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for Carter, who got me started,
and Elliot, who helped me finish





I ventured the chance and gave imagination its full scope.

—Peter Charles L'Enfant to Alexander Hamilton,
APRIL 8, 1791
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A Note on L'Enfant's English

Whether the young Pierre Charles L'Enfant imagined that America would become his adopted land as he sailed the Atlantic from France during the winter of 1777 is unknown. But soon after his arrival in the New World he did anglicize his name to “Peter,” and when nearly all of his contemporaries among the French engineer corps returned home, L'Enfant stayed. Later, when offered ten acres of property and the freedom of New York City in return for his services as the architect of Federal Hall, the first home of the new American government under the Constitution, L'Enfant refused the real estate but accepted the honorary citizenship. When his work on the federal city of Washington came to its abrupt end in February 1792 and when, in the early years of the nineteenth century, his professional and financial prospects failed him completely, still L'Enfant stayed.

Despite nearly half a century as an American, L'Enfant never mastered the English language. His surviving letters and other writings, the largest portion of them found in the Digges-L'Enfant-Morgan Papers at the Library of Congress, are serious challenges to accurate transcription. But somehow in nearly every document L'Enfant's meanings and intentions remain clear. His language is full of pride, sensitivity, and determination, which shine through despite his linguistic limitations. The story of Peter Charles L'Enfant is one of genius and failure, of magnificent gestures and miscalculations of all dimensions, and his writings reflect this contradictory nature. When quoting L'Enfant, I have left his prose alone as much as possible, making only small fixes of spelling and mechanics, so that the reader might share in its unvarnished intensity.
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Washington, by George Isham Parkyns, 1795
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WEDNESDAY, MARCH 9, 1791

Major L'Enfant entered Georgetown well after dark, nearing the end of one exhausting journey and anxious to begin another. He arrived on foot, blanketed by a steady rain, his breath visible and his overcoat wet, his boots caked with mud, and his belongings packed onto his horse. The stagecoach that had been L'Enfant's southward conveyance had broken down many miles back, but the architect had not waited for another, eager to get to the banks of the Potomac River and begin what promised to be the culminating work of a lifetime.

The major was alone. He was unmarried, without family in the United States, and if there had been any romantic ties in New York City, where he'd lived for most of the past seven years, they had been cut. His father, once an accomplished painter of battle scenes for the court of Louis XV, had died four years earlier. His mother was at home in Paris leading a widow's life in her apartment at the royal tapestry manufacture, sheltered by the king's soldiers from the strikes, protests, and bread riots proliferating elsewhere in the city. The French Revolution was gaining steam, but L'Enfant was not dwelling on the troubles in his homeland. He had already helped to bring about one revolution in America, and that was where his sights and thoughts remained.

The name and talents of Peter Charles L'Enfant were well known to many of America's most influential citizens, and his Federal Hall in New York was the most famous building in the nation. Now he had embarked upon a task that he knew would eventually require the labor of many thousands of men and the outlay of vast sums of money, a task that would also require that he maintain the approbation of the young nation's most eminent leader. Still the major thought of himself as the man who would singlehandedly bring forth an entire city through the force of his own will. For other men it would have been a waking dream, but L'Enfant saw it as his destiny and his due.

He carried a letter dated the first of March from Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson. Jefferson's instructions, approved by the president, gave L'Enfant the task of surveying the area along the Potomac River between Rock Creek, bordering Georgetown, and the mouth of the Eastern Branch, more than three miles to the southeast, in order that some section of that ground might be transformed into the new and permanent seat of government for the United States. The project was not just ambitious, it was unprecedented: the capital of a new world empire was to be set down in a quiet, sparsely inhabited territory of hills, forests, farms, and wetlands.

This city would not take shape through the slow accretion of time. It would not happen; it would be made. If it were to succeed, L'Enfant believed, it had to be planned by only one man. Though Jefferson's letter did not ask him to create a plan for the capital, L'Enfant had every expectation that his would be the hand holding the pencil, his the mind shaping the streets, squares, and monumental spaces, and his the name most closely associated with its realization. It was a deed in need of a fertile and tireless imagination, and he knew of only two individuals who possessed the necessary breadth of vision and reservoirs of commitment for its accomplishment: himself and the president. He had never failed George Washington in fifteen years of service to the American cause, and he would not do so now.

The spring was shaping up to be dour and difficult, and as L'Enfant moved downslope in the direction of the Potomac, past modest, well-kept structures of wood and brick, the streets were quieter than usual thanks to the chill and rain. The long journey surely would have awakened the old twinges in his leg. He had taken the wound twelve years earlier during the siege of Savannah, when, as a Continental Army captain desperate for distinction, he had rushed forward with a squad of men in a doomed attempt to set fire to a British infantry barrier. A musket volley at close range had ended his brief career in battle, and the resulting injury would eventually, in his old age, require the use of a cane. The wound would also become a badge of honor, an irrefutable soldierly credential he would invoke again and again when he felt his adopted country had turned its back on him.

Accustomed to the patient rhythms of agriculture and dominated by the wealth of a very few intertwined families, Georgetown in 1791 was a prosperous port town finishing the fourth decade of a growth spurt fueled mainly by the proceeds of tobacco exportation. Situated on a sedate stretch of water just below the Potomac's final set of falls, peopled by roughly twenty-five hundred whites and five hundred African slaves, the town was a convivial stopover for travelers taking overland trips along the eastern seaboard. Provincial and unassuming as it could seem, Georgetown was also familiar with the dialects of all fourteen states and the accents of many countries; its leading ladies dressed in European fashions, and its harbor was often host to foreign ships.

L'Enfant passed homes, attorneys' offices, and dry goods emporiums, watchmakers and barbershops and furniture stores, until he reached his destination just a few storefronts from the lapping waters of the Potomac. The Fountain Inn was a simple two-story wooden tavern and hotel with a stable on the premises. The entire operation was better known as Suter's, thanks to the popularity of its proprietor, John Suter, friend and host to politicians, businessmen, ambassadors, and other varieties of wandering gentlemen. L'Enfant was a distinguished arrival, sent to Georgetown by the president himself, but he made little time for conversation. Rather than settle into his rooms for the evening, he asked for directions and went back out into the damp toward the home of Mayor Thomas Beall. According to Jefferson's instructions, that was where L'Enfant was to make arrangements for the assistants and materials necessary for his surveying work.

L'Enfant was thirty-six years old in March 1791 and, aside from any lingering ache in his leg, in good physical health. It is one of the many blunt ironies of the major's life story that no authenticated image of him exists, outside of a single small silhouette made around 1785. Contemporary observers never quite agreed on a physical description, supplying only a vague outline of a man on the tall side with a prominent nose who, at least in the period before his work on the capital, usually presented an elegant appearance and carried himself as a gentleman. But those who crossed professional paths with L'Enfant were unanimous in describing him as a passionate talker, an unquenchable egoist who was monomaniacal about his work and convinced that he was the only person who could do that work so well. He certainly wasn't the kind of man to wonder if others might prefer that he wait until morning to begin.

Mayor Beall might have been taken aback by the late hour, but he had no reason to be anything but affable and offered the major a greeting and an apology, for it turned out that he knew nothing of the architect's needs and had no help at hand. L'Enfant was quickly able to establish his bona fides and receive the necessary assurances, but the mix-up was vexing. How had Jefferson, Washington's second on matters regarding the federal city, failed to prepare the mayor of Georgetown for this moment? L'Enfant knew that the surveyor Andrew Ellicott had also taken a room at Suter's and was already four weeks into the arduous work of setting off the ten-by-ten-mile square, tilted on its point, that was to contain the new seat of government. Had Ellicott's arrival met with a similarly unaccountable lack of advance notice? Workers had to be hired and paid, tools procured; there were myriad moving parts to put in motion.

An artist in possession of the most advanced professional training available in Europe, L'Enfant had left Paris at the age of twenty-two, arriving in America early in 1777 as a temporarily commissioned lieutenant in the Continental Army. Over the next six years he'd risen to the rank of captain and finally to major as he experienced firsthand the physical deprivation, precarious progress, and principled sacrifice of the War for Independence. The list of men he'd befriended and impressed along the way included many of the most famous soldiers and politicians of his time. Still, all that adventure was only a prelude: this inchoate seat of federal government along the Potomac was now of paramount importance, and here the greatest of L'Enfant's ambitions would be fulfilled.

The next day he rose to an unfortunate sight: the rain through which he'd slogged the night before had not lessened in vigor. The survey he was to perform for Washington and Jefferson required visibility, the ability to find high ground and grasp the rise and fall of hundreds and even thousands of acres of land. Given the conditions, he might have been forgiven for staying inside to rest and catch up on some long-overdue correspondence. But he had waited years for this opportunity and was past ready to begin. Without bothering to wait on the supplies and assistants that Mayor Beall was hastily arranging, L'Enfant donned his hat and coat, retrieved his horse, and rode off into the rain.

The largest stone in the political foundation of L'Enfant's journey had been laid eight months earlier, in July 1790, with the passage of the Residence Act. These six paragraphs of federal legislation authorized President Washington to place a district of one hundred square miles somewhere along the Potomac between the Eastern Branch and the Conococheague Creek, eighty miles upriver, for the establishment of a national capital. No state would have jurisdiction in this territory following the transfer of the federal government from Philadelphia, a move set for December 1800. It was a deadline so close—less than ten years away—as to seem fanciful, even laughable, to many Americans.

The establishment of the federal city spoke of the preeminence of George Washington, who had been given control over nearly every aspect of its creation, from the choice of its location to the appointment of surveyors and commissioners. But it spoke just as loudly of angry divisions between North and South, both of which had schemed and argued since the end of the War for Independence to claim the national capital. Not only was the presumed political, economic, and social bounty of the seat of government at stake; so too was something more ineffable: the chance to become the locus of the world's next great empire. Washington's proclamation placing the district just upriver from his home at Mount Vernon, halfway between northernmost Maine and southernmost Georgia, had finally quieted nearly a decade of backroom deal making, congressional oration, and fiery newspaper editorializing over more than thirty potential locations, including undeveloped sites along the Delaware and Susquehanna rivers as well as the existing locales of New York, Baltimore, and Philadelphia. From this point forward, the arguments would circle around what the city should be, not where to put it or whether it should be built at all.

For the residents of the region where the Potomac and the Eastern Branch met, the choice of ground was not a matter of ideological symbolism or sectional disputes. It was, rather, a matter of sizable personal gain. L'Enfant's arrival was important to the propertied men of Georgetown and other landholders within the limits of the new federal district, who were ready to watch his every move—what he viewed and measured—because these movements would presumably offer their best clues to the president's intentions. It was something of a lottery: once Washington pointed to a surveyor's map of the district and said the capital would rise here, the landowners in and around that spot might find their financial dreams come true. As L'Enfant headed out of Georgetown on the morning of March 10, there were eyes on his back and talk behind it.

In a set of notes on the implementation of the Residence Act written for Washington in November 1790, Thomas Jefferson had proposed making a direct appeal to avarice.


When the President shall have made up his mind as to the spot for the town, would there be any impropriety in his saying to the neighboring landowners, “I will fix the town here if you will join and purchase and give the lands.” They may well afford it from the increase of value it will give to their own circumjacent lands.



Washington agreed and wanted any announcements or visible preparations to strongly suggest that the city's exact location was open to negotiation should one group of landholders be willing to offer more advantageous terms than another.

The president and the secretary of state had reasons to prefer either one of two sites: the ground just across Rock Creek from Georgetown or the unrealized “paper town” of Carrollsburg on the prong of land where the Potomac met the Eastern Branch, 160 acres laid out on speculation into 268 building lots but still absent of streets and new structures. The Rock Creek choice meant immediate proximity to a preexisting social and commercial infrastructure, while the other boasted excellent undeveloped terrain and shoreline on two navigable rivers. Though today these spots both rest comfortably within the capital, in 1791 Washington and Jefferson viewed them as entirely separate contenders for the location of the seat of government. They knew that the asking price of lots circling the area they designated for the Congress House and the President's House would climb steeply the moment their decision was made public, and so they were looking to obtain as much land as possible before such an announcement was made.

Washington had begun this quest by supplying William Deakins and Benjamin Stoddert, two of the district's property owners, with survey maps and telling them to acquire as much land as possible in their own names. Provided these were clean buys, free of legal baggage or disputed boundary lines, the lots would be transferred to the federal government and paid for “so as to excite no suspicion that they are on behalf of the public.” Even a few hundred acres in hand as L'Enfant began his work would give the government some leverage going into what threatened to become bare-knuckle negotiations. It needed that leverage soon: Deakins, Stoddert, Jefferson, and Washington were all racing against the creation of eminent domain laws in Maryland that would require the payment of more than fifty dollars per acre, a price the president thought well out of the reach of the federal treasury.

These undercover preparations help to explain why L'Enfant was told to begin his work on the Eastern Branch. In theory, his presence along that river with surveyor's tools in tow would create the impression that the president was about to make his choice. Should the ruse succeed, went the logic, those with property near Georgetown—a much larger and more vocal group of men than the wealthy few with an interest in and around Carrollsburg— would sell more quickly and cheaply rather than watch the center of American government, and the profit, head to their neighbors' ground.

In a letter to Deakins and Stoddert written a week before L'Enfant's arrival, Washington had explained that “nothing further is communicated” to the architect beyond the instructions to begin the survey away from Georgetown on the Carrollsburg terrain. The major may well have known that he was being made into a human feint at the very start of things, but he clearly didn't put much energy into the role. As L'Enfant would so often demonstrate, his genius was neither political nor financial. In his own mind, he was not here to pay attention to intramural maneuverings and small-town jealousies. He was here to design a capital to equal the greatest capitals in the world. It would take him only one day of riding and thinking to render all of Washington and Jefferson's manipulations virtually meaningless.

As L'Enfant headed out to tour the landscape, Andrew Ellicott was camped in the field miles to the north of Georgetown with a cobbled-together collection of assistants and workers. For nearly a month he'd been clearing foliage and taking the methodical measurements that would allow him to lay out forty stone markers, one every mile around the diamond of land that would become the federal district. Ellicott was a native Pennsylvanian born the same year as L'Enfant, and like L'Enfant he'd risen to the rank of major during the War for Independence. In peacetime Ellicott had become America's premier surveyor, and in that capacity he'd already finished off the MasonDixon Line between Pennsylvania and Maryland, fixed the western and Canadian borders of New York State, and measured the height of Niagara Falls.

Most of Major Ellicott's usual crew, including his younger brothers Benjamin and Joseph, were still finishing the work in New York, so he'd had to hire chain men, axmen, and other menial workers locally to begin the federal district boundary. The one expert assistant he'd been able to bring along at the start was a most unique player in the tale: Benjamin Banneker, a free African American tobacco planter and self-taught astronomer whose primary tasks were to maintain Ellicott's delicate stargazing equipment and to take the daily readings that established the site's cardinal directions relative to the heavens. A Marylander nearly sixty years old, Banneker had provided himself with an impressive education by perusing astronomy and mathematics textbooks supplied by one of Ellicott's cousins, and his particular expertise gave him a schedule like that of no one else involved in the project: on his back most of the night taking meridian measurements, heading for bed after his noon readings, and waking at dusk to repeat the cycle.

L'Enfant understood the importance of the tasks Ellicott had given his team of surveyors. But he also knew that he was no Ellicott: no patient, noseto-the-wheel engineer. Jefferson's instructions asked that L'Enfant provide “aid” in the form of “drawings of the particular grounds most likely to be approved for the site of the federal town and buildings.” “Drawings of the particular grounds,” taken one way—Jefferson's way, certainly—might have meant nothing more than a basic topographical survey. But Jefferson was not the person L'Enfant was aiming to please. He'd gone into battle at George Washington's command, had joined in an elite fraternal order of Continental Army officers with him, and had already designed a building as a setting for his greatest honor. L'Enfant knew the president as a man with a preternatural eye for talent, a man who did not discourage all-encompassing expressions of vision, and it was through Washington that he would grasp the title of planner of the federal city. Jefferson expected routine progress reports twice a week and an orderly process, one task leading neatly to the next, while L'Enfant's strongest desire was to wrap his mind around the entire project immediately, to picture the future city rising from the tidewater landscape in one torrent of inspiration.
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L'Enfant would later report that in order “to obtain a knowledge of the whole I put from the Eastern Branch towards Georgetown up the heights and down along side of the bank of the main river and along side of Goose and Rock creeks as far up as their springs.” This convoluted description reveals little about the sequence of his ride but leaves no doubt that he set out to cover every inch of ground he could in one day's tireless exploration. Every so often he might have huddled against the rain to hastily record his impressions in a small field notebook, but the opportunity to sketch or survey at length would have to be reserved for another, clearer day. He concentrated instead on observing and remembering.
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The territory that would eventually form L'Enfant's canvas was made of six thousand acres at the center of the new federal district. Wedged in the elbow of two rivers, the undulating landscape offered considerable variety: fields of tobacco and corn, small forests of maple and black cherry and tulip poplar, waterside bluffs and patches of tidal marsh, all of it spotted with great Georgian homes made of brick and the smaller wooden structures of tenant farmers and slaves. Capping this area to the north was a five-mile-wide arc of higher, more broken ground, out of which flowed dozens of small springs that joined and widened into creeks before spilling into their larger cousins, the Potomac and the Eastern Branch, en route to the Chesapeake Bay a hundred miles to the southeast.

These waterways shaped and dominated the geography. Rock Creek wound southward out of a series of stream valleys lined with tall grasses and cattails and thick with white oak and sassafras trees, while Goose Creek, also known as the Tiber, bisected the site and formed a wide, shallow inlet where it met the Potomac. The unassuming Tiber was the feature most important to L'Enfant's work; nearly every major topographical element he would eventually exploit in his plan related directly to this shallow and languid tributary. The triangle of lower, more level ground to the south would become a frame for one of the world's most famous public green spaces, the National Mall, while the series of gently ascending bluffs and terraces to the north would provide a hilltop home for the individual occupying the country's most powerful office. But nothing would turn out to be more important to L'Enfant's thinking and the city's future than the spot one and a half miles east of the Potomac where the Tiber narrowed to become a series of springs falling from a wide, prominent rise in the land.

This rise was the eminence L'Enfant would soon christen Jenkins Hill— after a nearby farmer who did not, in fact, own most of the land—and that would eventually be known as Capitol Hill. Moving as far as he could up its thickly wooded slopes, L'Enfant began to get his first sense of the entire space between Rock Creek, more than two miles to his northwest, and the Eastern Branch, still a mile to the south. The rounded crest of Jenkins Hill ran gently down to the Eastern Branch, while at its westernmost edge, where the Tiber began to widen on the way to the Potomac, the change in elevation was more dramatic. Jenkins Hill was something simple and obvious, “a pedestal waiting for a superstructure,” as the major would soon write to Washington. It was the essential discovery of the day: a high and central place to provide a visual anchor and hub for the city, a place from which the wide, commodious streets and avenues already beginning to emerge in his mind could run from the center of the city to the banks of its two sustaining and sheltering rivers.

L'Enfant had come to Georgetown from New York City by way of Philadelphia. A small city by European standards but cosmopolitan to American sensibilities, Philadelphia had been wedged between the Delaware and Schuylkill rivers during the seventeenth century in what would become the new nation's standard rectilinear grid. With the decision made to place the capital in an undeveloped location, L'Enfant determined to avoid yet another procession of indistinguishable street corners. The former Parisian had seen his native city opening new and dramatic corridors during his childhood and knew firsthand the value of monumental views in juxtaposition with intimate spaces, of streets running straight to create vistas or subtly shifting to corral one's line of sight, of experiencing both awe and small delights in the same casual walk across town.

The best overland route between the site's two enclosing rivers was the ferry road running along the ridge of Jenkins Hill and down to the Eastern Branch, where L'Enfant had been told by Washington and Jefferson to spend a conspicuous portion of his time. The far shorter, less lauded Eastern Branch was actually much better suited to waterborne traffic than the shallower and constantly silting Potomac, something the fishermen and ferry operators working its banks and the Anacostan Indians before them knew well. The huts and landings L'Enfant found spread along the edge of the water would soon help to set him on the path to even broader thinking. Here, in infant form, was the city's umbilical connection to the rest of the world. America was a kinetic country, one dominated by hoof and wheel and keel, and its capital would respect this fact. It would have thoroughfares for carriages and wide greenswards for walking, yes, but waterways as well. L'Enfant would create a city to which all roads, rivers, and oceans would lead.

As he rode across the land, the major entertained two views of the territory: the rain-veiled one in front of his eyes, and another in his imagination. The architect's eye lingered on each building just long enough to perform the mental trick of erasing it from the landscape. L'Enfant would use every possible square inch to give the president a city worthy of its founder. The city itself would be the American Paris, but better than Paris—a Paris reborn as a republican Rome, a seat of wisdom and power on display for the rest of the world.

Whatever the city became, L'Enfant would say to Washington, it must not become another Philadelphia. It must not be so simple and uninspiring.

Newly incorporated as the town's only newspaper, the George-Town Weekly Ledger was an unrelenting booster for the region's future as a federal city, and not a single one of its readers was immune to the prestige or financial possibilities present in the coming transformation. L'Enfant's arrival was announced with obsequious regard, even if the information seems to have been suspiciously secondhand.


Wednesday evening arrived in this town Major Longfont, a French gentleman employed by the President of the United States to survey the lands contiguous to Georgetown, where the Federal City is to be put. His skill in matters of this kind is justly extolled by all disposed to give merit its proper tribute of praise. He is earnest in the business and hopes to be able to lay a plan of that parcel of land before the President on his arrival in this town.



George Washington was in Philadelphia, finishing business left over from the recently adjourned First Federal Congress, a session dominated by Alexander Hamilton's proposal for a central bank of the United States, the imposition of an equally controversial liquor tax, and continuing military skirmishes with Indians in the upper Ohio River valley. The closing gavel had sounded on the third of March, and the president was taking a breather to gather his wits and his belongings for the trip to Georgetown and then Mount Vernon. He'd also planned an extensive tour of the southern states, to begin shortly after his return. Washington had never ridden south of Virginia in peacetime or in war, and this would be his chance to cement some sectional goodwill while sounding out reactions to the Constitution.

All that Washington had communicated, through Jefferson, was that he expected to pass through Georgetown by the end of the month. L'Enfant had three weeks to prepare for the president's arrival, three weeks to conceive a city so magnificent and thorough in its design that Washington could not help but bestow his unrestrained approval. This was the job in front of L'Enfant, and he began his work aware that time was absurdly short for stakes so extraordinarily high.


[image: ]

Paris, the city of Pierre Charles L'Enfant's birth, was in 1754 a gray and overcrowded place, a hive of more than half a million people suspended between two ruinous wars. New inhabitants poured in from the provinces, thousands each year, stuffing themselves into the nooks and niches of a medieval city plan that strained to take them in. Thick with noise and covered with soot and grime, much of Paris also stank. Its crowned and cobbled streets were lined with gutters carrying all manner of refuse: rotting garbage, human and animal waste, great pasty mounds of soaking ashes, spoiled food, industrial residue, dead vermin. It was an urban setting as densely populated, as formidable, as any in the world.

Neither the Rive Droite, the portion of Paris north of the Seine, nor the Rive Gauche, to the south, featured an east-west thoroughfare. Two carriages rarely met in the twisting rues without risking a collision, while pedestrians were in constant danger of losing limb or life. Any route through the city might end abruptly in a bottleneck of streets far too narrow to accommodate wave after wave of walkers, wooden carts, and horse-drawn carriages. The effect for most denizens of the city was hardly romantic: they found the physical reality of Paris disquieting in its randomness and oppressive in its complexity.

The daily burden of confronting this labyrinth belonged to everyone who could not claim nobility and to many who could. The closer one moved to the literal and symbolic center of Paris—the Île de la Cité with its famous mismatched churches, the immense Nôtre-Dame and the diminutive SainteChapelle—the closer and taller the apartments grew, to five and six stories, while builders and landlords let their imaginations wander as high as seven and eight rentable floors. The well-off lived luxuriously on the lower levels, while two or three flights up, the standard of living was strictly petit bourgeois, leaving the poor haphazardly stuffed into subdivided attic stories. Indoors, these divisions were conscientiously maintained. Out on the streets, while commoners may still have doffed their hats to their social betters,egalité was the practical rule.

Ringing this bulging urban belly in a thick belt were the large suburbs known as “faubourgs,” a word signifying something akin to “places beyond the city gates.” The crumbling ruins of two ancient rings of fortifications, one north of the Seine and one south, served to informally divide the official municipality and citizenship of Paris from these attached communities. Along the southeastern rim of the city was one of the most notorious faubourgs, the Saint-Marcel, a district of roughly five hundred acres and tens of thousands of residents sliced in two by the mud-choked Bièvre River canal snaking malodorously northward toward the Seine.

The Saint-Marcel had a hundred years earlier taken in the poor who had been displaced by the construction to the northwest of Marie de Médicis's Luxembourg Palace and its spacious gardens. Wedged against the suburb's eastern side was the faubourg Saint-Victor, dominated by the austere hulk of the Salpêtrière, one of a trio of state hospitals built in the seventeenth century by Louis XIV for the “correction” of vagabonds. The Salpêtrière was home to thousands of indigent women of all ages, including beggars, waifs, and especially prostitutes. Not a few of the institution's wards came from the turbulent Saint-Marcel next door, where the city's horse market, its army barracks, and a chain of factories helped to provide an ample supply of clients.

The air of unwholesomeness in the streets of L'Enfant's childhood was given a physical cast by the smoke and pungent smells issuing from the industrial plants lining the Bièvre River canal. Thousands of workers streamed each day into a long line of tanneries, taweries, breweries, glue works, and laundries. At the heart of the Saint-Marcel, larger and more imposing than any of the neighboring establishments, was the venerable tapestry workshop called the Gobelins Manufacture, a collection of buildings that had been constructed piecemeal over the past two centuries and named after the famed fifteenth-century Flemish painter Jehan Gobelin, one of the first to make camp by the waters of the Bièvre for the purpose of creating art.

By 1754 the Gobelins had grown into a mélange of tightly spaced courtyards, workshops, classrooms, and apartments built in support of three separate studios, in which lived and worked a large and insular community of painters, weavers, administrators, teachers, doctors, clergymen, and laborers. Bordered on the north and east by poverty and tumult, the workers of the Gobelins were also neighbors to a strangely rural repose. Weavers peering out of the westward-facing windows along the curve of the Bièvre saw a patchwork of small hunting chalets and private gardens belonging to churchmen and manufacturing barons; to the south, the clustered streets and buildings of Paris ended as the land rose suddenly to grain fields, vineyards, and mushroom farms dotting the horizon with patiently turning windmills.

At the Gobelins the tapestries destined for the châteaus of the nobility and the halls of court and king were made. Weavers laboriously and meticulously duplicated cartons, fully realized oil or watercolor paintings made by artists in the royal employ. Months or even years were devoted to producing a woven panorama, each the product of an enterprise established during the previous century by the ministers of the Roi Soleil and now devoted to the royal apparatus of Louis XV, his great-grandson. A master weaver, completing a few inches each day, might devote much of a lifetime's work to the decoration of a single residence or suite of rooms. Most of the inhabitants of the Gobelins held no illusions about their place in the social order. They understood that as artists and workers they were essentially servants, but they also understood that theirs was the most powerful set of masters in the world.

Pierre Charles L'Enfant was born at the Gobelins on August 2, 1754, into a world blanketed by the long shadow of the Bourbon kings. He was the third child and second son of Marie Charlotte L'Enfant, twenty-five years old, and Pierre L'Enfant, a painter in the service of the king who was exactly twice the age of his wife. Marie was the daughter of a minor marine official at court, while Pierre was an artist of good reputation whose attachment to the Gobelins had been preceded by a Noël L'Enfant and a Guillaume L'Enfant. Though we have no proof of a blood tie, these namesakes were likely relations, as residence at the Gobelins was often a family affair and nearly as often an inheritance.

[image: ]

Detail from the Plan of Paris, by Louis Bretez, created under the direction of Michel-Etienne Turgot, 1735–39

The Gobelins housed royal artists who worked all over the city, without employing them directly, and while Pierre L'Enfant may have painted the occasional carton, his place in this larger community of officially sanctioned artists had been consecrated nearly a decade before, in 1745, with his admission as an académicien at the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture, the most select, rigid, and prestigious school of art in the Western world. His elevation to the position, a type of junior faculty post, had coincided with his time on the siege plains of the Austrian Netherlands as a battlefront artist during the War of Austrian Succession, one of France's most complicated and least memorable military conflicts. The elder L'Enfant's lasting artistic legacy was a series of panoramas in watercolor tracing the course of conflict across the Low Countries between 1744 and 1748, from Dunkirk on the English Channel to Tournai four hundred miles to the southeast. Pierre L'Enfant spent more than three years traveling with the French and Saxon forces in the employ of the war minister Count Marc-Pierre d'Argenson, his days spent studying and sketching cities and landscapes that he then filled with grenadiers, mousquetaires, généraux, and on at least three occasions King Louis XV himself.

The work of drawing siege scenes required special attention to the formal arrangement of cities and the particulars of fortifications, as well as the ability to organize and animate views that spread across many square miles and usually included a long stripe of horizon. The genre had been brought to its apex a century earlier by the Flemish master Antony Francis van der Meulen, during Louis XIV's own forays onto the field of battle, and was eventually passed to the elder L'Enfant through his mentor and fellow Gobelins resident Charles Parrocel. Such an artist had to take his tools many hundreds of miles from Paris to sketch in pencil and watercolor scenes that were often handed over to others to set in oils or weave into great hangings.

Pierre L'Enfant's art was designed to make heroes of contemporary sol-diers and their king, regardless of the place of such art in the increasingly neoclassical French vanguard. Indeed, the vanguard was not impressed. Denis Diderot, the hugely influential philosopher and cultural critic, used a critique of Pierre L'Enfant's contributions to the Salon of 1761—a pair of unheralded drawings depicting the battles of Laffeld and Fontenoy—to deliver a backhanded au revoir to the entire genre.


It is, after all, necessary to be a master colorist, a master draftsman, a master of the art of landscape, and a skillful and delicate imitator of nature; to have a prodigious variety of imaginative resources; to recreate an infinity of small moments, to excel in the details, to possess all the qualities of a great painter and at that in the highest degree, in order to offset the coldness, the monotony and the ugliness of so many long parallel lines of soldiers, of the square or oblong arrangement of battalions and the symmetry of their tactics. The time of melees, of maneuvering and military might, of the giant battle-scene, is past.



Diderot was also the guiding force behind the Encyclopédie, the effort to pour all the empirical knowledge of the world into one literary catch basin that would become the most famous icon of the French Enlightenment. This cultural and philosophical awakening was in full swing by the middle of the eighteenth century. Centuries-old conceptions of God and nature were evolving in leaps and bounds as a mania spread for more tangible and utilitarian ways of understanding the world. Amateur science—botany, astronomy, metallurgy, geology, electrical physics—was all the rage. Medicine based in academic rather than theological training began to lose its stigma. And it was no longer blasphemous—in certain quarters, at least—to suggest that one's relationship to God might be mediated by individual conscience and not through the ministrations of clergy. Heaven and hell, according to the new philosophies, might well be spiritual metaphors as much as extraterrestrial addresses. At the far end of this path lurked the most exciting and heretical notion of all, that kings might owe their eminence not to an ancient and God-granted charter but to the reasoned acquiescence of the people themselves.

Such a conclusion would require another thirty years to fully emerge. In 1754 the most visible civic upheaval in Paris involved the city's Parlement—a powerful secular council, nothing like the British institution of the same name—which was in a state of royal suspension thanks in part to its insistence that last rites be administered not only to those possessing certificates of loyalty to the Church of Rome but to all who professed themselves believers. For the family of Pierre L'Enfant, in service to His Most Christian Majesty, eligibility for last rites was probably not in doubt. The day after his birth, Pierre Charles was baptized around the corner at Saint-Hippolyte, whose apse topped the surrounding streetscape.

In the Gobelins, Pierre Charles L'Enfant's childhood unfolded as a series of paradoxes. His was a Third Estate life lived in modest apartments but devoted to the production of the most luxurious works of art for some of the wealthiest men, and the most sumptuous rooms, in the world. It was a life of relative anonymity, lived to generate and sustain the immortal fame of king and country. It was a life young Pierre Charles would eventually leave behind, but not until he had taken from it the experiences and training necessary for his later work as a planner of cities. Growing up at the Gobelins, he also developed a thirst for individual recognition from highly placed patrons that would fuel all the triumphs and bitter disappointments of his career.

Whatever worldly destinations Pierre L'Enfant might have imagined for his second son, they are not likely to have included the American continent. Those with military connections, such as the elder L'Enfant, had heard of a line of French forts set amid a great wilderness extending southward from Canada to Louisiana and standing as a tenuous block to the prospect of a westward English expansion. Some might also have been aware of the voyageurs, the intrepid French fur traders who had already spent at least six decades living and working deep inside the continent among Jean-Jacques Rousseau's “noble savages.” And news might also have circulated in the streets of the Saint-Marcel of the prostitutes and incorrigibles shipped from the Salpêtrière and other overcrowded hospitals to mysterious outposts such as Biloxi and New Orleans. But no one in Paris, king or commoner, soldier or painter, yet suspected how soon or how dramatically the situation in America would bully its way to the front of everyone's attention.

The trouble began in May 1754, three months before the birth of Pierre Charles L'Enfant. In a small, wooded hollow in southwestern Pennsylvania, a young and inexperienced colonel named George Washington ordered a detachment of 140 green Virginia colonials to return the fire of a small platoon of French soldiers. That, at least, was the tale according to Washington; in the competing version, he had opened fire on the traveling party of a French ambassador. The scene, however interpreted, descended into chaos, after which ten of the Frenchmen lay dead, scalped by Washington's Indian allies. The ranking Frenchman, Joseph Coulon, Sieur de Jumonville, wounded and attempting to offer an explanation of his presence in the wilderness, was tomahawked into oblivion before he could finish. The bloody skirmish became known as the Jumonville Affair. No one thought to christen it a battle, much less imagine it as part of a nascent global war, but without question the situation had shifted and the tension increased.

This news of French casualties at the hands of British soldiers in America would not finish its eastward voyage across the Atlantic until September. In the meantime, Louis XV was still le Bien-Aimé, the Well-Beloved. The Bastille still stood fat and glum at the eastern edge of Paris; the accused heretics, seditious writers, and delinquent nobles who were imprisoned there consumed wine and cheese in rooms that many members of the lower orders would have envied. To most residents of the city, life was messy and sometimes contentious, noisome and pungent and congested with souls, but it was also suffused with rhythm, routine, and deference—hardly an obvious breeding ground for revolution. The will of the king was still officially indistinguishable from the will of the nation and the labor of its people, and if Parisians were learning to separate the man sitting in the seat of power from the seat of power itself—a giant step in every way—they were content to question His Most Christian Majesty's uses of power but not his basic right to hold it.

Pierre Joseph L'Enfant, the family's firstborn son, died in 1758 at the age of six of an unrecorded ailment, leaving four-year-old Pierre Charles to deal with the confusion of an older brother's sudden absence and a new role as the oldest male child. It was an important year for the L'Enfants in another, equally momentous way. One year earlier Pierre L'Enfant's military patron, War Minister d'Argenson, had been dismissed from the service of the king, and now the elder L'Enfant was transferred to assist with the decoration of the Hôtel de la Guerre, the offices of the French War Ministry newly under construction in the town of Versailles, just a few blocks away from the legendary royal residence of the same name.

Louis XIV had removed his court from Paris in 1682 with great pomp, after making the château and gardens of Versailles supreme above all other places. More than fifty million livres and two hundred lives were expended on construction during its first two decades, with the aim of physically consolidating the magnificence of the French court under the eye and thumb of the Roi Soleil. By the late 1750s, under the reign of Louis XV, the town and château had matured into a small city complete with ornate social protocols, intricate administrative hierarchies, and a reputation unmatched in European history for wealth and opulence. Versailles was a royal stage on which the magisterial actors of the French court played their parts: whenever and however young Pierre Charles first viewed the expanse of André Le Nôtre's formal gardens and the grandeur of Louis Le Vau's facades, he would have been acutely aware that he was present only as a member of the audience.

Class divisions aside, Versailles was a lesson in the uses of space that no architect or planner could possibly ignore or, for that matter, fully assimilate. Just a few miles outside of an urban fabric made of impossibly tight spaces and layer upon layer of accumulated history was a city's worth of ground devoted to one man's limitless westward view. How Versailles first imprinted itself on the eyes and mind of the future designer of Washington, D.C., can never be known. It's enough to imagine Pierre Charles walking with his father through one of the château's massive entrance archways and onto its great western plaza. Here he would have seen for the first time in his life a true man-made vista, a place where the eye could run all the way to the horizon without interruption, a world seemingly without end.

No doubt it seemed a fantasy of sheer power and cosmic size. It might even have seemed heavenly, the sudden introduction of so much space to his impressionable eyes. But the sight of Versailles might also have been unaccountably disconcerting: the sudden removal of comfortable limits to the world, the will of one man claiming and remaking the landscape for his own public glorification and private satisfaction.

The medieval face of Paris coexisted with a beauty and stateliness that had been superimposed by several generations of French kings in their efforts to create fitting settings for the exercise of royal prerogative and civic pride. Beginning with Henri IV's accession to the throne in 1594, the Bourbons had been nothing if not enthusiastic urban planners. Much of this energy and wealth was devoted to opening up spaces in the cramped streets of medieval Paris to let in air and light, a grandeur all the greater because it lay in such stark relief to the old tangled intersections and grime-covered building fronts everywhere.

For two centuries, a smattering of sophisticated and graceful urban squares had been appearing in Paris. By the 1750s each zone of the northern half of the city seemed to have its own: the triangular Place Dauphine at the western tip of the Île de la Cité; the circular Place des Victoires just north of the Louvre; the eight-sided Place Vendôme farther to the west; the Place de Grève fronting the Hôtel de Ville along the Seine; and in the far eastern end of the city, the Place Royale, which Victor Hugo, the city's great literary memorialist, would one day call home. Parisians used these major public spaces to identify their neighborhoods, and each became home to its own regular schedule of pageants, festivals, and celebrations.

Only one of the city's squares was under construction during Pierre Charles's childhood, but it was soon to become the largest and most public of them all. An hour's walk from the Gobelins lay the emerging Place Louis XV—today the Place de la Concorde—a monumental square connecting the Louvre and Tuileries Gardens to the Champs-Èlysées and designed as a palace forecourt to commemorate the same wartime exploits of Louis XV that his father had recorded in watercolor a decade earlier. Between 1755 and 1762 the Place Louis XV took shape, an open octagon, five hundred feet on each side, built to frame an equestrian statue of the king; its southern side was open to the Seine, and its northern border was dominated by a pair of massive and symmetrical facades designed by Ange-Jacques Gabriel and named the Garde-Meubles after the royal furniture repository housed there. Modeled on Claude Perrault's even more gargantuan eastern front of the Louvre, the Garde-Meubles were the apex of neoclassical architecture in the city and an important inspiration for Thomas Jefferson, who would years later make his residence nearby and subsequently propose Gabriel's work to L'Enfant as a template for the most significant pair of buildings in the United States.

Given the particular set of talents Pierre Charles L'Enfant would display as an architect and a planner, he was clearly paying attention during his boyhood years, and the lessons he absorbed were primarily visual and spatial ones. It was most likely at the Gobelins, in classes for the children of its workers, that he first learned to draw; in any event, in September 1771, at the age of sixty-seven, Pierre L'Enfant signed his son's billet de protection, letter of initiation from a faculty member admitting a student to the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture.

With this matriculation under his father's tutelage, Pierre Charles L'Enfant was immersed in a highly codified and advanced system of artistic education. The program had been drawn up a century earlier by Charles Le Brun,premier peintre du roi to Louis XIV, and modeled with great fidelity on the ancient academies of Rome and Florence. The goal was simple and unyielding: to train students in a single heroic style sanctioned by king and court. The world of the Royal Academy was one of absolute authority and hierarchy, prizing public art that proclaimed noble and elevated ideals over every other form of expression.

An ironclad timetable ruled each day and also the year-by-year progress of each student. The curriculum began with copied drawings and progressed to plaster casts and eventually to life drawing from nude models. When students weren't drawing, they were attending lectures on architecture, arithmetic, astronomy, history, perspective, geometry, optics, and anatomy. Twice each week students attended their discours, at which an academy instructor would demonstrate the virtues of a particular work from the royal collections according to the categories of invention, proportion, color, expression, and composition.

Most of a student's hands-on work, his repetitions and experimentations, happened in the private studio of his master, a mentor with whom he lived and learned. The attachment of Pierre Charles L'Enfant to his father meant long hours in close study with an expert in the creation of panoramas of battle. It was an education that included, to various degrees, the study of city design, fortification engineering, and natural landscape, as well as an appreciation of the power of the horizon line to render the human figure more or less noble in proportion. To these topics would have been added informal lessons in politics, military history, the tactics of siege craft, and, not least, the potential for professional honor or disgrace inherent in the act of depicting the royal person.

Entry to the Royal Academy also brought the younger L'Enfant to his new schoolhouse, the Louvre. In the eighteenth century the old medieval palace of kings and conquerors was more a brooding relic than a place of bright splendor. Ever since the departure of Louis XIV for Versailles, the Louvre had, in fact, become a kind of ruin. A large portion of the complex lacked roofs. The surrounding precincts were overgrown and pressed ever more tightly against its outer walls, while a shantytown sheltering squatters occupied the center of the Cour Carrée, the courtyard at the Louvre's far eastern end.

But within these aging walls, the scientific and artistic academies of France still met in fertile exchange, an array of splendid but indifferently organized resources at their call. Stuffed beasts from exotic lands and preserved human organs shared gallery space with an enormous collection of scale models of French towns, while down interminable hallways students could hear distant whinnies from the building's ducal stables. On the ground floor were the simply appointed, high-ceilinged rooms for artists and masters. No academy student paid much attention to the symbolism of learning his craft in the world's greatest museum of art because the Louvre had as yet no intimation of that future. These students and professors were simply propping their easels in rooms that no one else was using, though the fact that they were practicing their crafts in a crumbling shell of majestic origin had a certain undeniable cachet.

Enrolling at the Royal Academy drew Pierre Charles L'Enfant into the heart of Paris as never before. As he exited his lectures at the Louvre, he would have had the opportunity to view the Tuileries Gardens, a masterpiece of public space designed by André Le Nôtre, the same man responsible for the gardens at Versailles. Just beyond the Tuileries lay the Place Louis XV, now complete, which neatly organized the nearby streets while seamlessly attaching itself to the fabric of medieval Paris. During his years as an academy student, L'Enfant watched the Champs-Èlysées punch its way westward from this royal square, ruler straight and 160 feet broad—a figure that L'Enfant would later duplicate down to the foot in the grandest of his avenues in America's capital. The Champs-Èlysées was a first in the Western world: a public road disappearing over the horizon and leading to an unknown, seemingly infinite place. It was a piece of the private, absolutist pleasure of Versailles brought within reach of every French subject. It was the glorious city of kings and nobles made theirs.

As Pierre Charles L'Enfant absorbed the aesthetic lessons taught by his father, by the other professors at the Royal Academy, by life in the city, and by visits to Versailles, Parisians of every station heard more and more about America. George Washington's Jumonville Affair had turned out to be the earliest spark of the transcontinental conflagration called the Seven Years'War, a conflict that ended in 1763—just as the equestrian statue of the king was going up to finish the Place Louis XV—with the disgrace of France in the face of a superior British navy and the loss of its possessions in Canada, the Mississippi Territory, and India.

The war's cost to France in prestige and in livres created a flood of national resentment, which in turn created the perfect setting for an
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