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Washington City in 1834, as seen from the south. (illustration credit fm.1)







For my mother and father,
Jane Augustine and Tony Morley





We rejoice that we are thrown into a revolution where the contest is not for landed territory but for freedom. Let no man remove from his native country, for our principles are drawn from the book of divine revelation, and are incorporated in the Declaration of Independence, “that all men are born equal.”

—Declaration of the Fifth National Negro Convention, Philadelphia, 1835




“The Star-Spangled Banner”

FRANCIS SCOTT KEY


O say, can you see, by the dawn’s early light,

What so proudly we hail’d at the twilight’s last gleaming?

Whose broad stripes & bright stars, through the perilous fight,

O’er the ramparts we watch’d, were so gallantly streaming?

And the rockets’ red glare, the bombs bursting in air,

Gave proof through the night that our flag was still there.

O say, does that star-spangled banner yet wave

O’er the land of the free & the home of the brave?




On the shore dimly seen through the mists of the deep,

Where the foe’s haughty host in dread silence reposes,

What is that which the breeze, o’er the towering steep,

As it fitfully blows, half conceals, half discloses?

Now it catches the gleam of the morning’s first beam,

In full glory reflected, now shines on the stream

’Tis the star-spangled banner: O, long may it wave

O’er the land of the free & the home of the brave!




And where is that band who so vauntingly swore

That the havoc of war & the battle’s confusion

A home & a Country should leave us no more?

Their blood has washed out their foul footstep’s pollution.

No refuge could save the hireling & slave

From the terror of flight or the gloom of the grave:

And the star-spangled banner in triumph doth wave

O’er the land of the free & the home of the brave.




O thus be it ever when freemen shall stand,

Between their lov’d home & the war’s desolation!

Blest with vict’ry & peace, may the heav’n-rescued land

Praise the Power that hath made & preserved us a nation!

Then conquer we must, when our cause, it is just,

And this be our motto—“In God is our Trust”

And the star-spangled banner in triumph shall wave

O’er the land of the free & the home of the brave!
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Author’s Note

All the people described in this story were real living persons.

All events occurred as documented and described by contemporaneous sources and eyewitnesses. Nothing has been made up.

All dialogue denoted by quotation marks comes from contemporaneous accounts. In some cases, identified in the Notes, this language has been edited for clarity. No dialogue in quotes has been invented.



PART I

THE DISCIPLE OF EPICURUS
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A view of Washington City in the 1830s looking east toward the Capitol. (illustration credit p.1)
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BEVERLY SNOW DID not look like trouble, not hardly. He was a mild-mannered fellow of mixed-race heritage—in the lingo of the day, a mulatto. The admixture of African and European blood in his veins gave an air of incongruous humor to his countenance. His language was learned, if a little extravagant, for he knew his way around a kitchen and loved to pass cooking time in conversation. To the patrons, white and colored alike, who gathered at his oyster house in the tobacco town of Lynchburg, Virginia, Beverly held forth more as a Creole raconteur than discontented bondsman. In the autumn of 1829, he was certainly better known for his way with words and white men than for any sort of difficulty. He humored the hungry with a steady stream of jokes and japes while doling out fat James River oysters and dispensing a variety of sage epigrams, dubious puns, and enigmatic epiphanies at no extra charge. The fare was salubrious, the conversation light, the prices lighter. That was Beverly’s way.

While it was true that not all white men approved of a colored man doing business in the heart of town, it was more true that Beverly’s friends, John and Susannah Warwick, approved of his enterprise. In Lynchburg that was enough. John was the son of Major William Warwick, a Revolutionary War veteran turned banker who had served as the first mayor of the settlement around John Lynch’s ferry landing back in 1805. Susannah was the daughter of Captain William Norvell, a veteran of Valley Forge and the village’s first clerk. John and Susannah Warwick owned Beverly Snow, but ownership hardly described Susannah’s relationship to him. Beverly was also her friend, almost a big brother.

Beverly had lived for at least a few years in Captain Norvell’s mansion on Federal Hill, the most distinguished enclave in the growing town. Nothing is known of Beverly’s parents other than that one of them, probably his father, was white. Unusually for an enslaved person, Beverly learned to read and write at an early age, perhaps because Captain Norvell had helped establish the first public school in Lynchburg. Along the way, Beverly might have glimpsed one of the great men of the day, former president Thomas Jefferson, who sold a plot of land to William Norvell in 1812. Legend has it that Jefferson visited their house. Beverly, as a servant and cook, might have prepared his meals, perhaps even overheard his conversation. The servant and the statesman would come to share at least one pastime. Jefferson often digressed on his admiration for Epicurus, the ancient Greek philosopher who espoused a creed of pleasurable moderation in the third century before Christ. Before long, Beverly Snow would do the same.

Susannah Norvell, five years younger than Beverly, came of age eating his food and laughing at his jokes. A sensitive dark-haired beauty, she married John Marshall Warwick, the son of her father’s friend, when she was seventeen years old. She endowed her husband’s mustachioed placidity with the drive of self-improvement, and the young couple flourished. John Warwick had worked in the family dry-goods business since boyhood. As early as 1816, his name appeared on a bill of sale to Jefferson. At age twenty-one John obtained his merchant’s license and turned his attention to tobacco, the cash crop of the hilly counties surrounding Lynchburg. The leafy plant was grown in abandon, bundled into fifteen-hundred-pound hogsheads, inspected, and sold to traders who shipped the leaf to Europe, where segars and pipe smoking were all the rage. Enslaved Africans did most of the work to create this pleasure. White men reaped all of the profits. John Warwick did better than most. He was a rich man well before his thirtieth birthday. His wife had a harder time. Susannah Warwick gave birth to four children, three of whom died before the age of three. In her sorrow, she liked to write and dream of a better world. She loathed the institution of slavery and was unafraid to say so. “It is a stain upon the character of Virginians,” she wrote in her journal, “and one which I hope will not long remain.”

In 1824, Susannah’s father prepared his will. At the time, Captain Norvell owned several Negro families, including twenty-six people. He granted each of his six children the right to take possession of any two. Susannah chose Beverly. By the next year, he had moved in with the Warwicks. In 1826, the couple announced their success to Lynchburg society by building a Federal-style brick house on Court Street along the high bluff overlooking the James River. Beverly perfected his cooking skills in the basement kitchen. He also took a wife, a soon-to-be-free colored girl six years his junior who was known to white people as Judy. She called herself Julia.

Beverly and Julia Snow lived in the same house as John and Susannah Warwick, sharing something of their prosperity and of their sadness. Beverly saw how John coped with the loss of his babies: by serving others. When Lynchburg formed its first board of health in 1828, John became a member. Eventually, John Warwick, like his father, would become the mayor of Lynchburg. With John and Susannah’s support, Beverly and Judy opened the oyster house on Lynch Street to serve customers and workers at John’s nearby tobacco warehouse and others who thronged the busy wharf. It was the kind of informal agreement between owners and bondsmen not unknown in well-established families in Virginia. Beverly, while still the property of his mistress, had permission to keep at least some of the money his customers handed over.

Beverly’s wit soon set the people of Lynchburg to laughing. One tale concerned the Cargills, a strolling family theatrical company that had arrived in 1828. Beverly was not alone in admiring their considerable style. The Cargills arrived in carriages and buggies, while their wardrobes came in baggage wagons. As stage performers, the Cargills were truly distinguished, the locals agreed, not at all resembling the disreputable Crummieses, the acting family lampooned in Charles Dickens’s just-published novel Nicholas Nickleby. Mr. Cargill was a gentleman, and Mrs. Cargill was ladylike and educated. Their daughter, the beautiful Mary, was comely, beloved, and respected. They delighted the town with their comic and tragic performances for much of a year.

Then one morning, Lynchburg awoke to find the Cargills had vanished. The stunned townspeople discovered they would have to pay for their happy suspension of belief about the Cargills’ dramatis personae. The strolling actors had strolled off without a nod to friends or creditors. The young studs who lamented the loss of the phenomenal Mary did not suffer long. But the Cargills’ many business associates did. Those who had provided food and drink, bed and board to these consummate actors could only shake their unpaid bills in impotent fury. When one man wondered aloud how the spendthrift thespians had escaped, Beverly nodded toward the James River.

“I believe, sir,” he sighed, “that the play-actors have concluded to glide smoothly down the stream,” which was certainly one of the greatest euphemisms ever uttered in Lynchburg.

Beverly Snow tasted politics in the summer of 1828 when Secretary of State Henry Clay came to Lynchburg. John Warwick formed a welcoming committee to hail the Kentucky statesman who would pursue the presidency of the United States of America without success for the next three decades. John supported Clay’s “American System,” in which the national government in Washington would use tax and tariff revenues to build roads and canals and make other internal improvements that would enable the people of the young republic to wrest a living from the virgin forests and rolling plains once occupied by the native Indians. To many Lynchburg merchants, Henry Clay’s plan was common sense. New roads and canals would fortify the town’s position as a commercial center between the eastern seaboard and the western frontier.

Beverly Snow, it is safe to say, was less enamored of the slick operator some called “Harry of the West.” When it came to people of color, Clay was a supporter of African colonization. This was a popular scheme of the day that proposed to end the blight of chattel slavery in the United States of America by freeing the enslaved and sending them to settle the western coast of Africa. While the supporters of colonization prided themselves on their humanitarianism toward Negroes, theirs was a benevolence wrapped in a prejudice that Henry Clay voiced as well as any man. Clay especially reviled those Africans in America who had managed to gain their legal freedom. “Of all classes of our population, the most vicious is that of the free colored,” Clay liked to say. “Contaminated themselves, they extend their vices to all around them.”

Beverly had no use for such insults. He planned to obtain his freedom within two years and he had other destinations in mind besides Africa. Despite the practice of slavery and the common condescension articulated by the likes of Clay, Beverly was not eager to leave the country where he was born. Truth be told, he often enjoyed life in these United States. In central Virginia, the families of slaves and masters had been intertwined for generations. Countless children of African and European blood, like Susannah Norvell and Beverly Snow, had grown up as siblings, playmates, friends, rivals, and every other human bond. By the early 1800s, the bonds of decency and familiarity, combined with the revolutionary ideology of the War for Independence, had prompted a growing number of white men to let their bondsmen buy their freedom. Some whites freed their slaves in their wills. Others promised freedom to their children. Those were the terms that Beverly had been born into: with a promise of manumission when he reached the age of thirty.

Beverly Snow embodied the reality of America’s race-mixing ways. While the “amalgamation” of whites and blacks was often abhorred, it was also indulged. To cite but one common practice among white people, most white mothers preferred African women to Irish women as wet nurses for their children, finding them altogether more agreeable, affectionate, and trustworthy than their Hibernian counterparts. White men, alas, had baser impulses. They wanted women of color as mistresses, concubines, whores, and occasionally as wives. Beverly, along with plenty of other people, knew the story of Richard Mentor Johnson, a famous Indian fighter turned U.S. senator from Kentucky. Johnson lived openly with a mulatto woman named Julia Chinn, who bore him two daughters of whom he was quite proud. Johnson offended the finer ladies of Frankfort, Kentucky—and made news nationally—by attempting to introduce the two girls at a Fourth of July cotillion in 1828. They were rejected by the other white mothers over Johnson’s indignant protests. When Chinn died, Johnson took up with another enslaved African woman named Parthene. While scandalous to the moralists of press and pulpit, Johnson’s domestic arrangements did not impede the upward arc of his political career. And colored men wanted white women. They risked brutal punishment or death for observing, much less sampling, the charms of white women, which didn’t mean that more than a few black fools didn’t try. Among the lowest classes of whites, some women were notorious for favoring Africans as lovers. The less scrupulous among them used their wiles to extract money favors from the duller Negroes. Even the white man’s most savage treatment of these aspiring Othellos—and the white woman’s shaming of their sisterly Desdemonas—could not extirpate such forbidden desires. Coupling and procreating had a stubborn pride that disregarded taboo and teaching. It was natural that Beverly Snow’s mother had named him after a white man, Beverley Randolph, who had served as Virginia’s eighth governor in 1788. By heritage and upbringing, Beverly lived in a racially mixed society that pretended it was anything but.

The question facing Beverly in 1829 was whether he should stick around Lynchburg or seek his fortune elsewhere. Beverly needed no reminder that his thirtieth birthday was approaching. If the good news was that he would soon be free, the bad news was that the Commonwealth of Virginia required his removal. According to an 1806 statute, any enslaved person of African descent who obtained his or her freedom had to leave the state within a year or else “be apprehended and sold” back into slavery. Beverly could remain in Lynchburg only if a white man petitioned the state legislature for permission. With an owner as friendly as Susannah Warwick, Beverly might have been able to stay if he wanted. Instead he made plans to depart.

Lynchburg had little to offer a free man of color. The slave traders supplying the tobacco planters with coerced Negro laborers dominated the town’s life. A carpenter from the area named Pleasant Roane summed up the appalling difficulties he faced at that time. The free black man, Roane said, was “denied the use and enjoyment of many of the most valuable rights and privileges of freemen [and] subjected in all cases of offences to the most vigorous exactions of penal law.” As a result, he added, most free blacks sank into “a state of contempt and degradation.”

Beverly figured Washington City could not treat him worse than that. The capital lay in the District of Columbia, located 180 miles northeast of Lynchburg, a ride of several days by coach. Such proximity generated some awareness of its attractions and dangers. Yes, the capital city was known as a perennially indebted municipality of dubious morals. Yes, its haphazard streets and well-hidden charms evoked laughter among European tourists and Virginia squires alike. And yes, there were stories of free colored men who had visited the capital of liberty only to be kidnapped and sold into slavery. But the capital was changing. In the recent presidential election, General Andrew Jackson, hero of the Battle of New Orleans in January 1815, had won more votes than incumbent John Quincy Adams. The first westerner elected to the presidency, Jackson was inaugurated in March 1829 before a vast and adoring crowd. If nothing else, Beverly and Julia could live and work there legally. The capital beckoned not as a promised land but as a refuge, a haven where a colored man just might have room enough to prove himself.

In November 1829, Beverly’s day came. Susannah Norvell Warwick did her part to end the stain of slavery on herself and her state by agreeing to manumit her bondsman. Beverly and her husband walked two blocks to the Lynchburg courthouse, where John handed the justice of the peace a handwritten deed of freedom. The justice of the peace copied its standard language into a big bound volume. In exchange for five dollars, John Warwick attested that he did “emancipate, set free, and relinquish all Manner of right to the personal Services of my man Slave Beverly, commonly called Beverly Snow.”

John Warwick signed the deed and set his seal in red wax. Snow walked out onto Court Street a free American.
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BEVERLY AND JULIA aimed to reach Washington City in time for the fall races. In central Virginia, a land known for horses and gambling, this annual autumnal event in the nation’s capital was much discussed, and it became Beverly’s destination. The journey north was neither difficult nor comfortable. The stagecoach left Lynchburg three times a week; the fare was seventeen dollars. Beverly and Julia would have traveled east on the Lexington Turnpike to Richmond, then north. The carriages were indifferent to the frailties of the human skeleton. “They may be likened to the car portion of the swings at an English fair,” wrote Charles Dickens, who made the trip a few years later. They are “roofed, put upon axle-trees and wheels, and curtained with painted canvas. They are covered with mud from the roof to the wheel-tire, and have never been cleaned since they were built.”

The broad road on which the coaches bounced was a highway to a less bucolic world. Most of the coach drivers were flamboyant free black men. They dressed in coarse pepper-and-salt suits, excessively patched and darned, particularly at the knees. They wore gray stockings, enormous unblacked high-low shoes (a poor man’s boot), and very short trousers. One driver sported mismatched gloves while wielding a short whip and wearing a low-crowned, broad-brimmed black hat. Dickens thought him an insane imitator of an English coachman. The man was right at home on the road to Washington City.

Fredericksburg came as a relief. It was a neatly laid-out town of three thousand people on the Rappahannock River. Founded in 1728, Fredericksburg was older and more genteel than Lynchburg. A boomtown fifty years before, it had settled into stately respectability. Slaveholding plantation owners lived within its gates while cultivating their lands in the adjacent countryside. Fredericksburg also had a substantial community of free colored people, who were, by reputation, religious in tendency, church-
going in practice, and Baptist in creed. Beverly Snow was none of those things.

Like many a sore passenger disembarking in Fredericksburg, Beverly and Julia probably staggered down to the dock in search of gentler transport. The daily steamboat that went down the Rappahannock and up the Potomac to Washington City for three dollars and seventy-five cents offered vistas and ease unknown to the rattled prisoners of stagecoaches. After a few soothing hours, the ship docked in Alexandria, the southernmost city in the District of Columbia. At Gadsby’s Tavern they boarded another coach, which took them to the Long Bridge, a rickety wooden structure that crossed the Potomac in a northeasterly direction. The planked road, passing just ten feet above the river’s turbid waters, was lined with men wielding fishing rods and blunderbusses. Oblivious to the passing horses, these bystanders took aim at the clouds of ducks flying overhead and fired. Fowl fell from the sky as the newcomers sped by in their carriage.

Washington City stood on the far side of the bridge. Barges, barks, and flat-bottom boats lined the northern shore. Over the waters to the south one could see the outline of the new penitentiary and the finer homes of Greenleaf’s Point. Beyond that flowed the Eastern Branch, also known as the Anacostia River. To the north, one could glimpse the spires of Georgetown College in the distance. Closer was the opening of Tiber Creek, a channel that allowed small boats to sail into a dock at Eighteenth and B streets (a location now under the pavement of Constitution Avenue). And, from almost anywhere, one could see, on a hill to the east, the magnificent white building of the U.S. Capitol, home of the Congress and citadel of American democracy. The building did not yet have the distinctive dome that was added in the 1860s, but its massive profile impressed nonetheless.

The National Metropolis, as optimistic boosters dubbed it, was promiscuous in its realities. It was the national capital for the slaveholding states of the South. Yet no other American city, with the possible exception of New Orleans, offered free colored people more opportunities. Unlike in Virginia, slavery was receding and liberty growing in the capital city. Between 1800 and 1830, the number of enslaved Negroes had grown faster than the number of free blacks in every southern state. The opposite was true in Washington City. In the year of its founding, 1800, enslaved people had outnumbered free blacks by four to one. When Beverly Snow arrived thirty years later, free Africans outnumbered the enslaved for the first time. Freedom was coming to the federal district.

Yet the number of white men in Washington trafficking in people was growing too. With the frontier states of the South and West opening up for cotton cultivation, distant landowners contracted with brokers to send them enslaved and able-bodied Negroes who could be forced to do the hard work. White families in the Upper South who owned property in people found they could sell their bondsmen, especially healthy young people, for higher prices. In Alexandria, the firm of Franklin and Armfield, located on Duke Street, ranked as the single largest slave-trading syndicate in the nation. When a northerner called on the proprietor, John Armfield, he was surprised to find him “engaging and graceful.” Buying and selling humans was a respectable business in Washington City.

There were regular auctions of people at Jesse Brown’s Indian Queen Hotel, which occupied most of the block between Sixth and Seventh streets on Pennsylvania Avenue in the heart of the city. “Forty Negroes for sale, in Families,” read one advertisement in the National Intelligencer newspaper. Africans were held in J. W. Neal & Company’s unobtrusive slave prison in the Centre Market. Black people languished at the notorious Yellow House, run by the legendarily cruel William H. Williams, at Seventh Street and Maryland Avenue on the south side of the city. Colored people were sold at a slave pen at Third Street and Pennsylvania Avenue, others taken in chains from the alley behind G Street, just north of City Hall. When one white man first saw such a coffle of slaves he could not help but stare, and a passing colored hack driver called out to him, “See there. Ain’t that right down murder? Don’t you call that right down murder?”

Many people did. Most did not.

The city itself was the result of a dinner table conversation about slaves and money that had taken place just forty years before. In September 1790, Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton and Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson dined in Philadelphia and came to an agreement about the location of the country’s capital city. The new government of the United States of America, then based in Philadelphia, was struggling for survival. Hamilton, who had the keenest financial mind of any of the nation’s founders, wanted the national government to assume the debts incurred by the various states during the War for Independence from Great Britain. The southern states understood that such a move would empower the national government and the bankers of Philadelphia and New York rather more than they wanted. Jefferson told Hamilton that southerners in Congress would oppose his debt plan unless the northerners would assent to establishing the national capital in a more southern location.

The southerners disliked Hamilton’s assumption-of-debts scheme, but they disliked even more the standing proposal to move the capital to a district along the Susquehanna River in southern Pennsylvania in 1800. The problem was that, under the liberal influence of Benjamin Franklin and Quaker merchants, Pennsylvania had largely abolished Negro slavery by 1790. No southern man could ignore the implications. If the new capital stood on Pennsylvania soil, they might not be able to bring their servants to the seat of government. A capital free of African slaves might also be taken as prescriptive, a signal of disapproval of slavery elsewhere in the nation. As they ate their dinner Jefferson told Hamilton the southerners in Congress wanted the site of the future capital moved farther south, to a lightly populated ten-mile square along the Potomac River to be carved out of Maryland and Virginia, both states where slavery was legal. Hamilton had no objection. High finance and human slavery were reconciled in the coordinates of the new capital city.

Northerners and southerners alike had expected a grand metropolis to emerge on the spot. To that end, President George Washington asked Pierre Charles L’Enfant, a French engineer of impressive ego, to lay out a plan for the city. Influenced by his time in Paris, L’Enfant designed a series of broad boulevards radiating out from the city center. The first president also sponsored a public competition to design a building to house the Congress. The sketches of architect William Thornton, a liberty-loving emigrant from Britain via the West Indies, impressed both Jefferson and Washington, and his design was selected. As constructed in the late 1790s, the grandeur of Thornton’s Capitol inspired visions of a grand metropolis. “I doubt not it will be the most splendid and beautiful City in the world in a few years,” William Thornton wrote to a friend in 1796.

He was off by only a century or two. Within a few years Thornton’s premature optimism gave way to a run-down reality. After its founding in 1800, the capital attracted a transient population of congressmen and senators who lived in hotels and dingy boardinghouses along Pennsylvania Avenue and who returned to their home states when Congress was not in session. Amidst the scattered dwellings, pockets of prosperity emerged. A society of ladies and gentlemen took shape in the presidential mansion at Sixteenth Street and the nearby homes of his cabinet secretaries, as well as the opulent residences of the diplomats of England, France, and Russia. A community of clerks and shopkeepers grew up to serve government officials and local landowners. But the speculative dreams of George Washington and his cronies who envisioned a booming city with rising property values suffered expensive disappointment. Few Americans moved to the capital. The roads were primitive, the accommodations cramped, the attractions minimal, the summers infernal. The speculators went bankrupt, the locals made do, and the contrast between the city’s ambitions and realities often startled visitors.

“I saw the dome of the Capitol from considerable distance at the end of a straight road,” wrote Harriet Martineau, a popular English author of the day who visited not long after Beverly Snow arrived. “. . . I was taken by surprise on finding myself beneath the splendid building, so sordid are the enclosures and houses on its very verge. We wound round its base, and entered Pennsylvania Avenue, the only one of the grand avenues intended to centre in the Capitol which has been built with any completeness.”

Three decades after the capital’s founding, Washington was eager to escape its village past. Among the peculiarities of local speech was the term “Washington City.” “We no longer say London town or Paris city,” observed the editors of the National Intelligencer. “Whether this addition be more necessary in the case of Washington, whose claim to it might be forgotten, we do not know.” Dickens thought the motley metropolis resembled a western frontier town in its unkempt appearance and erratic weather. A typical day in Washington, he complained, was “scorching hot in the morning, and freezing cold in the afternoon, with an occasional tornado of wind and dust.” Here and there rows of buildings sprang up, but by far the greater number of the houses stood far apart. The streets were unusually wide and unusually empty. “The whole affair,” said another visitor, “looks as if some giant had scattered a box of his child’s toys at random on the ground.”

Yet the core of an incipient city was visible. Pennsylvania Avenue between the Capitol and the presidential mansion was lined with Lombardy poplar trees that shaded hotels and shops, boardinghouses, taverns, apothecaries, bookstores, grog shops, faro banks, jewelers, and tailors. The surrounding blocks were lined with wood-frame and brick houses, hardware stores, milliners’ shops, horse stables, and the anonymous slave pens. To the west, in front of the executive mansion, stood President’s Square, now lined with grand homes. Two blocks north of the Avenue on Seventh Street stood the Patent Office, the Land Office, and St. Patrick’s Church, constituting an almost grand square (in the area now known as Gallery Place). To the east, between Fourth and Sixth streets, the massive unfinished edifice of City Hall anchored Judiciary Square. And above it all, on the eastern hill, stood the ever-present spectacle of the Capitol.

“The mists of the morning still hung around this magnificent building when it first broke upon our view,” wrote Frances Trollope in her best-selling book Domestic Manners of the Americans, “and I am not sure that the effect produced was not the greater for this circumstance. It stands so finely too, high, and alone.”

This was the view from Beverly Snow’s new neighborhood.

Upon their arrival, Beverly and Julia most likely stayed with friends who had migrated from Virginia before and knew the ways of the capital, which were certainly different from those of Lynchburg. Not only were there some four thousand free people of color living and working in Washington City, but also the fortunes of their friends and family who were enslaved varied widely. Washington was not a plantation where hard labor was ruled by brutality. The owners of slaves often hired them out to work in other places. Slaves for hire worked as waiters in the hotels on Pennsylvania Avenue and as masons on the construction of public buildings like City Hall. They helped dig the new Chesapeake & Ohio Canal. While their owners received payment for their labor, the bondsmen enjoyed a degree of independence unknown among people enslaved anywhere in the southern states.

Beverly and Julia might have noticed that women outnumbered men in the city among the free people of color. In the finer homes, black women worked as domestics and seamstresses. The free men of color earned their money as hack drivers, cooks, and laborers and spent it on their families or favorite pastimes. Many of the free people of color were poor and shiftless. Some were prosperous, and others were getting there. Seventy-five colored people paid taxes in Washington City in 1830, triple the number just six years earlier. A handful of them owned more than one thousand dollars in personal property. The ablest among them enjoyed positions of trust and confidence with powerful white people.

Colored men, for example, found a particular niche as messengers in the government offices. The city’s burgeoning class of cabinet secretaries, auditors, and officeholders increasingly conducted business in documents delivered by the notoriously insecure U.S. Postal Service. The art of intercepting and reading a gentleman’s letters had reached new levels of refinement. The careful public servant might avoid a world of trouble—even save his own job—by finding a trustworthy colored man to assist him at a salary less than the white messenger’s $350 a year.

Capital life could be hard for any newcomer, much less a free man of color, but it had consolations too, including many taverns serving endless draughts of gin slings, gin cocktails, sherry cobblers, mint juleps, snakeroot bitters, timber doodle, and eggnog, not to mention Madeira wine from Portugal and hock wine from Germany. All in all, Washington City exuded a certain common charm for small-town folk like Beverly and Julia. It might not have loomed as large as legend had it in Lynchburg. The capital did, however, have an amiable virtue: One could easily get drunk there.
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IT DID NOT take long for Beverly to adopt the customs of Washington City. His goal was to work at the fall races, which were sponsored by the Jockey Club, a conclave of local horsemen. If a free man, white or colored, wanted to set up an ordinary—a stand selling food or drink—at the racetrack, he had to get a license. They sold for three dollars, payable to the clerk of the circuit court.

Beverly made his way to the courthouse, which stood on Louisiana Avenue (later renamed Indiana Avenue) between Fourth and Sixth streets. The building, spanning 252 feet across its front, exceeded anything Beverly had ever seen, both in size and shabbiness. The fragrance of a nearby hog-fattening operation did not improve the atmosphere of the place. When Beverly finally arrived, he was too late to obtain a license for the races that opened on October 20. He had to settle for a license for the November 5 races.

All the while, Beverly was scouting out possible locations for a more permanent oyster house, something like his operation in Lynchburg, but better. One possibility was Centre Market, which occupied a vast plaza on the south side of Pennsylvania Avenue between Seventh and Ninth streets. It was home to dozens of farmers’ stalls offering a cornucopia of produce: raspberries, melons, pumpkins, squash, corn, rutabagas, and the newly popular “love apples,” otherwise known as tomatoes. There were also at least ten butchers on the premises. Slave dealer J. W. Neal had an office there as well, peddling a different sort of flesh. On market days—Monday, Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday—the place ran thick with people, white and colored alike. Beverly wanted something in the vicinity.

Another factor in Beverly’s calculations: proximity to the hotels. The biggest was the Indian Queen, Jesse Brown’s four-story palace graced by a large swinging sign featuring the brown-eyed, ruby-lipped visage of Pocahontas, the legendary Indian maiden. Brown’s hotel was a destination for every kind of traveler from around the country, and for good reason. Brown was an exuberant hotelier of corpulent girth. Beverly was an experienced cook who knew how to prepare a fine table, but he could learn something from this showman of the carving board.

Jesse Brown would march out onto the hard-packed dirt of Pennsylvania Avenue with extended hand to greet his arriving guests as they descended from their coaches. In his huge dining room on the second floor, Brown boasted of fresh vegetables every day and carved the meat himself. He announced the excellencies of his offerings—fish, beef, or fowl—while inviting those seated at the tables around him to send up their plates.

“I have a delicious quarter of mutton from the Valley of Virginia,” Brown would proclaim in stentorian tones above the clatter of the crockery and the din of steel forks and knives.

“Let me send you a rare slice, Mr. A.”

“Colonel B, will you not have a bone?”

“Mrs. C, send up your plate for a piece of kidney.”

“Mrs. D, there is a fat and tender mongrel goose at the other end of the table.”

Beverly, fresh from the frontier, faced some serious city competition in his dream of setting up an eating house. Fortunately for him, most hotelkeepers were not so capable as Jesse Brown. Boardinghouse guests scared away by the bloody carcasses and soggy legumes spread before them on some dismal sideboard would surely take to the streets of the city to find something edible. Beverly planned to be ready for them.

When the races finally opened over the course of several lustrous weekends in the fall of 1830, Beverly imbibed Washington City at its most opulent. Delegations of sporting men crowded into the Indian Queen, the National, and other hotels along Pennsylvania Avenue. Planters from Maryland, Virginia, and the Carolinas prosecuted the business of the turf as a pastime. To them cost was nothing. They bought stallions at staggeringly large prices, arranged for studs, wagered with gusto, and enjoyed society like English noblemen. The big event took place at the Jockey Club’s racetrack on Meridian Hill. The track consisted of a long dirt oval, one mile in circumference, fifty feet wide, and a low-slung viewing stand. In the company of his fellow barkeeps, Beverly set up an ordinary in a wooden booth in the middle of the racing oval. While customers perched on the roofs to watch the horses, he worked the crowd, dispensing ale, selling food, pocketing coins, and taking stock of his new customers.

“You must not be astonished at hearing that a number of beautiful females were present, sitting exposed on the tops and boxes of carriages, and in other conspicuous seats,” wrote one European visitor, delighted to see America’s reputation for puritanical propriety was overblown. To his astonished eyes it seemed that “every line of separation is so entirely obliterated that where there are men you are sure to meet women.” Indeed the Jockey Club races attracted people of all description—white, African, mulatto, dandy, mechanic, lady, and lad. They cheered, clapped, shouted, hugged, and cursed. There was laughter, quarreling, drinking, and fighting.

Not all of Washington society approved of this gay scene. In recent years, a new religious fervor had infused much of the nation and the capital too. Around the city, men organized temperance societies, dedicated to curbing their consumption of spirits. In the surrounding countryside, camp meetings, sponsored by flamboyant traveling preachers, offered salvation to growing crowds of men and women, both black and white, who wanted a holy presence in their lives. The idea of reform had taken root, but it hardly dampened the popular passion for the horses.

President Jackson’s arrival at the fall races in October and November 1830 was memorable. He came sauntering up Fourteenth Street astride his favorite gray steed, wearing a high white fur hat with a broad band of black crepe. As he and his entourage swept into the grounds of the racetrack they found their spot amidst murmurs and congratulatory shouts. The old general loved a crowd and he loved wagering large sums of money with full confidence in his mastery of the equestrian arts, a delusion that was both costly and incurable. In the main event, Mr. Burwell’s horse bested all comers in the two-mile race, and Jackson’s pony wasn’t even close. Crestfallen, the president went home with a thinner purse.

The fall races closed for good a few days later, but Beverly would not go out of business for long. He let his newfound friends and customers around town know that he would soon open an oyster house on Seventh Street.

In this first venture, Beverly knew what he wanted to serve: a variety of cooked birds dressed with sauces and served with champagne or wine. What he didn’t know was where he should advertise. He had two choices. The longest-lived newspaper in town was the National Intelligencer, which had an office around the corner on D Street. Edited by two gentlemen of good standing, William Seaton and Joseph Gales, the Intelligencer’s editorials treated Negroes with some respect. But the newspaper that everybody seemed to be talking about was the United States’ Telegraph, edited by a pugnacious and profane former army general named Duff Green, who worked out of a print shop on E Street. The Telegraph was as scrappy and aggressive as its irascible owner. Every issue came emblazoned with Green’s creed, “Power is always stealing from the many to the few.” When debating the issues of the day, Green proved a cantankerous philosopher. His arguments in defense of slavery and states’ rights included learned references to pistols, canes, and cowhide. One particularly frank exchange with a political opponent left Green with several broken bones and a dislocated leg. The Telegraph, needless to say, had a lot of readers.

Beverly did not have to care that Duff Green defended the slave masters. Most white men did. What mattered to the newcomer from Lynchburg was that people read his sheet. The way Beverly looked at it, no matter what words came out of the white man’s mouth, some food had to go in. Slavers or not, they were all potential customers. So Beverly gave his dollar to Duff Green’s printer, who typeset the handwritten text in hot lead, and the ad appeared in the Telegraph the next day:


BEVERLY SNOW

7th Street, a few doors south of the Patriotic Bank,

Respectfully informs his friends and the public generally, that he has opened an establishment at the above place where he will be ready to accommodate them on the shortest notice. He has made arrangements with the Steamboats to supply with Canvas-Back Ducks, Venison, Norfolk Fish, Oysters, and every other luxury which the market affords. His table will be furnished with Chafing Dishes and West India Jellies.



With this elegant missive Beverly injected himself into Washington City life, like no colored man ever had. Regardless of race, his enterprise was original. The ordinaries and inns of Washington served one or two meals a day at a fixed time and price, at a common table. The underpaid cooks were indifferent to the quality of their fare, and the customers were expected to help themselves to whatever landed in front of them. This arrangement, common in hotels as well, worked well for assertive men seated near the middle of the table. It could be frustrating for those with more particular tastes, as well as for women and children, not to mention for the wayfaring stranger, or anyone seated at the far corners.

Beverly’s new place resembled more what the French called a table d’hôte, or restaurant. These were a new sort of eating places, already common in Paris, that served a standard daily meal, usually roasted meat, at a communal table. The term “restaurant” had first come into popular use in France as the name of a table d’hôte serving light restorative (“restauratif”) dishes such as beef broth. By the late eighteenth century the Parisian restaurant had become a refectory that offered seating at private tables and single servings of food from a somewhat varied menu.

Beverly Snow was the first culinary entrepreneur in the capital city to offer this new restorative experience. How many people in Washington City had a skilled cook who could serve them canvasback duck, a bird renowned for the subtlety of its taste, at a cozy table with a chafing dish to warm their victuals? Not many. Beverly offered a dining room like those in the finest Virginia homes, like the one he grew up in, and he offered it to anyone who could pay. For aspiring people in a sometimes coarse city such an offer of comfort constituted an unusual treat, especially when the price was right. Beverly’s customers had a tendency to return.
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BEVERLY PAID ATTENTION to the peculiar eating habits of Americans. “They consume an extraordinary quantity of bacon,” observed Mrs. Trollope, duly appalled. “Ham and beef-steaks appear morning, noon, and night. In eating they mix things together with the strangest incongruity imaginable. I have seen eggs and oysters eaten together; the sempiternal ham with apple-sauce, beef-steak with stewed peaches and salt fish with onions.” She complained of a “great want of skill in the preparation of sauces,” a paucity of second courses, and a general want of intelligent conversation because men and women rarely dined together.

Beverly intuited that a more coordinated and convivial repast might appeal. He and Julia probably lived in an apartment above his eatery on the west side of Seventh Street, just south of D Street. Their customers came from the neighborhood: lamblike tourists looking for the Patent Office, strutting senators, dour clerks, and ladies in their carriages. Before long the better sorts of people stopped in. Mrs. Julia Seaton, the wife of William Seaton, coeditor of the National Intelligencer, became a patron. So did William Bradley, president of the Patriotic Bank at the corner of Seventh and D, which disturbed Anne Royall, the capital’s only female editor. As sole proprietor of a crusading independent publication called Paul Pry, Royall was a scourge of Christianity, temperance, abolition, and other right-thinking causes. She was appalled that a free man of color like Snow could become Bradley’s “particular friend.”

As his next newspaper advertisement made clear, however, Beverly welcomed attention:


LOOK AT THIS!

The subscriber takes this method of informing his friends that he has just received a fresh supply of very fine venison which will be served up in the best style for the accommodation of his customers.

BEVERLY SNOW



It did not hurt Beverly’s prospects that his doors opened just one block north of Centre Market, the commercial hub of the city. The surrounding streets housed dry-goods dealers, glassblowers, tanners, dealers in coal and firewood, and two wool mills, not to mention assorted butchers and greengrocers.

This parade of humanity gave lie to the outdated joke that Washington was but a swampy village. The National Metropolis was beginning to live up to its billing, with a diverse population from all corners of the young republic. The southerners of Washington City carried themselves with ease and frank courtesy, observed Harriet Martineau, while the New Englanders were deferential to, if not cowed by, rivals who carried guns. “One can tell the New England member [of Congress] in the open air by his deprecatory walk,” Martineau observed. “He seems to bear in mind perpetually that he cannot fight a duel, while other people can.” As for visitors from the West, they beggared description. “One had a neck like a crane making an interval of inches between stock and chin,” Martineau reported. “Another wears no cravat, apparently because there is no room for one.”

The growing city also attracted another group of newcomers, the young white men known as “mechanics.” In America at the time any manual laborer, skilled or unskilled, might be called a mechanic, but in Washington City, the term seemed reserved for unskilled foreign workers, often Irish or German, who were brought in by the boatload from northern European ports, lured by contractors hired to pave Pennsylvania Avenue and dig the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal. When a cholera epidemic struck in late summer 1832, more than four hundred and fifty people succumbed to the disease within three months, with white mechanics and free blacks, who often lived in unsanitary conditions, suffering the most.

Along with the influx of new immigrants came Americans with new ideas that some considered shocking, if not dangerous. Some residents, black and white, had begun to denounce slavery, not merely as unfortunate or cruel but as illegal, a violation of human rights. The liberal-minded whites who favored African colonization found themselves facing a new argument: that America should simply abolish the practice of enslaving people of African descent. Beverly did not identify himself as one of the so-called abolitionists, but he soon enough fell in with those who did.

He and Julia befriended a barber, Isaac Newton Cary, who owned the Emporium of Fashion barbershop on Sixth Street across from John Gadsby’s newly renovated National Hotel on Pennsylvania Avenue. Cary, who hailed from Fredericksburg, was the son of a prosperous free black man, Thomas Cary Sr., who admired Sir Isaac Newton and named his son in his honor. Known for his excellent sense and scrupulous conduct, Isaac Cary seemed to enjoy the respect of all who knew him, white and black. In his business, Cary touted himself to gentlemen staying at the nearby hotels as a “Professor of Shaving and adept at Hair-Cutting.” With a fellow barber, John Fleet, he was planning to open a second tonsorial emporium at Twelfth Street and Pennsylvania Avenue.

Isaac Cary did not advertise the fact, but he and his brother Thomas Jr. were also active opponents of slavery who sought to undermine the institution of racial bondage at every opportunity. Isaac Cary sold subscriptions to Freedom’s Journal, the first antislavery newspaper published by black men. When it ceased publication, he became an agent for another antislavery sheet, called the Genius of Universal Emancipation. In the summer of 1830, Cary had supported the National Negro Convention in Philadelphia, the first gathering of free black men from all of America. Cary did not attend the meeting but welcomed the convention’s declaration denouncing slavery and African colonization, and he agreed to serve on the local committee to advance its work, an audacious and potentially dangerous undertaking. In the slaveholding capital, Snow’s new friends, Isaac and Thomas Cary, qualified as subversives.

So did Cary’s friend John Francis Cook, also from Fredericksburg. Trained to be a shoemaker, Cook had come to the capital in 1826 when his aunt, Lethe Tanner, a light-skinned free black woman who ran a vegetable stand in President’s Square, bought his freedom. At eighteen
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