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Foreword

By Kate Andersen Brower

When the White House itself was literally collapsing around President Harry Truman and his wife and daughter, it was rebuilt and made stronger with an eight-hundred-ton structural steel framework anchored to concrete piers deep underground. The extensive project began in 1949 when the interior of the most famous house in the country was stripped “from the naked exterior walls,” according to a report the administration presented to Congress. The inside had rotted floors, rusty pipes, and a chronic rat infestation. It needed to be gutted so that it could remain standing. After three years spent in temporary housing across the street, the Trumans moved back in. And now, as we approach the 250th anniversary of the United States, we can truly appreciate the good bones of this house. It has been rebuilt and reinforced over the years, so that the 55,000-square-foot private presidential residence could remain a source of strength for the country. Its foundation may need to be refortified from time to time, but the house will never fall.

The White House is a space where history has been shaped and where decisions have been made that have changed countless lives. From the D-Day invasion during World War II to the creation of legislation stemming the tide of racial injustice to protests surrounding the Vietnam War to celebrations marking the death of Osama bin Laden, it has been central to each era of American history. Most people see the White House during the Easter Egg Roll, the unveiling of Christmas decorations, and the occasional presidential press conference and primetime address, but it’s the everyday business that takes place inside its walls that makes history. And it’s the private conversations inside the Oval Office and in the second-floor residence that lend the house an air of mystery. It’s all happened—and is still happening—in this singular space.

It’s important to remember why this house matters so much to so many; like the country itself, it has been a work in progress. It was rebuilt twice before the Truman Renovation. Shortly after moving in, Abigail Adams, who was the first First Lady to live in the White House, wrote to her daughter. In her letter, which was written in 1800, she bluntly described the house—and the new capital city—which in her eyes was a city “only so in name.”

“You must keep all this to yourself, and, when asked how I like it, say that I write you the situation is beautiful, which is true. The house is made habitable, but there is not a single apartment finished,” she wrote. “We have not the least fence, yard, or other convenience, without, and the great unfinished audience-room I make a drying-room of, to hang up the clothes in. The principal stairs are not up, and will not be this winter.”

Through the years, the house has been transformed as the city and country around it have evolved. Within these pages lies a treasure trove of American history, including who really saved the massive Gilbert Stuart portrait of George Washington when the White House was nearly destroyed by the British during the War of 1812. It offers a glimpse of a distraught JFK pacing the White House lawn during the failed Bay of Pigs invasion, and takes us inside the Situation Room as twenty-three Navy SEALs from Team Six embark on a high-risk mission to kill Osama bin Laden.

But there have been many moments of progress that have only been made possible because of the symbolism of the house, including when President Theodore Roosevelt invited his adviser, the educator and speaker Booker T. Washington, to dine at the White House in 1901. It marked the first time that a Black person had been entertained at the White House. More than a hundred years later, Barack Obama moved in as the country’s first Black president. In a speech at the National Cathedral on March 31, 1968, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. declared, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” The White House is as strong as American democracy, and while it has rusted and rotted, it has also been rebuilt and strengthened. It is as elastic as democracy, bending but never breaking.

America has gone through extraordinary changes even in its short history, but one stabilizing force—the Executive Mansion, the People’s House, a source of comfort for Americans—remains the same. Even Abigail Adams eventually admitted the house had potential: “It is a beautiful spot,” she conceded in that letter to her daughter, “capable of every improvement, and the more I view it, the more I am delighted with it.” In the stories collected in The Hidden History of the White House, may you share in her delight.




Introduction

The White House. Few buildings in the world are more famous, or more enduring, than this structure in Washington, DC, that stands as the ultimate symbol of the United States.

It has also served as the stage for some of the most dramatic scenes in American history. Through victory and catastrophe, what happens inside the White House has driven the narrative of our country for more than two hundred years. Its walls and portraits have witnessed fierce power struggles, world-altering decisions, shocking scandals, and unforgettable meetings—from the momentous to the absurd. Every corner and hallway has a tale to tell.

But what goes on within those walls has too often been a source of mystery or speculation. And while today any American can take a free tour, for much of our nation’s history access to the People’s House was closed off to all but a select, privileged few.

This book was inspired by American History Tellers, the long-running podcast produced by Wondery. On that show we like to say that we take listeners to the events, the times, and the people that have shaped America and Americans. Few places can claim more influence than the White House, which stands as a living monument to the towering figures, hairbreadth moments of crisis, and euphoric triumphs that have defined our country.

While researching these stories, it became clear that not only has the building itself changed over time—morphing to adapt to the needs of each era—but the history of the White House also serves as a kind of mirror of the presidency itself, and of all the ways the power of that office has stretched and broadened over the past two centuries as America has evolved, expanded, and taken an increasingly prominent place on the global stage.

As a result, this book is organized into three sections.

In part I, “Laying the Foundation,” we bring you stories of the house itself and the designers, builders, and laborers who first raised the building on the banks of the Potomac. We explore how the mansion has been damaged, renovated, and expanded over the years and how its buildings and grounds have been shaped by the individual desires and needs of the men who have occupied the Oval Office, as well as the changing nature of the presidency itself.

In part II, “The People’s House,” we delve into the struggles and controversies over who has been allowed to visit the White House’s hallowed halls. How has access expanded over time, and how do those shifts reflect broader social changes in American culture? How have presidents and power brokers responded to the needs and demands of the nation’s most oppressed members?

Finally, in part III, “Halls of Power,” we address America’s emergence in the early twentieth century as a global superpower and how the White House has served as a backdrop for some of our nation’s most consequential turning points. How have the nation’s chief executives guided the nation through two world wars, major social upheavals, and a twenty-first-century war on terror?

This book aims to bring to life the people and moments that have shaped the White House—some known, some not so known—as history was being made. My hope is that as you read, you will discover something new or surprising that shifts your perspective. Like the tale of Kate Warne, America’s first female Pinkerton detective, who helped foil an assassination plot against Abraham Lincoln. Or the remarkable friendship between President Ulysses S. Grant and Ely S. Parker, a Native American who became Grant’s most trusted consultant on Indian affairs. Or the heroics of Paul Jennings, an enslaved teenage valet who helped evacuate First Lady Dolley Madison from the White House as the British advanced on Washington.

You’ll step into moments like the raucous inauguration festivities for Andrew Jackson, the nation’s first populist president. Or the boundary-breaking dinner party Theodore Roosevelt, then America’s youngest chief executive, held for the renowned author and educator Booker T. Washington, the first Black man to dine at the White House. Or the tense decision-making behind the daring midnight raid by US Navy SEALs that ended in the death of Osama bin Laden.

As on the American History Tellers podcast, to bring those moments to life, we sometimes include invented or embellished details, such as dialogue. But the events themselves are all true and based on extensive research. And wherever possible, we’ve drawn everything from the historical record, including what people said.

On American History Tellers, we invite listeners to slip into the shoes of everyday people as history is being made. In this book we invite you too to imagine yourself as one of the ordinary citizens or iconic personalities who have shaped our country—to be a fly on the wall for our country’s most pivotal moments. In our current fraught and divided political climate, understanding the past is essential to understanding a future in which all of our nation’s inhabitants can thrive.

This is your invitation to join us in the house where it happened.




Part I

Laying the Foundation
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The Presidential Palace. The Executive Mansion. The Official Residence. The building now referred to as the White House has been called by many names over the centuries. As the country has evolved, so has one of its most iconic buildings—with changes that reflect our shifting image of what the presidency represents, and the growing power of America itself.
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The Taking of the City of Washington in America.
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Chapter 1

Out of the Ashes

Imagine it’s the afternoon of Wednesday, August 24, 1814, at the President’s House in Washington City. You’re preparing to host an afternoon meal for some of your husband’s powerful friends in government. There’s just one problem: The capital might soon be under attack . . .

First Lady Dolley Madison flinched at the boom of cannon fire. The sound was still several miles off, but it was loud enough to rattle the fine china and silverware laid out on the long dining table before her. Servants scurried all around her, arranging crystal wineglasses and climbing step stools to light the candles in the chandeliers overhead. The smell of Virginia ham roasting in the kitchen wafted up from downstairs.

Dolley went to one of the high windows that looked down Pennsylvania Avenue and picked up a spyglass from the sill. For what felt like the hundredth time that day, she held it to her eye and swept her gaze across the dusty streets and half-constructed government buildings of Washington City, searching for any glimpse of her husband, the president. He was supposed to have been home by now. Where could he be?

But all she could see were scattered groups of ragtag soldiers wandering back and forth. With their mismatched clothes and tarnished weapons, they looked ill prepared to protect the capital of the United States from attack. But with the rumble of cannon growing closer, Dolley feared they might have to.

When she received word that morning that the British were marching on Washington, Dolley chose at first to ignore it. As First Lady, she felt it was important to keep up appearances and project an air of normalcy to the city’s panicked residents, many of whom were already fleeing into the countryside. So she ordered the White House’s staff and servants to set the table for the midday meal as planned. Among the forty guests she was expecting were members of her husband, James’s, cabinet and the nation’s military leaders.

But now—in the distance, through the dining room’s high windows—Dolley could see swirling clouds of dust moving ever closer to the nearby Potomac River. She knew it was time to prepare for the worst.

Dolley stepped out of the dining room and into the entrance hall, where she found the White House’s French doorkeeper, John Pierre Sioussat. She pulled him aside and spoke in hushed tones.

“Tell the kitchen staff to keep preparing the dinner. But take anyone else you can spare and begin packing: clothes, silver, books, important documents. Anything you deem essential. And prepare my coach and horses.”

With a nod, French John hurried off. Dolley drifted back into the dining room and cast her gaze over its ornately festooned walls, rush-bottomed chairs, and spotless Scotch carpet. She had decorated it herself, in a style she hoped was both worldly and welcoming. She loved this mansion, this White House, and had tried to turn it into a home. She was proud of how she, as a hostess, had strived to represent the same ideals her husband and his fellow founders had enshrined in their young nation’s government—ideals of dignity, equality, and democracy. Someone had once written of her, “She is admired and esteemed by the rich and beloved by the poor.” To her, there was no higher praise.

To think that she might have to soon flee from it—maybe forever—was almost too much to bear.

But she couldn’t think about that now. Gathering a sense of calm, she squared her shoulders and prepared to leave.

* * *

The War of 1812, which led to the British attack on America’s capital—then called Washington “City,” not “DC”—had its origins in another conflict. Far across the Atlantic, France and Britain had been battling each other for European supremacy, increasingly drawing neutral American ships into the crossfire. The British tried to restrict the movement of American vessels, while the French seized their cargo. Britain also forcibly boarded hundreds of American ships on the oceans and captured thousands of their crewmen, former British sailors who were now naturalized American citizens.

Americans viewed these seizures as acts of aggression. Many of the young War Hawks in Congress scoffed at the calls for restraint by their elders who had fought in the War of Independence. Hotheaded young senators like John C. Calhoun of South Carolina and Henry Clay of Kentucky declared “war with all its accompanying evils” to be far superior to “abject submission.” The Hawks won out, and in June 1812, President Madison declared war.

Two years on, what many citizens derided as “Mr. Madison’s War” had drained the nation’s treasury and battered the president’s popular image. Even so, few could have imagined what lay ahead. Just three decades after the United States had triumphed against Great Britain in the American Revolution, their former foe would overrun the young nation’s capital.

AS MUCH AS anyone, President Madison could call Washington and the government based there his own. He had been one of the first to call for locating the capital on the Potomac’s swampy marshlands. As the primary author of both the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, he had created the federal system that gave the new city its purpose. He’d helped construct the seat of power, and now he resided in it. But as Dolley Madison prepared for her midday party in August 1814, the capital, the stately Executive Mansion, and perhaps the government itself were in danger of being destroyed.

Five days earlier, on August 19, forty-five warships and transports carrying thousands of British troops had sailed up the Patuxent River, thirty-five miles away. As a force of 4,500 redcoats started the slow march to Washington, President Madison ordered 2,000 militiamen to the strategic town of Bladensburg, Virginia, less than ten miles away. Then Madison himself, riding on horseback and accompanied by aides, traveled out to visit his soldiers. Unlike their highly trained and well-supplied British counterparts, the American troops were an amateur, volunteer bunch. Many had been summoned to Bladensburg directly from their stores or fields. The sum total of their military experience was a few days of musket drills. Nonetheless, Madison found his troops in high spirits, despite growing signs that the British were heading directly for Washington City.

Until that week, the notion that the British might attack the nation’s capital seemed absurd. As a military target, Washington held little strategic importance. In 1814 the city was still a muddy bog. The population numbered only eight thousand, of whom almost two thousand were enslaved. The attorney general described the city as “a meager village with a few bad houses and extensive swamps,” while the former British minister declared it “an absolute . . . hole.” The vast majority of the buildings that would house the federal government were still under construction.

The British commander, Lieutenant General George Prevost, however, wanted to humiliate America for having dared to take up arms against Britain. He felt that a strike against Washington would mark a major symbolic defeat for the upstart young nation—and perhaps even cause it to collapse.

EVEN BEFORE IT found itself in the crosshairs of the British, Washington City that summer was a deeply unpleasant place. Weeks of drought and the worst heat in decades had turned the capital into a foul-smelling, bug-infested dust bowl. Washington’s already miserable residents were all the more displeased as rumors filtered in that the British were heading to their city. In the third week of August, when the redcoats began drawing nearer, that unhappiness turned to fear and then flat-out panic.

Soon the city’s dusty roads were choked with fleeing citizens, their wagons piled high with whatever belongings they could fit. Some headed across the Potomac to Virginia, while others fled into the city’s surrounding wilderness, seeking safety among the trees. Secretary of State James Monroe, meanwhile, sped out of the city on horseback to spy on the British lines. From his vantage point, he quickly confirmed that the redcoats’ path was aimed directly at the nation’s capital.

Deeply alarmed, Monroe dashed off a note to his State Department staff ordering them to gather and hide as many of the nation’s priceless national documents and records as possible. A large-eared, long-nosed clerk named Stephen Pleasonton, one of the few staffers still in the office, ran out to purchase thick, coarse linen. Working in a passageway of the War Department, a short distance from the White House, he and the other remaining clerks hastily sewed the fabric into makeshift book bags. Pleasonton then began filling the bags with irreplaceable historic documents from the nation’s founding.

As Pleasonton worked, Secretary of War John Armstrong strode up and jeered at him, calling Pleasonton an alarmist for thinking the British were marching their way. Pleasonton, despite his lower status, replied firmly that he believed otherwise. Saving the nation’s founding papers seemed wise, and what harm would it do? Into the bags went the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, the correspondence and farewell address of George Washington, each shoved chaotically into its linen carrier and delivered hastily to the waiting carts outside.

After Armstrong left, Pleasonton finished loading the carts and navigated the citizen-clogged streets until he reached the Potomac. Once across, he drove two miles upstream to an abandoned mill, where he unloaded the precious papers for safekeeping. But before riding away, he realized he’d made a fatal error. The mill was directly across from Henry Foxall’s foundry in Georgetown, the nation’s largest munitions manufacturer—and thus a prime British target. Careful to avoid anyone spying on his actions, he reloaded the papers onto his carts and, despite being bone tired, rode to Leesburg, Virginia, almost forty miles away. There, Pleasanton located an empty house, where he stashed the papers inside and locked the door with a key that he then entrusted to the Leesburg sheriff for safekeeping. The nation’s founding documents finally secure, Pleasonton checked into a nearby hotel, where he collapsed into a deep and well-deserved sleep.

ON THE SWELTERING morning of August 24, President Madison received an urgent message that the British were approaching Bladensburg. Wearing his customary black coat, breeches, silk stockings, and buckled shoes, Madison raced on horseback to the scene. There, he learned from Secretary of War Armstrong that their advance guard of amateur militiamen was about to engage the enemy. Armstrong, in the face of all evidence, had been insisting for weeks that the capital city was in no danger of attack. “[T]hey certainly will not come here!” he had ranted days earlier to the nervous head of the Washington militia, declaring that Baltimore was the obvious target instead. Despite his grave error in judgment, the haughty Armstrong now told Madison that he would only cooperate with the commanding American general, William Winder, if the president ordered him to.

Madison, filthy with dust from his ride and roasting in what one observer called the day’s “blood heat,” ascended to a hillside above Bladensburg. There, he watched through a spyglass as the British troops, “silent as the grave,” marched closer in perfect formation. When the immaculate redcoats spotted the American militiamen in their motley outfits they could scarcely believe they were soldiers. The militiamen, for their part, let out a chorus of excited shouts and unleashed volleys of bullets, killing dozens of redcoats. But as the startled enemy regrouped and began returning fire, the militia quickly retreated, leaving the redcoats’ path to Washington unchallenged. “Never did men with arms in their hands make better use of their legs,” one British officer cracked.

Madison, who was now the first sitting American president to be within firing distance of a battlefield (Lincoln would be the second and final one), had seen enough. Sunburned and woozy from hours in the heat, he headed by carriage back to Washington to reconvene with his wife as the British continued their slow, deadly approach.

AT THE WHITE House, fifteen-year-old Paul Jennings, the president’s enslaved valet, was helping Dolley Madison prepare for her 3 p.m. dinner party. The strikingly handsome Jennings came from mixed ancestry: His African–Native American mother was enslaved by the Madisons, while his father was a British trader. Jennings himself had been born into slavery at Montpelier, the Madisons’ Virginia estate, in 1799. As a child, he had been a companion to Dolley’s son from an earlier marriage, Payne, and at the age of ten, he was appointed James Madison’s “body servant.” That same year, after Madison was elected president, he moved with the First Family to the White House, where he worked as messenger, footman, dining-room servant, and coachman’s assistant.

Jennings’s first image of the city had been its unpaved streets and “dreary” atmosphere. The twenty-three-room White House itself, surrounded by a high stone wall, was still under construction when he and the Madisons moved in. Despite multiple repairs, the roof and gutters leaked, causing frequent damage to the ceiling and fine furniture.
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Paul Jennings, cir. 1850.

The family of Sylvia Jennings Alexander



Now Jennings could hear the far-off thunder of British artillery. Outside the front door, a steady stream of haggard-looking American militiamen retreated from the oncoming invaders. Jennings darted from task to task as Dolley, worried about her husband and desperate for distraction, kept issuing orders for her luncheon. She insisted she would stay until the president returned, even though her hundred-man guard had already fled, leaving the White House undefended. But as meal preparations continued, Jennings and the other servants began packing for a quick departure, loading clothes, silver, books, and wine onto a wagon.

Meanwhile, John Pierre Sioussat continued to hustle about the mansion, supervising the hasty evacuation. French John sported frizzled curly hair, thick sideburns, and a sharp, prominent nose. Though his official title was “doorkeeper,” he enjoyed a particularly warm relationship with Dolley. French John was no stranger to violence: As a boy he had lived through the Reign of Terror in Paris, and at the age of twelve he had personally witnessed the beheadings of both King Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette. Orphaned soon after, he had served in the merchant marine and then the French navy, sailing several times around the world. He had arrived in America ten years earlier, sneaking away from a French frigate in New York harbor. From there, he’d made his way to Washington City, where he found employment with a delegation of the British government.

With his charming personality and suave manner, French John quickly distinguished himself in Thomas Jefferson’s White House. Now working for the Madisons, he oversaw daily White House operations and supervised the staff. French John also kept the First Couple’s accounts and made household purchases.

As she directed French John’s packing efforts, Dolley realized that the British might try to steal the massive Gilbert Stuart portrait of George Washington that hung in the dining room, as a trophy of their invasion. She ordered her staff to save the painting—or, if it couldn’t be saved, to destroy it. “Under no circumstances allow it to fall into the hands of the British!” she cried.

As Paul Jennings held a ladder, the White House gardener attempted to unscrew the giant frame from the wall. Dolley, in an effort to speed things up, told him to break the wood and remove the canvas instead. French John, alarmed at this suggestion, intervened. With Dolley’s approval, he took a penknife from his pocket and cut the heavy twill canvas from its frame. When a friend of the Madisons began rolling up the 95-by-60-inch painting for transport, French John stopped him for fear the paint would crack. The friend instead loaded the unrolled painting into a wagon for passage out of the city.

As the painting was trundled away, Jennings headed to the cellar to fetch liquor for the dinner party. He had just placed the drinks in steel coolers when the Madisons’ freedman servant James Smith galloped up on a horse, frantically waving his hat. He had a message from the president: “Clear out! General Armstrong has ordered a retreat!”

There was no time to clear the table or store the food. Dolley stuffed silverware into her handbag and grabbed her copy of the Declaration of Independence. Accompanied by her enslaved maid Sukey and her sister and brother-in-law, the First Lady took a carriage across Rock Creek to the heights above Georgetown, and then over the river to the woods of northern Virginia. She and her husband had agreed to rendezvous there if they were forced to flee. When Dolley arrived, however, the president was nowhere to be found.

Dolley broke down in tears. She knew her husband faced danger that night, not just from the British invaders but also from his own countrymen. Locals were enraged at the war and the British invasion, and they had threatened to kill the president if he attempted to leave the city. Dolley herself was a target of hostility too. Later that night when she and Jennings approached one Virginia household seeking refuge, the owner’s wife ordered them to leave. “Your husband has got mine out fighting,” she shouted at Dolley, “and, damn you, you shan’t stay in my house!”

EARLIER THAT DAY Madison had arrived back at the White House accompanied by a few friends and cabinet members, only minutes after his wife had fled. Seeing she had already retreated, he sent a message that they should rendezvous the following day at Wiley’s Tavern, sixteen miles from Georgetown. The president, who was more scholar than fighter, then removed two dueling pistols he had been given for protection earlier that day and left them on a table. Straining to project an air of confidence despite the humiliating circumstances, the president rode by coach down to the Potomac, where he squeezed into a small ferryboat for the return journey to Virginia.

With the First Family gone, and with their slaves and servants seeking safety for the night, French John was the last staffer in the White House. He remained until twilight, pouring brandy for the exhausted American troops who shuffled past outside, before finally withdrawing to seek safer quarters.

BY THE TIME the British marched on Capitol Hill on the evening of August 24, only about 10 percent of the city’s residents remained. One of those residents, a young enslaved man named William Shiner, later wrote, “As soon as we got a sight of [the] British army raising that hill they looked like flames of fire, all redcoats and the stocks of their guns painted with red vermillion and the iron work shined like a Spanish dollar.”

As British Major General Robert Ross and the other commanders in front reached the intersection of Constitution Avenue and Maryland Avenue, bullets exploded from a darkened house. The hail of gunfire killed at least one soldier and wounded several others, along with Ross’s horse. The British quickly torched the house, though the unknown shooters escaped.

As night came on, the British reached the 67-foot-high twin buildings that comprised the Capitol. Upon going inside, they were stunned by what they found: not some rustic interior but grand staircases, domed vestibules, fine wooden floors, and vaulted ceilings, designed by architect Benjamin Latrobe to rival the finest European counterparts. The structures contained not only both chambers of Congress, but the Supreme Court and the Library of Congress, filled with thousands of rare books. Many of the junior officers were so touched with the buildings’ beauty that they were dismayed by their commanders’ orders to burn it all to the ground.

When the Capitol was fully engulfed in flames, Rear Admiral George Cockburn raised the Union Jack over the wreckage. A contingent of British troops then headed south to destroy the Navy Yard, only to find the Americans had already torched it to keep the invaders from gaining its supplies and ships. Admiral Cockburn and General Ross led two columns of one hundred men in a march from the Capitol down poplar-lined Pennsylvania Avenue. The commanders ordered their men to be silent, pausing regularly to inform terrified residents that their lives and personal property would be safe as long as they behaved peacefully. One furious American shouted at Cockburn that he never could have conquered the city if George Washington were still alive. Cockburn, his gold-laced hat framing his sunburned face, countered that Washington, unlike the current president, would never have “left his capital defenseless.”

Residents ran ahead of the columns, urging Washingtonians to flee while they still had the chance, warning that the British were heading toward the White House, two miles away, to burn it down. The summer day had been scorching, and now the night was literally on fire.

MAJOR GENERAL ROBERT Ross paused to admire the colossal pair of sculpted eagles that flanked the White House entrance. Not bad for a place that had been a colonial backwater just forty years before. Then he ordered his men to break down the doors and storm inside.

He followed the shouts of his troops down a lushly furnished entrance hall and into a large dining room. The scene that greeted him there made him burst out laughing.

“Nice of them to leave the table set for us, eh, boys?”

The dining table was set for a feast, with crystal, gold, and silver serving ware; fine china; decanters of wine; and a whole roasted ham. Ross’s soldiers, famished and fatigued after marching all day in heavy wool uniforms, were already devouring it. Some had their boots on the table, while others poured each other generous servings of wine, letting it slosh from their goblets onto the white tablecloth. One redcoat handed Ross a full glass, which he drank from deeply before smashing it on the tartan carpet.

“Come on, boys! Let’s see what’s upstairs!”

Ross climbed the grand curving staircase to find his fellow officer, Admiral Cockburn, in Madison’s dressing room. All around him, soldiers and sailors were laughing and trying on the American president’s clothes.

“How little a man is Madison? These shirtsleeves barely reach my elbow!”

“His shoes are tiny too!”

Cockburn tossed Madison’s bicorne hat into the air, then speared it with a bayonet. His men erupted in cheers. Other sailors passed by in the hallway, carrying a portrait of the First Lady.

“We’ll keep Dolley safe and exhibit her in London!”

As much as Ross enjoyed these little displays of vulgarity, it was time to get down to business. He ordered the troops back downstairs to haul furniture and other objects into the oval reception area.

“Time to build a bonfire, lads.”

The redcoats worked quickly, gathering everything that wasn’t nailed down: crimson sofas, glass mirrors, gilded chairs, writing tables, window stools, silver serving dishes, copperware, commodes, a pianoforte. All were thrown into a towering pile. Then, using dozens of torches fired by hot coals from a local tavern, Ross’s men set the massive pyre alight. Soon tendrils of flame leaped upon the mansion’s heavy damask curtains and crept upward, to the structure’s thick wooden roof.

Ross paused for a moment to admire his handiwork. Then he ordered his men out of the president’s house—and quickly, before the flames consumed everything around them.

* * *

In what seemed like seconds, the entire White House was, in the words of an eyewitness, “wrapped in one entire flame.” Fine objects purchased by George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and the Madisons were consumed. Sculpted stonework cracked from the walls and fell off, transforming the interior into a mess of smoking rubble. Only the White House’s thick sandstone walls defied the intense heat. Many of the gray stone blocks, especially in the basement, remained unscathed.

Continuing their mission of destruction, Ross, Cockburn, and their troops moved on to the Treasury Building, flanking the White House’s eastern side. Torchbearers smashed windows and hurled their flaming poles inside, setting the fine brick building alight. Spectators outside the White House watched in stunned silence as the flames turned the sultry night as bright as day. One American resident, who had lived through the War of Independence, felt sickened by “a sight, so repugnant to my feelings, so dishonorable; so degrading to the American character.” Combined with the burning Capitol and Navy Yard, the glow was so great that it could be seen by British ships forty miles away.

In the woods just outside the city, a group of American militiamen flattened themselves on the ground, fearful of British capture. Aware they might be seen in the bright light cast by the flaming capital, for hours they lay still, sometimes holding their breath, as they watched the British destroy the city. The woods around them swarmed with frightened evacuees, many of them women and children, all hoping the trees provided enough cover to keep them safe from attack.

Later that night the British marched back down Pennsylvania Avenue toward Capitol Hill, reveling in the hellish blaze that surrounded them. One lieutenant deemed it “striking” and “sublime,” while a colonel found it “one of the finest, and at the same time most awful sights I ever witnessed.”

With the city burning, the streets empty, and the redcoats out of sight, Paul Jennings watched from a stable on 14th Street as “a rabble, taking advantage of the confusion, ran all over the [White House], and stole lots of silver and whatever they could lay their hands on.” The Madisons were miles away, and Jennings, afraid for his life, had no idea what his—or the country’s—future might hold.

IN THE VIRGINIA wilderness, President Madison continued searching for his wife. He rode for miles on horseback, with Attorney General Richard Rush galloping alongside him. Every time the two came over a rise that afforded a view back to Washington, they stopped to gape at the blazing city. Madison still struggled to grasp that the Capitol and White House were now fiery shells. Flames soared into the thick, humid air, their red-orange glow illuminating an apocalyptic landscape as more and more of the capital was consumed.

As he encountered other Washingtonians who had fled to Virginia, Madison heard himself cursed and threatened for letting the redcoats burn the city. Some even called for him to be shot. By midnight, the bone-weary president, who had spent much of that terrible day in the saddle, was ready to collapse. He found a sympathetic minister who let him sleep in the farmhouse of his 466-acre estate for the night. Though neither of them knew it, Dolley slept only a mile away, having taken refuge at the estate of a family friend.

The following day, August 25, Madison continued his search on horseback for Dolley. He rode through a massive storm—likely a hurricane—that pelted him with rain from heaving black clouds. He returned thoroughly drenched to the minister’s farmhouse to find he had just missed his wife. The surprise storm had doused the still-smoldering Washington, though it spun off a tornado that ripped down Constitution Avenue and killed both American citizens and British soldiers. The rain also sizzled and cracked the already-seared White House walls.

That evening, soaking and starving, James and Dolley Madison finally reunited at Wiley’s Tavern. They feasted on cold leftovers as gale-force winds ripped apples from the trees and launched them against the tavern windows. The beleaguered president and First Lady, it seemed, would have no peace.

Once the storm subsided, the British occupiers left the capital, satisfied with the havoc they had wrought. They marched back to the Patuxent River, where their fleet’s ships had been badly battered by the weather. All told, the invaders’ takeover of Washington had lasted just twenty-six hours. Not until Pearl Harbor would the United States again face such a devastating attack on its own soil.

Madison returned to Washington the following day, August 27; Dolley, greeted by cheers, had returned earlier by carriage. After a night’s rest at Attorney General Richard Rush’s townhouse on Pennsylvania Avenue, the president made his way to the scorched husk of the White House. He found it “in ashes, not an inch but its cracked and blackened walls remained.” Never again would he and Dolley spend the night inside.

The Capitol, meanwhile, was in “smoldering ruins” that were “yet smoking,” and the ground outside was littered with dead horses. With the city’s food stores shuttered, Madison’s party had little choice but to slaughter and feast on one of two White House milk cows, along with the few casks of wine the redcoats hadn’t consumed.

Later that day Madison met his wife at her sister’s mansion on F Street. Dolley had toured the ruined city and raged at the British for the destruction they had wrought, proclaiming that she wanted to “sink our enemy to the bottomless pit.” Her heart mourned, she said, for her country—and for her husband, who was being subjected to brutal attacks from the nation’s press. “The most incompetent executive functionary that ever disgraced a country” ran a headline in the Boston Gazette. The Newport Mercury insisted that Madison and his associates be “constitutionally impeached, and driven with scorn . . . from the seats which they have dishonored.” Critics charged that Madison was attempting to “conceal from an abused people his infamous weakness in leaving the capital of the U. States without a sufficient defense.”
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Dolley Madison.

Courtesy of the Library of Congress
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James Madison.

National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, gift of Katie Louchheim

Then, two weeks later, the president’s fortunes abruptly changed. Fifty British warships commanded by Admiral Cockburn and Major General Ross attacked Fort McHenry in Baltimore, but they were routed by the Americans, and General Ross was killed. A witness to the battle, a lawyer named Francis Scott Key, was so inspired by the scene that he composed “The Star-Spangled Banner” to commemorate it. Even Madison’s enemies were forced to concede that the victory at Baltimore had lifted “our national character from disgrace.”

THE WHITE HOUSE was uninhabitable for the rest of Madison’s time in office. He and Dolley moved into the redbrick Octagon House, a three-story mansion built by a wealthy Virginia planter and located just steps from the White House grounds. Despite the residence’s stately facade, the Madisons knew the nation yearned for the symbolism and grandeur of an official seat of presidential power. With that in mind, Madison hired James Hoban, the Irish architect of the original White House, to supervise its rebuilding.
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Courtesy of the Library of Congress

Three years later, Madison left the presidency and retired from public office, eager to return full-time to his comfortable estate at Montpelier. But even as he retreated to private life, Madison’s faithful White House servants John Pierre Sioussat and Paul Jennings continued to serve their country.

French John worked in several later administrations as an interpreter, while also embarking on a long career in banking. Meanwhile, Jennings, enslaved for his first forty-seven years, obtained his freedom in 1846 with the assistance of Senator Daniel Webster. He worked for the Pension Office and purchased property on L Street, where he lived next door to his daughter and grandchildren. As a free man, Jennings published the very first White House memoir, A Colored Man’s Reminiscences of James Madison, hailed by scholars today as “a singular document in the history of slavery and the early American republic.”

James Hoban and his team had taken nearly a decade to erect the first White House. In the wake of Britain’s destruction of the capital city, they worked at a far more urgent pace. Hoban was thoroughly aware that he was creating a national monument as much as a private residence—one that would need to meet, or even exceed, the grandeur of his original structure, which already had come to symbolize the ambitions and ideals of a young nation.
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Plan of the city of Washington by Pierre Charles L’Enfant.

Courtesy of the Library of Congress






Chapter 2

The President’s House

Imagine it’s late at night on March 9, 1791. You’re a French architect, surveyor, and engineer, and you’re en route to a very important project in your adopted home country, the United States. You just hope you don’t get lost on the way there . . .

A steady rain fell on Pierre Charles L’Enfant as he walked the narrow trail between field and wood through the pitch-black Maryland countryside. L’Enfant’s stagecoach had broken down hours before. Too impatient to wait, he had set out alone on foot, his belongings packed onto his weary horse, his leg twinging in pain from an old war wound. He was heading for the sleepy village of Georgetown, nestled on the banks of the Potomac River. There he would begin his new job, a project grand enough to match his own exalted vision of himself: the creation of a sparkling new capital for the United States of America.

The thirty-six-year-old L’Enfant carried in his pocket a letter, personally approved by President George Washington, from Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson. The document tasked L’Enfant with surveying a ten-square-mile area along the Potomac River that stretched from Rock Creek, next to Georgetown, to the mouth of the Potomac’s Eastern Branch. Washington and Jefferson envisioned this quiet terrain of forests, swamps, rolling hills, and farms as the new and permanent seat of government for the United States. Jefferson’s letter requested a “drawing” of any “particular grounds” within the area that might be suitable for a “federal town” and public buildings.

L’Enfant, confident to the point of arrogance, believed that a project as ambitious as a new capital city required the strength of commitment and rich imagination that he alone possessed. The only American he respected as his equal was Washington himself. L’Enfant’s swept-back hair, smooth face, and striking nose gave him a regal appearance that matched his lofty self-opinion. He had grown up amid the pomp and splendor of Versailles, where his father was a court painter.

Though Jefferson’s letter said nothing of who would actually design the capital, L’Enfant firmly expected to be awarded the job. As he continued his solitary trudge through the countryside, his face and overcoat soaking wet and his boots caked with mud, L’Enfant imagined the splendid avenues, squares, public spaces, and magnificent government buildings of the future city. The centerpiece of this capital would be the President’s Palace, a stately mansion to house the nation’s chief executive. The entire city was to be a monument—to America, yes, but also to himself. L’Enfant had bragged to Washington that he was the only man in the country fit to undertake the job.

As he descended the hill into Georgetown, L’Enfant passed small but well-tended wood-and-brick homes, offices, and stores. Though the town boasted a population of 2,500 whites and 500 enslaved Africans, the streets were empty due to the rain and chill. On Fishing Lane, just a few storefronts from the swollen Potomac, L’Enfant reached his destination: the Fountain Inn, Georgetown’s best-known hostelry, a two-story tavern and hotel with a stable on the grounds.

Once in his room, L’Enfant unpacked the tools of his trade: drawing instruments, engravings, boxes of books, and architectural models. Though bone-tired, he was eager to begin his surveying. For years L’Enfant had yearned for a project as monumental as the one now before him. In just a few short hours, with the first light of dawn, he could finally get to work.

* * *

Privately, Thomas Jefferson was peeved that L’Enfant was involved in the project at all. Traditionally, such a venture would have fallen under the purview of the secretary of state, and Jefferson’s keen interest in and deep knowledge of architecture would have made him an excellent fit. But the all-powerful Washington possessed an equally keen interest in building the capital city, and he had decided to bring in L’Enfant. The Frenchman had made a splash three years earlier by wholly remodeling New York City’s Federal Hall, where Washington had given his inaugural address. The stunning new neoclassical hall was now widely considered America’s finest building.
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The Fountain Inn in 1791.

Courtesy of the Library of Congress



L’Enfant had emigrated from France in 1777 to fight for America in the Revolutionary War. At Valley Forge, he had painted then–General Washington’s portrait for the Marquis de Lafayette. In Savannah, a volley of British bullets to the leg had left him with his permanent limp. Following the war, Washington had awarded L’Enfant the honor of designing the badge of the Society of the Cincinnati, which had been founded by officers of the Continental Army, and presenting it to French veterans of the conflict.

* * *

THE RESIDENCE ACT of 1790 had given President Washington sole power over establishing the capital city. It was the result of a compromise among Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison. In exchange for locating the new capital on the Potomac, Madison agreed not to block legislation mandating the federal government’s assumption of the states’ debts. The Residence Act designated an area along the Potomac River as the permanent “federal district,” and it required the city’s streets and public buildings to be finished by November 1, 1800. On that date, the president, Congress, and all federal employees would relocate to the new capital from the current one, Philadelphia.

L’Enfant had written to Washington about surveying the future capital city in 1789, immediately after the project was first discussed. “Under the hope of the continuation of the indulgence you have hitherto honored me with,” he intoned, “I now presume to solicit the favor of being Employed in this business.”

Washington had for much of his life promoted the development of the Potomac River as the principal channel of commerce between the Atlantic Ocean and the West. Self-interest certainly played a role: Washington’s own residence, Mount Vernon, was situated
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