
  


  Tour 1: Pre-1800–1850


  Washington: The End of the Manors, the Beginning of a Nation


  

  In 1790, when George Washington chose this diamond-shaped slice of land to become the site of the nation’s capital, this territory was divided into a network of manor houses and estates, farmed by slaves. Here at the intersection of the Potomac and Eastern Branch Rivers, colonists were attracted to the farthest point to which large ships could navigate up the Potomac. There they established an early settlement, formalizing it as Georgetown in 1751. The new town quickly became an inland center of trade and commerce.


  Once construction of the nation’s capital city began, residents recognized the arrival of a period of considerable change throughout this corner of Maryland and Virginia. Landowners with large estates objected strongly to the purchase of their land for creation of a city, finally agreeing to an arrangement through which they would keep half their land, while the government would pay a fair price for the rest. Washington brought Pierre L’Enfant to the table to begin the grand plan for the majestic capital city, while Andrew Ellicott and Benjamin Banneker set up the forty sandstone markers that delineated the boundaries of the capital district.


  Despite the urgent need for a capital city, the fledgling capital did not receive adequate financial support from Congress to grow and flourish from the outset. L’Enfant was forced to abandon his project just ten months after he began it, when he met resistance to completing the entire design from the commissioners—Thomas Jefferson, Daniel Carroll, and David Stuart. By the time the President’s House and Capitol Building were ready for occupancy in 1800, only a fraction of L’Enfant’s grand plan was in place, the rest of it either under construction or shelved until additional funds could be acquired.


  [image: image]


  One wing of the Capitol only had been erected, which with the President’s House, a mile distant, both constructed with white sandstone, were shining objects in dismal contrast with the scene around them. Instead of recognizing the avenues and streets portrayed in the plan of the city, not one was visible, unless we except a road with two buildings on each side of it called the New Jersey Avenue. The Pennsylvania Avenue, leading as laid down on paper, from the Capitol to the President’s Mansion, was then nearly the whole distance a deep morass, covered with alder bushes. . . . The roads in every direction were muddy and unimproved. . . . In short, it was a ‘new settlement.’


  John Cotton Smith, member of Congress from Connecticut in the Sixth Congress


  
    How to Find the Four Original Cornerstones


    To the south: The marker is at Jones Point Lighthouse in Alexandria—in an opening in the seawall, where the stone was hidden until 1912.


    To the west: Andrew Ellicott Park at 2824 N. Arizona Street, south of West Street in Falls Church, Virginia, has the second marker.


    To the north: The marker resides at the west corner of Arlington County, at the 1880 block of the East-West Highway in Silver Spring, Maryland, just south of the highway at the edge of a forest.


    To the east: Find the marker between Seat Pleasant and Capitol Heights, about 100 feet east of the intersection of Eastern and Southern Avenues.


    There’s more information on the locations of all forty boundary stones at www.boundarystones.org.

  


  Meanwhile, rumblings of another war began to increase in volume as the nineteenth century began. The War of 1812 gained momentum until the English navy succeeded in reaching the capital city in August 1814, and while First Lady Dolley Madison quickly thought to rescue the artwork, members of Congress secured the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, keeping them safe while the British set fire to the city. In one day, on August 24, the British burned the War Department, the Treasury Building, the President’s House, and the Capitol—and they would have left nothing but charred remains, had it not been for a driving rain that fell that night, drenching the burning buildings and quenching the fire.


  As reconstruction began, workmen had no choice but to paint the burnt-black President’s House with white paint, changing its appearance so completely that area residents began to call it the “White House.” (President Theodore Roosevelt would officially rename the building the White House in 1901.)


  The sky was brilliantly illuminated by the different conflagrations, and a dark red light was thrown upon the road, sufficient to permit each man to view distinctly his comrade’s face. . . . When the detachment sent out to destroy Mr. Madison’s house entered his dining parlor, they found a dinner table spread and covers laid for forty guests. . . . They sat down to it, . . . and, having satisfied their appetites with fewer complaints than would have probably escaped their rival gourmands, and partaken pretty freely of the wines, they finished by setting fire to the house which had so liberally entertained them.


  George Robert Gleig, a British soldier who participated in the attack on Washington, August 24, 1814


  With the war ended and a new sense of optimism bubbling throughout the country, Washington’s development could move forward again. Construction began on the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, which would bring raw goods and products from the nation’s interior states to the capital, cementing Washington’s place as a national port and commercial center. As the canal neared its final length, however, the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad arrived in Washington, opening the city to an unprecedented level of commercial activity—and signaling the slower canal route’s imminent decline.


  Begin your tour of Washington’s earliest days in Georgetown, where many historic sites hearken back to the late 1700s and early 1800s. You’ll find a fascinating contrast between wealthy, genteel landowners’ lives and the simple home of a local carpenter, as well as the beginnings of commercial activity that would grow to place Washington at the heart of international trade, making the city a conduit to the nation’s interior states and a hub of daily market activity.


  Start your tour at Rock Creek Park, on the eastern edge of Georgetown. Peirce Mill is found at the corner of Tilden Street NW (Park Road) and Beach Drive.


  1. Rock Creek Park, including Peirce Mill. Here you can view the local terrain as it may have appeared before European settlers set foot on the land. Prehistoric deposits in this park match the Late Woodland period, 500 BC to 1600 AD, when the first human beings populated this area—and radiocarbon dating proves that deposits along the river date back to the last Ice Age. Artifacts tell us that native people from many areas congregated here, below Great Falls, to live, trade, and fish. Stop at Peirce Mill, the last of its kind from the days when farmers used the creek’s power to grind meal and flour in the late eighteenth century. Follow Rock Creek Parkway north to Beach Drive, north of the National Zoo, where this national park begins. (202) 895-6070, www.nps.gov/rocr. Always open. Free. Metro: Friendship Heights (for the Nature Center). GEORGETOWN.


  [image: Peirce Mill is the last mill of its kind in Washington]


  2. Dumbarton House. Among this 1804 house’s many distinguished guests was First Lady Dolley Madison, who stayed here briefly when she fled the President’s House during the British invasion in 1814. Now owned by the National Society of the Colonial Dames of America, Dumbarton House underwent an extensive renovation in 1991 to return it to its original Adamesque style and nineteenth-century character. Visitors enjoy touring the beautifully appointed rooms and seeing the furniture, paintings, and household items used by the wealthy and well-bred in the early days of the nation’s capital city. 2715 Q Street NW, (202) 337-2288, www.dumbartonhouse.org. Tours T–Su 11–3; closed federal holidays. Adults $5, children and students with ID free. Metro: Dupont Circle. GEORGETOWN.


  Our kind friend, Mr. Carroll, has come to hasten my departure, and is in a very bad humour with me because I insist on waiting until the large picture of General Washington is secured, and it requires to be unscrewed from the wall . . .


  And now, dear sister, I must leave this house, or the retreating army will make me a prisoner in it by filling up the road I am directed to take.


  Dolley Madison’s letter to her sister Lucy Payne Washington Todd, August 24, 1814


  3. Tudor Place. One family, led by Thomas and Martha Custis Peter, owned this home for nearly 200 years, and this grand residence features elements left behind by many generations. Martha, granddaughter of George Washington, received many items from Mount Vernon that are displayed here, including gilded brackets in the salon and Washington’s own camp chair in the parlor. Don’t miss Francis Scott Key’s desk, the stunning Belgian chandelier in the drawing room—where the Peters once entertained General Lafayette, Washington’s aide-de-camp—and the manual typewriters and early 1900s telephones in the study. 1644 31st Street NW, (202) 965-0400, www.tudorplace.org. Tours T–Sa 10–4, Su 12–4; closed January and federal holidays. Adults $10, seniors (62+) and military $8, students 5–17 $3, children under 5 free (tour not recommended for young children). Metro: Dupont Circle or Foggy Bottom. GEORGETOWN.


  There is about the whole place an air of dignity and unity of design seen in no other of the old place in the District.


  Records of the Columbia Historical Society, Washington, DC, 1915


  [image: George Washington’s granddaughter lived at Tudor Place.]


  4. Old Stone House. The oldest standing building in the District of Columbia, this little home was built in 1765 by Christopher Layman, a cabinetmaker who used it as a residence and shop. With all of the grandeur associated with a national capital, it’s good to have this opportunity to see how the common citizens lived. 3051 M Street, (202) 895-6070, www.nps.gov/olst. W–Su 12–5; closed New Year’s Day, July 4, Thanksgiving, Christmas. Free. Metro: Foggy Bottom. GEORGETOWN.


  [image: A common merchant lived in the Old Stone House, in a very different style from rich Washingtonians.]


  5. Chesapeake and Ohio Canal National Historical Park. Take a boat tour of the canal on a barge pulled from the towpath by mules, and enjoy the same leisurely pace that nineteenth-century merchants experienced as they brought their goods to market. Since 1830, the first section of the 184.5-mile canal served as the main artery for the transport of coal, lumber, grain, and other agricultural products, with the route to Cumberland, Maryland, finally opening in 1850. In winter, when the boat ride is not running, the bookstore and visitor center remain open. 1057 Thomas Jefferson Street NW, (202) 653-5190, www.nps.gov/choh. Apr–Oct, daily 9–4:45, weekends in late fall and early spring, 9–4:45. Boat ride $5. Metro: Foggy Bottom. GEORGETOWN.


  [image: See the original locks on the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal.]


  [image: Archbishop John Carroll founded Georgetown University.]


  6. Georgetown University. Founded in 1789 by Archbishop John Carroll, Georgetown is the oldest Catholic and Jesuit university in the United States. A walk around this campus reveals classic architecture alongside modern construction, with the grand White-Gravenor Hall (housing administrative offices and the College of Arts & Sciences) and Healy and Copley Halls representing the traditionally ornate gothic styles. Prospect and 35th Streets to 27th and O Streets NW, (202) 687-0100, www.georgetown.edu. Campus always open for self-guided tours. Free. Metro: Rosslyn or Dupont Circle. GEORGETOWN.


  There are no Metrorail stops in Georgetown. From the university, take the Metrobus Orange Line and continue your tour at the White House.


  7. The White House. The exterior stone walls you see today stood here in 1800, on the day that President John Adams and First Lady Abigail Adams moved into the President’s House. Since then, every U.S. president has lived here, although James and Dolley Madison were forced to room elsewhere after the British torched the house in 1814, and another fire, during Herbert Hoover’s presidency, led to a short evacuation.


  I’ve had the second floor where we live examined—and it is about to fall down! The engineer said that the ceiling in the state dining room only stayed up from force of habit!


  From a letter President Harry S Truman wrote to his sister Mary Jane Truman, 1948


  Today, after an extensive renovation ordered by Harry and Bess Truman, the White House has 132 rooms on six levels, including thirty-five bathrooms and twenty-eight fireplaces. To get a tour ticket, arrive before 7:30 a.m. at the Visitor Center—and get in line much earlier during the busy spring and summer seasons. (On a snowy winter day, you may have the tour to yourself.) The newly renovated White House Visitor Center has interactive multimedia exhibits for viewing before your tour, to enrich your tour experience. 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue; Visitor Center is at 1450 Pennsylvania Avenue NW, (202) 208-1631, www.nps.gov/whho.


  [image: Today’s White House features Latrobe’s stunning porticos]


  Tours T–Th 7:30–11 a.m., F 7:30 a.m.–12 p.m., Sa 7:30 a.m.–1 p.m., closed Su. Visitor Center daily 7:30–4; closed Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Year’s Day. Free. Metro: Federal Triangle or Metro Center. DOWNTOWN.


  8. Treasury Building. The oldest department building in Washington, this classical 1842 edifice houses the offices of the Department of the Treasury—not the production of United States currency (that’s the Bureau of Engraving; see page 45). On the tour, you’ll see the suite of offices used by Treasury Secretary Salmon P. Chase during the Civil War, the secretary’s conference room and diplomatic reception room, and the rooms used by President Andrew Johnson as a temporary White House in the days after Lincoln’s assassination. Most interesting is the Burglar-Proof Vault, an iron wall built in 1864 to prevent unwanted plundering of the nation’s funds. 1500 Pennsylvania Avenue NW, (202) 622-2000, www.treas.gov. Tours Saturday morning by reservation only; contact your congressional representative’s office for available dates and tickets. Free.


  [image: The “Church of the Presidents” nestles between tall modern buildings a few blocks from the White House.]


  9. St. John’s Episcopal Church. Every president since James Madison has attended services here at the “Church of the Presidents.” This neighborhood church was designed by the official Architect


  

  

  

  

  [image: The Octagon actually has six sides.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Be sure to stop at the visitor center at the Capitol Building.]
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  [image: End your day at the Tidal Basin, when the Jefferson Memorial looks its best.]
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