhere.[22] Madison and Jefferson felt certain they could do better than that, and on September 8, 1791, they convened the three commissioners at a tavern in Georgetown, where they all agreed that the name of the capital city would be “Washington,” and that the Federal district itself should be designated as “Columbia”—formally written as “Washington, District of Columbia.”

			As for the design and construction of the Capitol building itself, Washington was content for the moment to leave that in L’Enfant’s hands. But while plans for the city were going well, L’Enfant was stubbornly refusing to hand over any designs for either the President’s House or the Capitol, assuring the commissioners that while he was too busy to draw anything, he had everything worked out in his head.[23] The commissioners shrugged to Washington that they were certain L’Enfant would send his drawings “as soon as he finds himself disengaged” from putting the final details on the city map.[24] But when Washington pressed L’Enfant for a final version of the map of the Federal city—incorporating Jefferson’s label changing “Congress House” to “Capitol” and, perhaps just as important, showing the city divided into lots that might interest potential buyers—L’Enfant simply ignored the president’s request.

			Operating with his typical brashness, L’Enfant began clearing portions of Jenkins Hill to make room for the foundation of a Capitol building no one had seen and laying out roads drawn on a map that hadn’t been published. He ran into trouble almost immediately when he declared that an existing structure was encroaching on the right of way of one of the major avenues he was surveying near the site of the Capitol. The offending structure was a wall belonging to Daniel Carroll of Duddington, who, on a parcel of family property, was constructing a home that intruded seven feet into a roadway that L’Enfant had designated as New Jersey Avenue.

			It was not a smart fight for L’Enfant to pick. As one of the largest landowners in the region, Daniel Carroll of Duddington had graciously deeded to the government property that L’Enfant had selected for the site of the Capitol; in return, Carroll received about $67 per acre—a bargain for the federal government. Carroll’s motives weren’t entirely patriotic—he felt certain that other land he owned within the vicinity of the Capitol, including the parcel on which he was now building his family home, would significantly appreciate in value (it would, but not in his lifetime). Nonetheless, his generosity had earned the gratitude and respect of Washington and Jefferson, giving him two powerful allies and advocates. None of that seemed to matter to L’Enfant, who intended to plow through the wall that Carroll—who, thanks to L’Enfant, had no maps of the city to consult—had extended out into the still unmarked roadway.

			Rather than negotiate with Carroll—or keep the commission in the loop—L’Enfant simply warned him that “his house must come down”[25] and sent his men to tear down Carroll’s property. Stunned, Carroll appealed directly to Washington, who tried to keep the peace, promising to compensate Carroll for his loss and warning L’Enfant about the dangers of overstepping his authority. “Having the beauty and regularity of your plan only in view,” wrote Washington, “you pursue it as if every person and thing were obliged to yield to it.”[26] The president was a patient man, but the ice beneath L’Enfant was thinning quickly. “He must know there is a line beyond which he will not be suffered to go,” the exasperated president told Thomas Jefferson.[27]

			Washington reminded L’Enfant that he served at the pleasure of the commissioners and had to keep them informed of his activities—especially as “the commissioners have many circumstances to attend to, some of which, perhaps, may be unknown to you.” Yet L’Enfant brashly chose to ignore the president’s advice and privately groused to friends that he would never take orders “from men so ignorant and unfit as the commissioners.”[28] Instead, L’Enfant suggested to Washington that the commissioners had no authority over him whatsoever and recommended that he be put entirely in charge of the design and construction of the Capitol—and even over the administration of the capital city itself. All he needed, L’Enfant told the president, was a thousand men and a million dollars.

			Washington could hardly believe the colossal nerve. “The conduct of Maj[o]r L’Enfant and those employed under him astonishes me beyond measure!” he wrote incredulously to Jefferson.[29]

			And still L’Enfant refused to hand over any designs for the Capitol—if any actually existed—or to finalize his map of the District. It would fall to surveyor Andrew Ellicott to finish up the map and prepare it for publication; he finally placed the document in Washington’s hands on February 20, 1792. The layout would be all L’Enfant’s: streets overlaid on a grid—with north-south streets named with numbers and east-west ones with letters—and bisected at regular intervals by wide diagonal streets that he had named for the then current fifteen states, including the newly approved Kentucky, which would be formally admitted in June. Ellicott would neaten up L’Enfant’s pencils and place the now correctly labeled “Capitol” prominently in a large clearing on Jenkins Hill, bisected diagonally by Maryland, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware Avenues, all converging on the building, which served as the center of the asterisk of streets. As directed, he had broken the city down into more than eleven hundred numbered and irregularly sized parcels, all of which would be put up for sale. Ellicott had also drawn true east-west and north-south lines, cleverly intersecting them with the Capitol at the center and creating what would later be known as the “Washington meridians,” which marked ground zero for the nation’s capital.

			At the moment, however, there were no actual streets crossing the site from any direction; Jenkins Hill was a mostly empty plateau. About four acres of heavy woods had been cleared by axmen enslaved by Daniel Carroll of Duddington, though most of the downed trees had yet to be hauled away—long a sore spot with L’Enfant. The area remained open to future, unrelated development as well. Several homes—most belonging to Carroll—were visible in the surrounding woods; in a short time, wealthy investor William Mayne Duncanson would build six blocks to the south a stately Federal-style house he called the Maples, complete with stables and housing for enslaved workers. George Washington would hail it as “a fine house in the woods.”[30]

			Around the same time Ellicott handed his map to Washington, Jefferson hinted to L’Enfant that the commissioners were still waiting for drawings of the Capitol. “The advance of the season begins to require that the plans for the buildings and other public works at the Federal city should be in readiness,”[31] Jefferson reminded L’Enfant as gently as he could. But Jefferson, too, would be stonewalled as L’Enfant insisted the task of “chang[ing] a wilderness into a city…is an undertaking vast as it is novel.”[32]

			Washington’s patience was at an end. On the evening of February 26, the president directed his personal secretary, Tobias Lear, to visit L’Enfant and present him with an ultimatum of sorts, asking whether he intended to acknowledge the authority of the commissioners. L’Enfant tartly informed Lear that “he had already heard enough of this matter”[33] and that he had no intention of submitting to commissioners he didn’t respect.

			The next morning, Pierre L’Enfant was officially fired by the very commissioners he didn’t respect. To the suddenly contrite L’Enfant, Washington made it clear that if he wanted his old job back, he had to ask the commissioners for it—a not-so-subtle reminder to the defiant draftsman that it was the commissioners who had always been his boss and not the president.

			Despite his sacking, L’Enfant’s fingerprints remain on the District of Columbia to this day, with the city’s modern layout—including the National Mall and, to the continued annoyance of D.C. drivers, the intersecting diagonals—still mostly adhering to L’Enfant’s original design. But as L’Enfant skulked out of the District of Columbia in the late winter of 1792, he also took with him—at least in his head—whatever plans or ideas he might have had for the designs for the President’s House and the Capitol.

			And the clock was ticking; it had been nearly fifteen months since the passage of the Residence Act of 1790—but due in no small part to L’Enfant’s stubbornness and ego, there wasn’t a single scrap of paper to be found containing even a hint of what the new Capitol building might look like.

			Thomas Jefferson, however, had an idea.

			

			★★★

			“It is necessary to advertise immediately for plans for the Capitol and the President’s House,” Jefferson wrote to the commissioners on March 6, 1792.[34] It was the word “immediately” that carried the most weight; Jefferson worried L’Enfant’s dismissal might give the appearance of a Federal city in disarray—which was close to the truth—and thus give anti-Potomac Congressmen an excuse to reopen debate on the location of the Capitol. It was vital, then, for the commissioners to make it look as if everything was proceeding according to plan. Otherwise, argued Jefferson, detractors might “take advantage of the retirement of L’Enfant, to trumpet an abortion of the whole.”[35]

			Jefferson’s solution was a national contest, announced in the nation’s major newspapers, calling for submissions of designs for the Capitol building, including detailed plans for its exterior and interior. The ad, as drafted by Jefferson, specified that the Capitol should be made of brick and contain a chamber for the House of Representatives—large enough to accommodate at least three hundred people—as well as a Senate chamber of twelve hundred square feet and at least twelve rooms, six hundred square feet each, for committees and offices.[36] The winning design would see its creator receive a parcel of property within the District as well as “500 dollars, or a Medal of that value.” There was no mention of a preferred architectural style, though privately Jefferson was looking to “the models of antiquity which have had the approbation of thousands of years,” preferably something similar to the Roman Pantheon.[37] Washington, however, just wanted something big. “The building…ought to be on a scale far superior to anything in this country,” he told Jefferson.[38]

			The advertisement, officially approved and submitted by the three city commissioners, went into newspapers in Boston, Baltimore, Charleston, Richmond, Philadelphia, and New York on March 24, 1792, and set Sunday, July 14, as the deadline for entries. As the deadline closed in, more than thirty entries had been submitted[39]—$500 in 1792 was a substantial prize, equivalent to nearly $20,000 today,[40] and certainly more than enough to pique the interest of even the most aspiring of amateurs. But Washington and Jefferson were quickly discouraged by what they were seeing. “If none more elegant than these [designs] should appear,” groaned Washington, “the exhibition of architecture will be a very dull one indeed.”[41]

			The idea of a national competition asking for architectural plans for a major public building or project was a concept that dated back at least as far as ancient Greece. In 448 B.C., Athenians had sponsored a public contest, looking for designs for the Acropolis—and Jefferson likely felt if such an architectural competition was good enough for democracy-loving ancient Greeks, it was more than fitting for their eighteenth-century American heirs. The new nation’s grandest public building deserved public input, and Jefferson was confident that the commissioners would be dazzled by the architectural imagination of modern Americans.

			Unfortunately, in 1792, there were very few professional architects in the United States, which meant most entries were submitted by dabblers and dilettantes—“common builders,” snickered L’Enfant.[42] While Americans did indeed have imagination, few had any real ability to draw a building that could exist in three dimensions or that had an interior that matched the exterior. Thus, submitted designs for the Capitol ran the gamut from the hilarious to the merely competent; some followed Jefferson’s directions to the very letter, while others disregarded the ad’s instructions entirely—the size of the Senate chambers seemed to be the biggest wild card, with one aspiring architect submitting an interior floor plan that was mostly a cavernous warehouse. Many were hampered by an inability to draw with any sense of perspective or proper scale; one drawing, submitted by a Mr. James Diamond, featured a large sculpture—or perhaps it was a weather vane—with a gigantic bird that dwarfed the rest of the building.

			Still, among the stack of submitted drawings were several designs with elements that caught the president’s eye, including one from George Turner, a judge in the Northwest Territory, whose drawing, while amateurish, was topped by a dome that immediately grabbed Washington’s attention. Washington admitted he was “more agreeably struck with the appearance of” Turner’s plan, though he wasn’t willing to declare it the winner. But that dome! “The Dome…would, in my opinion, give beauty & grandeur to the pile,” wrote Washington.[43]

			Only one submission had come from a professional, a French-born, classically educated thirtysomething[44] architect named Étienne Sulpice Hallet, who had recently settled in Philadelphia, where he went by the Americanized name of Stephen. Washington and Jefferson generally liked the layout envisioned by Hallet—with a domed center section flanked by wings on each side serving as formal meeting places for each body of Congress—though both also found Hallet’s design more ostentatious than inspiring. Washington did like the look of Hallet’s dome, however—that element, similar to the one in Turner’s drawing, had quickly distinguished it from the rest of the pack. For the moment, Hallet seemed to be the front-runner, even as the president quietly extended the deadline for entries for another year, hoping for a larger pool.

			But while the winner of the Capitol competition was still officially undecided, the President’s House was in good hands; a similar contest had the commissioners enthusiastically endorsing the plans submitted by James Hoban. The highly skilled Hoban was an Irish-born architect living in South Carolina, where he had designed the tasteful Charleston County Courthouse—a building that influenced the look of his drawings for the President’s House. To Washington’s likely disappointment, however, Hoban had not submitted an entry for the Capitol.

			With the encouragement of Jefferson and the commissioners, Hallet would spend much of the rest of 1792 redrawing and revising his nearly there Capitol concept. He continued to believe that, in due time, he would be declared the winner of the competition, even as the commissioners continued to pick apart his drawings—though always reassuring Hallet that his “design may perhaps be improved into approbation.”[45] Despite the revisions, Hallet’s design was still a bit too expensive, too European, and too stuffy for Washington’s taste—it was with good reason his plan would come to be casually referred to as the “fancy piece.” But if Hallet thought the job was his—he was, after all, the only trained architect in the running—he would soon have reason to watch his back; with the competition still open, another promising design, drawn by a physician and amateur architect named William Thornton, was submitted to the commissioners in January 1793—and immediately charmed both Washington and Jefferson.

			A native of the island of Tortola, thirty-three-year-old William Thornton was a liberal, rational, civic-minded man of many interests, from botany to phonetics. He had trained as a surgeon, completing his education at the University of Aberdeen in 1781, though medicine would always be more of a pastime than a profession for him. Naturally curious, Thornton had traveled widely, including extended trips to London, Paris, and Scotland—and his excursions through European cities had strongly influenced his tastes in architecture. As a Quaker, Thornton struggled with the horrors of slavery; he opposed the inhumane practice even as his family’s sugar plantation in Tortola relied on the labor of enslaved people, and he would remain for his entire life an outspoken crusader for their freedom and resettlement in West Africa.

			It was partly his distaste for slavery, in fact, that had prompted him to leave the plantation in Tortola to settle first in Delaware and then in Pennsylvania, where he was inspired by Benjamin Franklin to become an inventor and dilettante, drawing up plans for a steam-powered gun, among other far-out contraptions. In 1787, he had brazenly entered a contest seeking architectural designs for the building to house the Library Company of Philadelphia. Despite lacking any architectural training and never having designed a building before, the self-taught Thornton, a skilled artist, wowed the judges with his elegant drawings of a brick building with a peaked roof, executed in the Georgian style. It would be left to a local builder to carry out the actual construction of the building; Thornton was a draftsman, not a foreman.[46]

			The drawing of the Capitol that had caught both the president’s and Jefferson’s eyes was actually Thornton’s second effort; an earlier design, which Thornton had completed in Tortola in July 1792, was mostly a series of large but opulent warehouses, uninspiring and impractical. Four months later, Thornton had been back in Philadelphia, where he ran into an old acquaintance, Judge George Turner, who informed Thornton that, based on the feedback he’d received on his own entry, he knew President Washington was looking for a dome. With this bit of valuable inside information, Thornton asked the commission if he could try again. He was told he definitely could.

			His latest design for the Capitol, then, submitted in early January 1793, was both inspired and inspirational; it included elements like a center dome and a portico executed in the neoclassical manner that Jefferson admired, and fused them with two wings, one for each legislative body, reflecting the Georgian style that Washington preferred. Without quite meaning to, Thornton had landed in the sweet spot between competing architectural styles and tastes that appealed to the two most important critics, Washington and Jefferson. Thornton had included as the dominant feature of his plan a central domed rotunda—the one feature that he knew would really catch the president’s eye—and carefully merged it with a simple but tasteful central portico, topped by a triangular pediment that extended the building’s center face outward.

			Thornton’s jutting portico stood in stark contrast to the east face of Hallet’s fancy piece, with its recessed front, which made the entire structure look as if it were holding its breath. When the drawings were put side by side, Hallet’s prim fussiness just couldn’t compete with Thornton’s airy elegance. Thornton’s concept would also provide the basic template that would remain at the heart of the Capitol’s design and structure through countless modifications and expansions: a domed central structure flanked by identical wings for each legislative body. And while Thornton’s dome wasn’t much—a simple push button, compared to the soaring, columned dome that would be added six decades later—it gave the building a grounded elegance and a sense of order. Thornton’s Capitol was a building suited to a new nation built on ideals of soaring optimism. In short, it was American.

			Washington loved it; Thornton’s design, he declared, had “Grandeur, Simplicity, and Beauty.”[47] Jefferson, too, was impressed, calling the design “simple, noble, beautiful, excellently distributed, and moderate in size.”[48] While the final decision for the winning design was officially in the hands of the commissioners, Jefferson knew the real final word lay with one man “whose decision is the most important.”[49] Few were surprised, then, when Washington himself directed the commissioners to promptly inform Hallet that “Doctor [Thornton]’s plan may be preferred to his.”[50]

			On April 6, 1793, the decision was made public as Thornton was officially announced as the winner of the contest. Anxious to finally get started on construction, the commissioners immediately asked Thornton to turn in more detailed plans, including specific measurements of rooms and corridors and a list of materials to be used in the building’s interior as well as meticulous drawings of the exterior. That level of detail, however, far exceeded the skills of the untrained Thornton. What was needed, then, was an experienced draftsman who could review Thornton’s plans, determine their practicality, then convert the two-dimensional drawings into the detailed architectural plans required to construct a three-dimensional structure. The commissioners thought they knew just the man for the job: Stephen Hallet.

			Curiously, George Washington, normally the most astute of men, agreed with the commission’s recommendation. While Washington had a soft spot for Hallet, even making certain he received a generous cash prize for placing second in the contest, Washington should have known that putting the runner-up in charge of executing someone else’s winning design was a big mistake—one that was bound to result in bruised egos, backstabbing, and endless delays, which, in the end, is exactly what happened.

			As directed by the commission, Hallet reviewed Thornton’s drawings for the Capitol to assess their feasibility in three dimensions and determine costs for construction. Surprising no one, Hallet decided that Thornton’s design was too impractical and too expensive to build—and even if it could be built, he was certain there was no way it would ever be completed by 1800. To be fair, some of Hallet’s concerns were legitimate. Thornton’s drawings were impractical in the sense that his interiors as designed didn’t always fit into his exterior, especially once ventilation and lighting needs were taken into consideration. But with his ego smarting, Thornton refused to budge, insisting that Hallet’s criticisms were “trifling” and snarking that he would have been happy to address each of Hallet’s complaints individually, if only “Mr. Hallet’s report had been written in a more legible hand.”[51]

			Washington didn’t want to hear any of it—and yet Hallet had successfully planted seeds of doubt in the president’s mind. Sighing that it was “unlucky that this investigation of Dr. Thornton’s plan and estimate of the cost had not preceded the adoption of it,”[52] Washington nevertheless wanted work on the Capitol to begin as quickly as possible. On June 30, the president looked to the mediator who had helped broker the compromise on the matter of the Capitol’s location, instructing Thomas Jefferson to convene a similar meeting between Hallet and Thornton to try to resolve their differences. “The case is important,” Washington wrote. “A Plan must be adopted; and good, or bad, it must be entered upon.”[53]

			Several weeks later, Jefferson brought together in Philadelphia a small commission to listen to Hallet’s objections, inviting not only Hallet and Thornton to the conversation but also James Hoban, who was supervising the construction of the President’s House, and two experienced local builders who were counted on as neutral parties. So important was the need for the commission to come to an agreement that even Washington dropped in on their meetings from time to time, lending his gravitas and calm to the often heated discussions.

			The commission would eventually reach a wobbly compromise, agreeing to take an interior design by Hallet and jam it somehow into Thornton’s award-winning exterior—a solution that annoyed Hallet, who still insisted that his exterior, with its recessed eastern front, was the superior design. That particular feature, however, remained a nonstarter with Washington, who grumbled to Jefferson that “the recess which Mr. Hallet proposes…strikes everyone…unpleasantly.”[54]

			If the true measure of a good compromise is that it makes no one happy, then one other element of the agreement was a rousing success—and would cause continued strife and foot-dragging over the next year. While Thornton would forever have the distinction of being the first Architect of the Capitol—a title that would take on increasing responsibilities over the next two centuries—it would be Hoban who would be formally appointed as the superintendent overseeing the work at both the President’s House and the Capitol building. But with Hoban’s attention mostly on the President’s House, the commissioners also agreed that Hallet would serve as the project’s on-the-ground foreman, managing the actual day-to-day construction. To Washington’s annoyance, that particular chain of command would give Hallet the opportunity to tinker with certain design elements of the building—such as the repeatedly rejected recessed eastern front—before a single brick had been laid.

			The agreement struck by the commission would come to be known as the “conference plan”—and like with the United States itself, which had seen its Founders establish the structure of Congressional representation on the back of the messy Connecticut Compromise in 1787, and with the uneasy Compromise of 1790, which had fixed the location of the capital city, the very design of the Capitol building was also the product of negotiation, politicking, and compromise. Due mostly to the continued meddling of Hallet, it would remain a shaky arrangement for some time to come.

			

			★★★

			On Wednesday, September 18, 1793, the largest public works project in the United States to date got underway officially.[55] It began at ten a.m. with the arrival of President Washington on the shores of the Virginia side of the Potomac River, across from the site on the District side where carpenters and bricklayers were already at work on the President’s House under the watchful eye of James Hoban. The mood in the capital city that morning was one of general pride, though tempered with concern; a surge of yellow fever was burning through the Northern states, with Washington receiving word from Secretary of War Henry Knox that a hundred Americans were dying daily in Philadelphia. The District of Columbia so far had been mostly spared.

			Washington was rowed across the Potomac to be met by members of Masonic lodges in Virginia and Maryland as well as by Masons from a new federal lodge that had just been established in the Federal district. Together they began to march east two at a time “with music playing,” reported the local newspaper, “drums beating, colors flying, and spectators rejoicing.” Their destination: Jenkins Hill, about a mile and a half away, where a large crowd had gathered to watch Washington preside over a Masonic ceremony to lay the cornerstone of the Capitol.

			The president was accustomed to such pomp and circumstance; he had been a Mason for more than forty years since joining the Freemasonry Lodge at Fredericksburg, Virginia, in 1752 when he was twenty years old. Now, at age sixty-one and in his second term as president, Washington participating in the laying of the cornerstone would be about more than just Masonic ritual; by presiding over the ceremony, the man who was the very embodiment of the new nation was literally helping to lay the foundation of the monument to its representative government. Senator Daniel Webster, perhaps the most prominent statesman and orator of the next century, would reflect on the moment with his typical elegance when commemorating the ceremony more than sixty years later: “Who does not feel that, when President Washington laid his hand on the foundation of the first Capitol, he performed a great work of perpetuation of the Union and the Constitution?”[56]

			Arriving at Jenkins Hill, the group assembled at the southeast corner of the foundation, near a deep, freshly dug trench. The president stood with the Grand Masters of the Virginia and Maryland lodges next to the gigantic cornerstone, which was to be lowered into the trench, while the rest of the group fanned out in a circle. Washington, wearing his Masonic leather apron, was solemnly presented with a silver plate prepared by Caleb Bentley, a Georgetown silversmith who had etched into its surface a note of recognition that the Capitol’s cornerstone

			was laid on the 18th day of September, in the thirteenth year of American Independence, in the first year of the second term of the Presidency of George Washington, whose virtues in the civil administration of his country have been as conspicuous and beneficial, as his Military valor and prudence have been useful in establishing her liberties….[57]

			Washington stepped down into the trench, placed the silver plate on the soil at his feet, then carefully guided into place the enormous cornerstone as it was slowly lowered and set atop the silver plate. Using the tools of their order—the trowel, the square, the level, and the plumb rule—the Masons deemed the cornerstone to be “well-formed, true, and trusty” and duly consecrated it with corn, wine, and oil.[58] As Washington emerged from the trench, the ceremony crescendoed into celebration, with artillery gunfire and speeches, and culminated in an enormous barbecue at which a five-hundred-pound ox was roasted and messily devoured well into the evening. As newspapers reported later, all in attendance “generally partook, with every abundance of other recreation.”[59]

			While the cornerstone ceremony has been well-documented, one key detail is missing from all accounts: the precise location of the cornerstone itself. Visitors to the Capitol will still find in the building’s north wing a large wall plaque mounted during the Capitol’s centennial celebration in 1893; it informs tourists with confidence that the cornerstone lies just below. Unfortunately, later investigation failed to turn up any evidence of the stone or its silver plate beneath the centennial anniversary plaque.

			A hundred years later, while preparing for the building’s 1993 bicentennial, historians and engineers went spelunking in the foundations again, searching for exactly which of the building’s many southeast corners might be the correct one. While the effort unearthed an enormous chunk of granite resembling a cornerstone, metal detectors and soil samples still showed no signs of the silver plaque. “We will leave it to future generations to use their technology to look for it,” Capitol historian William C. Allen sighed at the time, “because it will always hold a fascination.”[60]

			

			★★★

			As expected, putting Hallet in charge of executing Thornton’s design was a bad idea. Despite the repeated objections of the president of the United States himself, Hallet remained committed to his idea of a recessed east front. But if Washington was going to continue to insist on an eastern portico jutting out beyond the face of the building, Hallet would try to skirt the issue on a technicality, nudging the eastern front forward, as Washington asked him to, but leaving a large central courtyard open behind it. That meant the dome would no longer be centered on the Capitol’s middle section; instead, Hallet wanted it scooted toward the west front, putting it over a rear conference room instead of a central rotunda and upsetting the visual balance of the building. Without consulting Washington, Hoban, or the commissioners, Hallet instructed his laborers to begin laying the building’s foundations accordingly. “Mr. Hallet was desirous of altering not merely what might be improved,” wrote Thornton later, “but even what was most approved.”[61]

			Washington was not amused. While the commissioners diplomatically warned Hallet that he reported to Hoban and thus did not have the authority “to introduce into the building any departures from Dr. Thornton’s plan,”[62] the president was less inclined to be polite: as Thornton reported, “[Washington] expressed his disapproval in a style of such warmth as his dignity seldom permitted.”[63] The president wanted Thornton’s design constructed exactly as it had been drawn, including the extended eastern portico and the central dome, and he accused Hallet—rightly—of trying to leave his own fingerprints on the building for posterity.

			Hallet refused to budge. In fact, he insisted that he had never agreed to accept Thornton’s design in the first place. Rather, he informed Washington, “I misunderstood your mind as to the Plan.” He then advised the commission that he intended to continue constructing the Capitol according to his own designs—which, he was certain, they would thank him for later. “I claim the original invention of the plan now executing,” he informed the commissioners in June 1794, “and beg leave to lay it hereafter before you and the President the proofs of my right to it.”[64]

			This complete disregard for Thornton as the primary Architect of the Capitol might have been Hallet’s intention all along. Not only did Hallet not want Thornton getting any credit for the building’s design, but he had also already taken steps to tamper with the historical record. The silver plaque that had been placed under the cornerstone nine months earlier—inscribed after the terms of the conference plan had been agreed to by all parties—contained no mention at all of Thornton as the Architect of the Capitol, crediting instead only Hoban and Hallet. It’s possible that, with the intention of moving forward with his own design, Hallet might have used his influence with Caleb Bentley to deliberately omit the engraving of the name of his competitor from the silver plaque—a petty maneuver indeed.

			Whatever Hallet’s motivation, Washington had seen enough; on November 15, 1794, Hallet was fired. Like L’Enfant before him, his ego had been his undoing—and like L’Enfant, Hallet would leave in a huff without handing over any of his detailed drawings or architectural plans. Laborers would continue work on the Capitol’s north wing, which was intended for the Senate, but all construction on Hallet’s revised, and unsanctioned, central section would cease.

			While it was certainly good riddance, Washington had to be nervous—the clock had now been ticking for four years with not much to show for it up on Jenkins Hill. Eyeing the calendar and tiring of seeing most of the big decisions about the Capitol punted to him by the deferential commissioners, Washington made two major pronouncements. First, he made it clear the Capitol had to be completed by December of 1800, even if it meant concentrating mostly on the building’s exterior, with the bulk of the interior to be completed after the arrival of Congress. “The internal work—and many of the ornamental parts without, may be finished gradually, as the means will permit,” wrote Washington.[65] The president wasn’t concerned about whether the building was pretty, but he was determined that there would at least be four walls and a roof to house anxious legislators.

			Next, to his three commissioners—who, he thought, lacked focus on the matters at hand—Washington issued an ultimatum: each of them had to live in the Federal city or lose their seats. The president knew it was a lot to ask; in 1794, the Federal district was mostly one of temporary wooden structures with no real roads to speak of. Even Pennsylvania Avenue, intended to be the grand thoroughfare linking the President’s House with the Capitol, was still just a dusty trail hacked into the wooded countryside. A few churches had sprung up in the region, and Georgetown College, the brainchild of Father John Carroll, had been accepting and teaching students for three years—but so far, there were no theaters, no newspapers, and no real neighborhoods. Washington, D.C., was, for all intents and purposes, a ghost town. As compensation for the inconvenience, Washington promised each commissioner an annual salary of $1,600, about $48,500 today.

			It wasn’t enough for commissioners Thomas Johnson and David Stuart, both of whom submitted their resignations immediately; the third commissioner, Daniel Carroll of Rock Creek, agreed to remain on board only for as long as it took for a replacement to be found. Washington quickly appointed Maryland attorney Gustavus Scott to fill Johnson’s seat and eventually replaced Carroll with former Virginia Congressman Alexander White. But finding replacements was difficult; the requirement that commissioners reside in the District was a lot to ask—even Washington’s personal secretary, Tobias Lear, refused an entreaty from his own employer to take a seat on the commission.

			Both Lear and Thomas Jefferson, however, thought it might be worthwhile to have a conversation with William Thornton, who not only had a personal interest in the Capitol, but also—thanks mostly to bad investments and a weakness for raising expensive horses—desperately needed a job. Lear found Thornton to be “a very sensible, genteel and well-informed man, ardent in his pursuits,” though he cautioned the president that Thornton and Hoban were likely to clash on some matters involving architecture.[66]

			A kind word from Jefferson was all it took for Thornton to move his wife and mother-in-law from Philadelphia to a house in Georgetown. As a member of the commission, Thornton would officially have “very extensive” oversight not only of the Capitol but also of the President’s House and the entire District of Columbia. He was determined to make the most of it and to use his new position to make his mark on posterity. “I must do more than I have ever done,” he explained, “or my name too will die.”[67]

			The president was also glad to have Thornton on the commission, convinced that with the dismissal of the constantly improvising Hallet, the Capitol would at last be built according to Thornton’s designs without further question or conflict.

			He would be wrong.

		

	
		
			
				
					
					[image: Architectural drawing of William Thornton’s original design for the U.S. Capitol, showing a long neoclassical façade with a central low dome above a columned portico, statues standing in the recessed entry, and symmetrical three-story wings on both sides with evenly spaced arched and rectangular windows and balustrades along the roofline.]
				

				
					Physician and amateur architect William Thornton submitted the winning drawing in a national contest that asked Americans to design their own Capitol building. His elegant illustration featured a central structure that had a portico under a low dome—a feature that immediately caught George Washington’s attention—that was flanked by wings for the House of Representatives and the Senate. Thornton’s design still defines the basic layout of the building more than 230 years later.

				
			
		

	
		
			
				
					Chapter 2

				

				A Durable and Honorable Monument of Our Infant Republic

				1795–1812

			
			Appointing the man who had designed the Capitol to the commission tasked with overseeing its construction wouldn’t be the panacea George Washington had been hoping for. For one thing, William Thornton’s fellow commissioners didn’t like him very much. Thornton would always be the self-proclaimed smartest guy in the room, and commissioners Gustavus Scott and Alexander White wasted no time in mocking Thornton as “a little genius at everything” while complaining to Thomas Jefferson that he was also a bad project manager.[1]

			In fairness, it wasn’t all Thornton’s fault; the Capitol in early 1795 was mostly just a series of trenches still being filled with foundation stone. At that moment, workers were slowly putting in place the solid base needed for the construction of the building, following the plan agreed to in the summer of 1793, which would put Thornton’s eye-catching exterior over Hallet’s more practical interiors. But even under Hallet’s supervision, much of the foundation stone had been laid carelessly and would eventually have to be either squared again or pulled out and relaid entirely.

			And it wasn’t just the foundation that would require the use of heavy stone; George Washington himself had decreed that both the Capitol and the President’s House would be made of stone instead of brick, which had been used for most public buildings at that time. The decision was as much about symbolism as it was materials: these structures were meant to be grand ones built to last for the long life of a republic.

			Fortunately, the sandstone Hallet had chosen to build with was in constant supply, due mostly to the work of day laborers and enslaved workers who were cutting stone as fast as they could at several quarries in the region—including one near Georgetown at Foggy Bottom and a larger one farther downriver near Fredericksburg where Aquia Creek emptied into the Potomac. Even with construction at the Capitol slowing as old foundations were torn out and relaid, the commissioners were determined to keep the stone coming quickly, warning one quarry owner to “keep the yearly hirelings at work from sunrise to sunset—particularly the Negroes.”[2]

			Stonecutting was grueling and miserable work, especially at the Aquia site in Virginia, which was often overrun with snakes and swarmed by mosquitoes. Quarrying involved hacking a series of cavities directly into a stone outcropping about ten or twenty feet apart, with each cavity about two feet wide and five feet high—just large enough for a man to stand in. Next, a perpendicular trench was slowly chopped—by hand—into the rock to connect the cavities, forming large chunks of stone about ten or twenty feet long and five feet high. Using chisels and iron wedges, stonecutters then split the stones into enormous rectangular blocks, which could be further trimmed to the desired size. Cut stones were then loaded by cranes onto sailing ships and ferried forty
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