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  CHAPTER ONE


  L’Enfant Terrible: The Capital Designer’s Fall from Grace


  New Jersey Avenue, south of the Capitol Building and north of the Longworth House Office Building


  IN NOVEMBER 1791, THE FEDERAL COMMISSIONERS OVERSEEING THE construction of America’s new capital city were shocked. And stunned most of all was Daniel Carroll of Rock Creek.


  THE DISAPPEARING MANSE


  The officials were visiting the southern fringe of Jenkins Hill, which the city’s planner, Pierre L’Enfant, had selected as the site of the future Capitol Building. They went along a rude path near what would become New Jersey Avenue. They approached the home of Carroll’s nephew, Daniel Carroll of Duddington.


  Or what was left of it. Daniel of Duddington was the largest landowner in the area, and owner of the land that would become Capitol Hill. He had been building his new house there: not on the land slated for the public buildings, but on his own property.


  To their astonishment, the commissioners confirmed what L’Enfant’s two deputies, Isaac Roberdeau and Benjamin Ellicott, had done. Roberdeau was the son of a provisioner of George Washington’s army during the American Revolution. Ellicott was the brother of Andrew Ellicott, charged with surveying the boundaries of the new city.


  Roberdeau and Ellicott had directed a team of men to take apart the unfinished house. They had ripped off the roof and stripped away its stone foundations.


  THE BEST MAN FOR THE JOB


  The commissioners could hardly believe what they saw. Less than a year before, when President George Washington had selected L’Enfant as the city’s designer, the Frenchman had seemed an excellent choice. A master of the arts and of science, he’d moved to America to help it win its independence. He served with the Marquis de Lafayette as a military engineer, rising to the rank of major. A skilled artist, he sketched portraits of General Washington.


  After Washington was sworn in as president, L’Enfant grandly redesigned what became Federal Hall in New York City, the federal government’s first capital. The Hall was the first meeting place of the US Senate and House of Representatives, and home to the offices of the president.


  However, problems cropped up of the kind that would plague L’Enfant in his later endeavors. His designs for the Senate and House chambers were showy and expensive. Some saw them as suited more to a House of Lords than a democratic republic.


  In 1790, the first Congress passed the Resident Act, that compromise of Washington’s Treasury secretary, Alexander Hamilton, and secretary of state, Thomas Jefferson, to place the permanent capital in a new city. They had struck their deal in “the room where it happened,” a dining hall in the temporary capital of New York. They chose the border land of Maryland and Virginia, in between the Northern and Southern states, and in the backyard of the Virginian Founding Fathers.


  In March 1791, at Suter’s Tavern in the bustling seaport of Georgetown, L’Enfant met with Washington, Ellicott, and the landowners and merchants of the region. They began to thrash out an approach for building the capital.


  But from the start, L’Enfant’s ambitious aims differed from some in the government. The Washington Administration was under a constitutional mandate to establish a functioning capital city by early 1800. Jefferson, who was Washington’s point man for the project, suggested L’Enfant plot out a small government town just east of Georgetown.


  Yet like Jefferson and Washington on other matters, L’Enfant figured that, if you dream, you should dream big. The Frenchman proposed a grand, if grandiose, scheme. His creation would stretch from Rock Creek, northeast of Georgetown, through an expanse of woodlands, ridges, and marsh. Its terminus was a full five miles away, at the Potomac’s Eastern Branch, as the Anacostia River was then known.


  He proposed a humongous presidential mansion, measuring about 230 yards across, three to four times more spacious than the future White House, which itself would be the largest residence in the nation. He took Jefferson’s notion of a wide boulevard open to the people and sketched out what would become the National Mall. And he proposed putting the houses of Congress atop the steep, forested Jenkins Hill, even though its cliffs and woods made construction difficult. L’Enfant, thinking such a promontory made for a majestic view, notably termed it a “pedestal awaiting a monument.”


  Power Brokers


  In going about his work, it was in L’Enfant’s interest, if not his nature, to cultivate good relations with the politically powerful city commissioners.


  They were: David Stuart, the stepfather of Martha Washington’s son from her first marriage, and thus a relative of L’Enfant’s boss President Washington; Thomas Johnson, the first governor of Maryland, and in time a US Supreme Court justice; and, quite importantly, as it turned out, Daniel Carroll of Rock Creek, of Maryland’s leading family, perhaps best known for Charles Carroll of Carrolton, the only Catholic signer of the Declaration of Independence as well as John Carroll, the founder of Georgetown College, later Georgetown University, established in 1789, the same year Washington became president. Daniel Carroll of Rock Creek had been a major player at the Constitutional Convention that had established the new Congress and presidency.


  There were so many important Carrolls that, to differentiate themselves, they called themselves after their localities, such as Rock Creek, Carrollton, and Duddington.


  This was the very clan that L’Enfant irked with his building deconstruction!




  BITING THE HAND THAT FEEDS


  Even before the Carroll home’s dismantlement, L’Enfant courted trouble. His very ambitious plans, not surprisingly, fell behind schedule. The commissioners had to coax him into hiring 150 workmen, including many slaves, to start building the President’s House, or President’s Palace, as it was originally called. L’Enfant and the commissioners squabbled over who was the ultimate authority for the city’s construction. Further, Congress was stingy with appropriations.


  In autumn 1791, L’Enfant had a major falling out with the commissioners over what seems a minor thing. Namely, whether to print copies of his map of the city’s layout, including the land lots that investors might purchase. This was his famous chart that organized the capital in a grid of parallel and intersecting streets, with diagonal boulevards shooting out between them. These included a broad Pennsylvania Avenue to connect the President’s House with the Capitol Building. His notion of diagonal streets was creative, though even today they take lost visitors on lengthy tangents across town.


  To spur land purchases in, and development of, the new city, the commissioners wanted ten thousand copies of the map engraved and distributed. Many government officials were themselves speculating on land in the federal city, and thus had a vested interest in its success. George Washington himself owned a swath of turf in Georgetown and bought several lots just north of the future Capitol Building.


  L’Enfant, however, was convinced publishing the map would lead to speculators buying up land in the city outskirts, thus undermining sales in the key areas around the President’s House and the Capitol Building. After much bickering back and forth, Washington admonished L’Enfant to follow the wishes of the commissioners.


  Then came the imbroglio over the Carroll house. It had seemed at first a compromise would be worked out. Ellicott, the surveyor, assured the owner, Daniel Carroll of Duddington, that L’Enfant had told him the new roadway could be adjusted to steer clear of his home. But L’Enfant told Carroll the house had to go. So Carroll decided to take legal action. He went to a chancery, or court record office, in Annapolis, the capital of Maryland. That state still had jurisdiction over the land.


  His uncle, Daniel Carroll of Rock Creek, wrote to then-Congressman James Madison about his nephew’s action: “Mr. Carroll [of Duddington] apprehending that [L’Enfant] would not wait had gone to Annapolis . . . he obtained an injungtion [sic] in Chancery to stop proceeding [with the demolition] with a Summons or Subpoena. . . .” Madison wasn’t pleased about the whole mess.


  When Carroll of Duddington returned from Annapolis with the court order, he was shocked, like the commissioners, to find that most of his house had been removed.


  But Carroll had friends in very high places. He fired off an angry missive to Washington. The first president was mortified. He worried L’Enfant’s precipitous action would embarrass, or even imperil, the fledging federal city. It could provide ammunition to politicians who wanted to keep the capital in Philadelphia. It could tarnish the administration’s reputation.


  In a letter, the president informed L’Enfant the demolition could render the Frenchman legally liable for damages. Washington also wrote Carroll of Duddington, stating he regretted L’Enfant’s “zeal” that “carried him too fast,” and that the government could reimburse him for the house.


  Things simmered until early in 1792. Washington and Jefferson came down squarely on the side of the commissioners. But L’Enfant and his aides refused to acknowledge their authority.


  In January, the commissioners fired Roberdeau, L’Enfant’s deputy. When he continued to work on the Capitol Building’s foundation, the commissioners placed him under arrest.


  The following month, L’Enfant himself was fired. Jefferson, in a curt, if lawyerly letter, and with the concurrence of Washington, and Madison, wrote L’Enfant: “[It] is understood that you absoultely [sic] decline acting under the authority of the present Commissioners. If this understanding of your meaning be right I am instructed by the President to inform you that notwithstanding the desire he has entertained to preserve your agency in the business the condition upon which it is to be done is inadmissible and your services must be at an end.”


  A DESIGNER IN DECLINE, THEN A LASTING COMEBACK


  From that point, L’Enfant’s career took a downward path. Alexander Hamilton, an early proponent of American manufacturing, invited him to be a chief engineer for the new, model industrial town of Paterson, New Jersey. But L’Enfant’s complex and costly scheme of waterworks for its mills fell flat, and he was let go. He also labored in Philadelphia, where he designed an ornate mansion for the very wealthy Robert Morris, “the financier of the American Revolution.” As with the federal city and Paterson, however, L’Enfant’s construction fell behind schedule and went over budget. Further, Morris’s investments went belly up; the once wealthy man wound up in debtor’s prison. Again out of a job, L’Enfant first declined, then accepted, a post as an engineering instructor at West Point. Later, after the War of 1812, he was a supervisor in the rebuilding of Fort Washington, a mammoth, Potomac River bastion destroyed during that conflict. But he soon departed that position as well.


  The federal city, in the meantime, its early real estate investments gone bust, remained for the rest of its designer’s life a small and swampy place. L’Enfant’s association with it was practically forgotten. Falling into poverty, he died at age sixty-five in Chillum, Maryland, just north of the city he envisioned, in the backwater of Prince George’s County. His surviving possessions, including maps and surveying devices, were worth less than $50.


  But like many noted artists, L’Enfant proved a visionary. By the late 1800s, his tiny town had grown into a major city with paved boulevards and many public attractions. In 1902, the Senate-sponsored McMillan Commission, which beautified the center of Washington while expanding its parkland, revived some of the Frenchman’s notions. Given special attention was his idea of a large public park, the National Mall. In 1909, at the behest of the French ambassador, L’Enfant’s remains were disinterred and placed in state at the Capitol Building.


  Three years later, with President William Howard Taft presiding, the soldier and engineer of the American Revolution was rendered a place of honor at Arlington National Cemetery. His remains are on a ridge just below the Arlington House mansion, the former home of George Washington Parke-Custis, the step-grandson and adopted son of L’Enfant’s former boss, George Washington—and near the site of the future, hallowed grave of the slain president, John Kennedy.
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 A map of L’Enfant’s plan for the city of Washington, as modified by surveyor Andrew Ellicott


  And thus, for all eternity, the spirit of L’Enfant gazes down upon the bustling metropolis he envisioned.




  CHAPTER TWO


  Gridlock in the House: One of the Wildest Elections in US History


  North wing of the Capitol, the Senate, then the temporary quarters for the House


  REP. JAMES ASHTON BAYARD OF DELAWARE WAS FEELING BIG-TIME pressure. If he made the wrong decision, the federal government, just eleven years old, could collapse. Mobs might storm the Capitol Building, and torch it. Civil War, between the Northeast and the Southwest, might erupt. An ancient republic had ended with the assassination of Julius Caesar. The new republic was rife with rumors of murder plots against high-ranking politicians.


  The thirty-three-year-old Bayard and 104 other congressmen were attending the very first meeting of the House of Representatives, in the new, partly built Capitol Building. The initial gathering could hardly have been less auspicious.


  A rare blizzard in the Border-South town had legislators sliding and slipping to work. And, on that February 11th of 1800, the House didn’t have a house yet. The southern wing of the Capitol, which was to host the House of Representatives, wasn’t built. So, the representatives had to share the northern wing with the thirty-eight senators from the sixteen states that then made up the Union. And with the half-dozen justices of the Supreme Court, and the staff members and bookshelves of the Library of Congress. Neither the Court nor the Library would have its own building for generations.
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  When the House of Representatives assembled for the first time in Washington, to decide the winner of the 1800 presidential election, it met in the Senate wing of the unfinished Capitol Building.


  Instead of getting down to legislative business, the House had to deal with an Executive Branch crisis that threatened to rip the nation to shreds.


  ADAMS, JEFFERSON, HAMILTON, BURR


  There are many contenders for the wildest presidential election of all. The 2020 campaign, for instance, with its backdrop of virus-sparked shutdowns, nationwide protests and riots, and post-election charges of voter fraud, followed by the Capitol Building Riot. Also, the “hanging chad” ballots of Florida, in 2000. The election of Sen. John Kennedy in 1960 over Vice President Richard Nixon may have been pilfered, by dubious vote counts in Texas, and especially Chicago, Illinois. The same for the 1876 race, where Rutherford Birchard Hayes took the White House after Electoral College votes from decisive Southern states were denied his rival Samuel Jones Tilden.


  And there’s the 1860 election, which had nominees from four major parties: a Constitutional Union Party; a Democratic Party riven in two, with much of it spinning off into the Southern Democratic Party that formed the Confederacy; and the winner, the new Republican Party of Abraham Lincoln’s. The electoral aftermath: the Civil War.


  But civil conflict also loomed in 1800, after that year’s tumultuous race. It pitted former, and future, friends, President John Adams of the Federalist Party, and his vice president, Thomas Jefferson of the Republican Party, as rivals for the Executive Mansion.


  Yes, the president and vice president were from opposing parties back then, which was a big problem. Jefferson’s “Republican” Party was the faction which over much time turned into the Democratic Party, while Adams’s Federalist Party eventually morphed into the Republican Party. Also, Jefferson’s Republican Party was also then referred to as the Democratic-Republican Party. Clear enough?


  Modern-day Americans may be surprised to learn the early political contests were also vicious. The Jefferson camp hired a slanderous muckraker, James Callender, to accuse the stolid John Adams of having a “hideous hermaphroditical character.” (Callender later turned coat, accusing Jefferson of fathering children with an enslaved house servant, Sally Hemings.)


  For its part, the Adams campaign portrayed Jefferson’s supporters as “given to murder, robbery, rape, adultery, and incest . . . openly . . . taught and practiced.” Even as Adams was accused of being in the pocket of the Brits, Jefferson was derided as a stalking horse for the French and mocked as a supposed atheist. Devout Federalists, fearing Jefferson would confiscate their Bibles, hid their scriptures in backyard gardens.


  Behind the waves of invective, the two sides fought over issues of real importance. Much of Adams’s term had been taken up with the Quasi War, an undeclared naval war with France. This very real and bloody conflict led to the founding of the US Navy. It also influenced the president to sign the Sedition Act passed by Congress. It authorized the federal government to jail those speaking out against the war for criticizing government officials. Republicans like Jefferson raged against this infringement on free speech, especially as the courts, under the Act, targeted Republican reporters and advocates. For their part, the Federalists accused their opponents of traitorously taking the side of a foreign enemy in a time of war.


  However, along with fighting the Quasi War, President Adams also pushed for peace. He sent his secretary of state, John Marshall, the future Supreme Court chief justice, to Paris to negotiate. In fall 1800, too late to affect the election, which was back then spread out over the election year, Marshall returned with a peace agreement.


  For the 1800 election campaign, the Federalists had again chosen Adams as their presidential nominee. For Adams’s vice-presidential running mate, the party picked South Carolina’s Charles Cotesworth Pinckney, the brother of Adams’s running mate in 1796, Thomas Pinckney. Choosing a man from Massachusetts and from Carolina lent the ticket regional balance.
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  This portrait of Aaron Burr as vice president hints at the man’s intelligence and guile.


  The Republicans echoed the Federalists by again selecting their candidate from 1796, Jefferson. For the Virginian’s number two, a Republican caucus chose Aaron Burr of New York, a war hero from the Revolution: as with Pinckney, for regional balance, and election impact.


  For Burr had set up a very efficient political machine in the “swing state” of New York. It had seized political power from the Federalists there, and from their leader, Alexander Hamilton, the archrival of Burr and Jefferson. For the presidential election in the Empire State, Burr had skillfully recruited an impressive Electoral College delegate slate. It boasted such luminaries as Revolutionary War general Horatio Gates, a commander at the Battle of Saratoga, and the skillful former New York governor George Clinton (not Bill Clinton, and definitely not the other George Clinton, of the musical band Parliament-Funkadelic).


  As savage as the brawl between Adams and Jefferson that year was the internal bloodletting in the Federalist Party, between Adams and Hamilton. Hamilton, who lusted for war with France, felt Adams had been far too conciliatory toward Paris. He also seethed that Adams had ousted from his Cabinet men sympathetic to him.


  Hamilton penned scathing letters to ranking Federalists against the president of his own party. A Republican newspaper got hold of one, and gleefully published it in October 1800. Hamilton had written Adams has a “jealousy capable of discoloring every object . . . and through vanity . . . is very apt to fall into the hands of miserable intriguers, with whom his self-love is more at ease, and who . . . by flattery, govern him. . . .”


  A POPULAR LANDSLIDE, FOLLOWED BY A TIE


  In the 1796 election, Adams had beaten Jefferson by a narrow Electoral College margin, seventy-one to sixty-eight. The 1800 election was also close in the Electoral College, with the winner and loser reversed. Jefferson’s ticket got seventy-three votes, while Adams and his running mate got sixty-five. Jefferson-Burr handily won the small popular vote of the time, garnering 61 percent of the sixty-nine thousand ballots cast. In the elections then, both the presidential and vice-presidential candidates of a ticket got the same number of Electoral College votes, one each for each ballot cast.


  Both parties knew this could lead to confusion, or rivalry among the men on the same ticket, or worse. So both parties arranged for one of their vice-presidential electors to vote for someone other than the vice-presidential pick. Thus a Federalist elector voted for New York governor John Jay instead of for Pinckney. However, due to an unbelievable slip-up, none of the Republican electors voted for someone other than Burr. Thus Jefferson and Burr wound up even.


  According to the Constitution, in the event of a tie, the House of Representatives, which acts as the Electoral College, “shall chuse” the president.


  The Republicans had won a smashing victory in the congressional races of 1800. In modern parlance, they “flipped” the House. Whereas the Federalists had controlled it, sixty to forty-six, the Republicans gained a large majority of sixty-eight to thirty-eight. So, their congressmen would easily elect Jefferson, their party’s clear standard bearer, right? Wrong.


  For the new Congress wouldn’t take office until December 7, 1801. (Things were so much slower then, with very long summer recesses.) The old Congress, controlled by Federalists, who hated Jefferson, would pick the president!


  MANEUVERINGS AND MACHINATIONS


  Many possibilities presented themselves to the lame-duck representatives entering the Senate chamber in February 1801. They could delay a vote for months and block a Republican from taking over the presidency. Another option was to vote for Adams, to re-elect him as president. Or, if they delayed past Inauguration Day, March 4, Adams would stay as president until someone else was picked. That scenario was improbable, as Adams was unlikely to seek such a “usurpation.” Such a move might also ignite civil war. And some Federalists believed Jefferson, as the election’s biggest vote getter, should in fairness get the nod.


  Hamilton for his part sought to engineer the selection of Pinckney, Adams’s running mate. He figured he’d have influence over the South Carolinian.


  But many in his party were inclined to strike a blow against Jefferson by striking a bargain with Burr. The former senator, after all, was thought to be “flexible” in his views. And as Burr hailed from New York, a commercial hub, some thought he might be more amenable to the policies of the Federalists, the party of banking and business.


  Yet Jefferson, who had watched Burr efficiently line up New York for their ticket, initially spoke highly of his running mate. “The Federalists were confident at first,” he wrote his daughter, that “they could debauch Colo. B. from his good faith by offering him their vote to be President, and have seriously proposed it to him; his conduct has been honorable & decisive, and greatly embarrasses them.”


  By December 1800, however, Jefferson seemed less confident about Burr’s fidelity. In writing to the New Yorker, he dangled a carrot, hinting his vice-presidential duties would be substantial, unlike Adams under President Washington. In reply, Burr took pains to “disclaim all competition.”


  Weighing in against Burr was Hamilton. President Washington’s former “right-hand man” had much to dislike in him, much of it personal. Burr had won a US Senate seat in 1791 by beating Philip Schuyler, Hamilton’s father-in-law. Burr had crushed Hamilton in the 1800 contest to win New York’s electoral votes, thus unhorsing him as New York’s leading politico. (In a duel later in 1801, a New York Republican ally of Burr’s, George Eacker, would kill Hamilton’s oldest son, Philip Hamilton.)


  In correspondence with fellow Federalists, Hamilton tore into Burr, branding him a “unprincipled . . . voluptuary,” a plunderer, a man “without Scruple.” In his verbal assault, Hamilton seemed to anticipate Burr’s alleged future conspiracy to set up a nation of his own in the West:


  “His public principles have no other spring or aim than his own aggrandizement . . . I take it he is for or against nothing but as it suits his interest or ambition . . . He is sanguine enough to hope everything—daring enough to try anything—wicked enough to scruple nothing . . . if we have an embryo Cesar [sic] in the United States it is Burr.”


  At the same time, Hamilton lobbied the influential Representative Bayard. As the only Delaware congressman, he personally controlled its vote. Hamilton now urged Bayard to cast his ballot for Jefferson, the bane of Hamilton’s party. In the ultimate of backhanded compliments, Hamilton opined the Virginian was the clear lesser of evils, though nonetheless in his opinion evil: “I admit his politics are tinctured with fanaticism . . . that he has been a mischievous enemy to the principle measures of our past administration, that he is crafty & persevering in his objects, that he is not scrupulous about the means of success, nor very mindful of truth, and that he is a contemptible hypocrite. . . .”


  Talk about feuding Founders!


  In December, Hamilton had written more charitably about Jefferson, compared to Burr at least, to his successor as Treasury secretary, Connecticut’s Oliver Wolcott Jr. “There is no doubt, but that, upon every virtuous and prudent calculation,” stated Hamilton, “Jefferson is to be preferred. He is by far not so dangerous a man and he has pretensions to character.” He urged his fellow Federalists to reach an accord with the putative president-elect in which Jefferson, in return for the office, would promise to retain key Federalist policies such as a Navy and a federal bank.


  For once, President Adams agreed with Hamilton, according to Smithsonian magazine. He contacted his vice president, informing Jefferson that acceptance of such a deal would assure his election. At first, at least on the surface, Jefferson demurred, stating he “should never go into the office of President . . . with my hands tied by any conditions which should hinder me from pursuing the measures” he favored. With Jefferson seemingly unwilling to budge, the Federalist caucus in the House warmed further to Burr.


  Burr himself, with the presidency seemingly within his reach, seemed to warm to the prospect. In December he wrote to a colleague of Jefferson, Maryland representative Samuel Smith. He stated that if the presidency became available to him, he would accept it, and keep it, instead of promptly resigning.


  Bayard informed a horrified Hamilton that, “By persons friendly to Mr. Burr, it is distinctly Stated that he is willing to consider the Federalistes [sic] as his friends & to accept the office of President as their gift.”


  CLIFFHANGER BALLOTING


  On February 11, 1801, the House assembled in its chambers to vote on the selection of a chief executive. Per the Constitution’s rules, in the event of an Electoral College tie each state’s delegation constituted one vote for president. To win, a candidate needed a majority of at least nine out of the sixteen states.


  Seven states with Republicans in control voted for Jefferson. The majority of these were in the South, Jefferson’s base of support: Kentucky, New Jersey, New York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Virginia, and Tennessee. Georgia’s Federalist congressman bucked his party and voted for his fellow Southerner, giving Jefferson the Peach State, and eight states in all.


  Six states controlled by Federalists, with their base in New England, voted for Burr: Connecticut, Bayard’s Delaware, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and South Carolina.


  One state, Vermont, was evenly split between the two parties, and cast a blank ballot. Maryland had five Federalist congressmen to just three Republicans, but one of the Federalists voted for Jefferson, for a four to four tie. Therefore Maryland abstained as well.


  The tally was eight to six to two. Jefferson fell one vote short of the needed majority.


  The House tried again, and got the same result. And tried again, and again.


  After nineteen ballots, it was still deadlocked. At three o’clock in the morning of February 12, the exhausted legislators ended the session. Shivering, they went back along icy, unpaved paths to their lodgings.


  Over the next three days and into the weekend, the House held fourteen more votes. Each time the tally was the same, eight to six to two.


  Meanwhile there was much pressure on the House to act, and to not undercut the presumed president-elect. Crowds gathered in Washington City to demand the legislature not block Jefferson from becoming chief executive. Lawmakers heard a pro-Republican mob had taken up arms in Philadelphia. With approval from their state governors, militias in Pennsylvania and Virginia assembled, and threatened to march on the capital. Some in Virginia, foreshadowing events sixty years thence, threatened to take the Old Dominion out of the Union. Some in the Republican congressional caucus demanded a second constitutional convention. A Jeffersonian newspaper editorialized: “Usurpation must be resisted by freemen whenever they have the power of resisting.”


  The almost president-elect and the incumbent president corresponded on the crisis. Jefferson wrote Adams that Republicans angry about a “legislative usurpation” of the election might attempt to break up the country. In the White House, President Adams, waiting to return to his native Massachusetts, was also deeply worried. He thought a “civil war was expected.”


  Historians have often portrayed Hamilton’s savage attacks on Burr as pivotal to swinging the House vote to Jefferson. In fact, Hamilton’s campaign may have had little effect on most Federalist congressmen. The ex–Treasury secretary had damaged his reputation with his verbal assaults on President Adams, to whom many Federalists felt loyal.


  The Federalist Speaker of the House, Theodore Sedgwick of Massachusetts, favored continued outreach to Burr. Believing Burr could be trusted, he paid the New Yorker his own backhanded compliment: “His very selfishness prevents his entertaining any mischievous predilections. . . .”


  Feeling the heat from the congressional Federalists, from Hamilton, and from the Republicans was Bayard. Along with determining his own state’s vote, he had influence over the representatives from the two states, Maryland and Vermont, that kept voting to abstain.


  Bayard quietly opened up a back channel of communication with colleagues of Jefferson, including Virginia’s Rep. John Nicholson. Through the intermediaries, Jefferson was asked whether he would keep some of the Federalists’, and Hamilton’s, key initiatives. Namely: the recently established Navy; “neutrality” in the wars between France and Britain, which to Hamilton meant a bias toward London; and Hamilton’s Bank of the United States, a sort of early version of the Federal Reserve. Bayard also wanted Jefferson to retain Adams appointees in his government.


  Maryland representative Samuel Smith also approached Jefferson at Bayard’s urging. Smith may have urged Jefferson to keep the Federalist officials at the Delaware and Pennsylvania customs offices that collected the tariffs on imports.


  Publicly, Jefferson later claimed he made no deal. The Virginian is sometimes depicted as having been passive in this process. That seems unlikely. Jefferson was, with Madison, the cofounder of the two-party system. He was a highly skilled politician and behind-the-scenes operative. According to Bayard, on Saturday, February 14, Jefferson let his intermediaries know such a compromise was acceptable. Bayard figured he had an agreement.


  On Sunday, February 15, Federalist representatives conferring in the Senate learned Bayard would abstain in the next vote, paving the way for Jefferson’s election. They were not happy.


  On hearing the news, Federalist lawmakers shouted out, “Traitor! Deserter!” The “clamor was prodigious,” Bayard remembered, “the reproaches vehement. . . .”


  The Federalists were irate Bayard hadn’t consulted with them first, that he had made up his mind without hearing back from Burr, and that Jefferson hadn’t given him concrete assurances.


  Bayard buckled. He agreed to wait for Burr’s response while trying to get a firmer reply from Jefferson.


  On Monday morning, however, Jefferson again communicated through a third party. According to Bayard, he asserted the conditions “corresponded with his views and intentions, and that we might confide in him.”


  That afternoon, the Federalist congressmen received eagerly awaited correspondence from Burr. His response was disappointing, falling short of what Jefferson may have agreed to. Speaker Sedgwick sadly admitted, “the gigg is up.”


  Bayard was himself disappointed his negotiations hadn’t yielded further gains, according to the Smithsonian. He lamented: “Burr has acted a miserable paultry [sic] part. The election was in his power.” Still, Bayard was relieved civil strife would be averted.


  Hamilton was also relieved. He wrote that “I should consider the execution of the plan” of the Federalists to cooperate with Burr as “signing their own death warrant. Mr. Burr will probably make stipulations, but he will laugh in his sleeve while he makes them and will break them the first moment it may serve his purpose.” No wonder the two men later took to pistols.


  On Tuesday, February 17, the House held its thirty-sixth ballot on the presidency. Delaware voted to abstain. Following Bayard’s lead, the Federalist congressmen from Maryland and Vermont did likewise. The Republican congressmen from those states voted for Jefferson, giving him a winning majority of ten out of the sixteen states.


  The crisis was over, just two weeks before Inauguration Day.


  Three weeks after his inauguration, a pleased Jefferson wrote a political ally, seventy-eight-year-old Samuel Adams, the one-time “firebrand of the American Revolution,” and a cousin of John Adams. The new president told the relative of the old president: “The storm is over, and we are in port.”


  POLITICAL FOLLOW-UP


  Thomas Jefferson went on to become the first two-term president to reside in the new capital city. His impact on the District was marked. He chose or influenced all the city’s early architects, including those for the Capitol Building; he founded Eastern Market on Capitol Hill; he extended Pennsylvania Avenue to spin off President’s Park, now Lafayette Square, from the President’s House; and he had poplar trees planted along the Avenue—which proved popular.


  If a deal with Bayard was struck, did Jefferson keep to its terms? Only to an extent. He retained a Navy, but mothballed its major ships, frigates like the USS Constitution. He kept Hamilton’s federal Bank of the United States, but his ally and successor as president, James Madison, allowed its charter to lapse. Some historians stress Jefferson retained Federalists in his administration. Yet he also dismissed many. He and his personal secretary, Meriwether Lewis, of Lewis and Clark fame, carefully went through the roster of Army officers. Strident Federalists were let go; more centrist ones stayed.


  Further, the new president’s Republican Congress passed legislation that ousted the Federalist “midnight judges” that President Adams had appointed just before leaving office. The jurists put out of work included Bayard’s own father-in-law, Delaware governor Richard Bassett. As for neutrality abroad, in effect a tilt toward Britain, Jefferson’s great achievement, the Louisiana Purchase, resulted from skillful diplomacy with his preferred foreign power, France.


  As for Burr, his quiet machinations for the job of chief magistrate alienated him from the new president. In 1804, he fatally alienated himself from the Federalists, by killing Hamilton in their infamous duel.


  Congress was elated at having sidestepped a civil war during the very first meeting of the House of Representatives in Washington. For perhaps the first time in history, a peaceful transition of power between rival parties had taken place in a large, democratic republic. And in 1804, the House and Senate approved the Constitution’s Twelfth Amendment. Thereafter, instead of leaving things to chance, the delegates of the Electoral College spelled out their choice for president and for vice president.




  CHAPTER THREE


  Capital Crime: Washington’s First Hanging


  Southwest edge of the Capitol grounds, near the President Garfield statue


  IT WAS A PUBLIC ENTERTAINMENT OF SORTS, MET WITH HORRID FASCInation. The young town had no playhouses, no concert halls, just a handful of hotels and taverns. Because most members of Congress and the administration were hundreds of miles from their homes, few wives or lady friends were on hand.


  Yet the novel event offered a spectacle, and something new to the Capitol Building, whose Senate and unfinished House of Representatives had officially met in town just two years prior.


  A LOCUS OF DEATH


  On October 10, 1802, workmen set up a gallows on the Capitol Building grounds. The apparatus was for the first criminal to be executed in Washington City. It was the talk of the town.


  The wooden scaffold was placed on the western fringe of the legislative edifice, then much lower in height. The hanging grounds were at the crossing of Maryland Avenue with 1st Street N.W.


  The area became a locus of deathly imagery. The gallows stood less than a hundred yards south of the future Ulysses S. Grant Memorial, unveiled in 1922. As part of it, sculptor Henry Shrady crafted a self-portrait of himself trampled to death by Union army horses. And the scaffold stood near the future statue of President James Garfield, assassinated in 1882 at a railway depot six blocks to the west. (See the chapters on the Grant statue and the Garfield assassination.)


  But in autumn 1802, high-profile death was still new to the citizens of Washington. They gathered by the thousands to watch the macabre event.


  The lead actor in the drama was an Irish immigrant bricklayer, James McGirk (also spelled McGurk). He and his wife had lived on 12th and F Street, N.W, four blocks east of the spanking-new White House.


  McGirk was a violent man who drank himself, and his family, into oblivion. When inebriated, he would beat his wife. Worse, he continued beating her after she’d become pregnant, with twins. In August 1801, his spouse had delivered two stillborn boys. Remorseless, relentless, McGirk kept abusing his wife. In January 1802, at age twenty-three, she died from the pummeling.


  Washington City was so new it had no prison. After his arrest, McGirk was held in a small, temporary jail on 4 1/2 Street N.W. He complained of the cramped space and lack of ventilation.


  He was tried before the federal Circuit Court of Appeals. The Court was so new it had no courthouse. Its proceedings were held in a room inside the Capitol Building.


  There was no doubt of McGirk’s guilt. The trial judge was the Harvard-trained, John Adams–appointed William Cranch. Cranch stated McGirk’s “offence was much aggravated, by the deceased having been his wife, who ought rather to have received protection at his hand, than such barbarous treatment as to occasion her death.”


  AN APPEAL FOR CLEMENCY


  The town, then as now, brimmed with lawyers. One of them, Augustus Brevoort Woodward, represented McGirk. Although his client’s case was seemingly hopeless, Woodward pushed for clemency, perhaps because he had friends in the highest of places. Woodward was close to the one man who could pardon McGirk, or commute his sentence from hanging to imprisonment: President Thomas Jefferson.


  Woodward and Jefferson were friends, and birds of a feather. They were both tall, lean, and informal in dress to the point of carelessness. Skilled in languages, both knew ancient Greek and Latin. Both wished to reform the criminal justice system, and to abolish medieval punishments such as flogging and public stockades. As a Virginia assemblyman, Jefferson had restricted the number of crimes punishable by death. Woodward and McGirk pinned their slim hopes on the president.
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 This reputed depiction of Augustus Woodward reveals an attorney of a most striking aspect. A friend of President Jefferson, he tried to save the life of his client, accused murderer James McGirk.


  With his attorney’s help, McGirk wrote a letter to Jefferson in April 1802 that pleaded for deliverance. He wrote of his impending doom, “unless Prevented by the interference of your Excellency, in whose benevolence only depends the excistance [sic] of the Unfortunate wretch James MGurk who will be hurried into eternity and meet that alwise Judge Unprepared—Death is a terror to the human heart, but more so, to Such a wretch as I am. . . .”


  It might be noted, in looking over McGirk’s spelling, that the use of American English would not be standardized until twenty-six years later, via the dictionary of an ardent patriot, Noah Webster.


  The execution was set for August. That month, Woodward rushed to Monticello, where the president spent his summers, to deliver his plea. Jefferson likely had no intent of altering McGirk’s ultimate fate. But he did gift the condemned man a two-month stay of execution.


  The delay led to a political spat.


  Jefferson’s foes in the Federalist Party, which represented national strength and public order, attacked the stay of execution, and accused the chief executive of being weak on crime. Worse, they charged him with political favoritism toward McGirk. It was alleged the felon had in 1799 assaulted a colleague of the Federalists’ leading publicist, John Fenno. A noted journalist, Fenno had been hired by Alexander Hamilton, Jefferson’s archrival, to advance his party’s cause. But it turned out the man in question was another Irishman named McGirk, who had no relation to the convict.


  On the morning of the execution, lawyer Woodward petitioned the president one last time for clemency.


  He received no reply.


  LEAPS INTO THE UNKNOWN


  McGirk was taken from his dank cell over to the Capitol grounds. The large crowd there watched him climb up to the scaffold. Some looked on with eagerness, some with dread.


  The hangman readied the rope. Officers of the law stood next to McGirk. The condemned man was full of nervous energy.


  The executioner placed the rope around the murderer’s neck.


  A Catholic priest tried to console McGirk. The prisoner seemed filled with guilt. He stated: “When a man’s character is gone, his life is gone.”


  Then, to everyone’s shock, he pushed away the hangman, and leapt off the platform.


  He was trying to hang himself!


  For a moment, his body hurtled through space. Then the rope grew taut.


  But his neck didn’t snap. Instead, McGirk, gasping, and alive, swirled from the rope in midair.


  The spectators were thunderstruck. The men on the scaffold struggled to reel him in before he choked to death. They hauled McGirk back onto the platform.


  As the killer caught his breath, a fresh rope was brought out. For the second time, the hangman placed the noose around his neck.


  The crowd watched once more with anxious expectation.


  Then McGirk broke free from the officers again! He jumped from the platform.


  He hurtled through the air. But this time the plunge broke his neck. His form went slack. In a sense, by taking control of the execution, he cheated the hangman.


  A grisly superstition next came into play. After the rope was taken from McGirk’s bruised and broken neck, the spectators rushed over, and plucked away pieces of the cord. Some believed a hanging rope had the power to allay headaches and other maladies.


  The capital city’s first gallows execution was over.


  A MOVEABLE CORPSE


  One might think the murderer’s grisly demise would have ended his story. Not so.


  When he died, the town’s largest burial ground was Holmead Cemetery. It was located above today’s Dupont Circle, one block from the Washington Hilton where President Ronald Reagan was nearly assassinated in 1981. Friends of McGirk laid him to rest there, next to the grave of a woman. But the deceased woman’s mother grew furious on learning a despised killer had been buried near her daughter, violating her sacred space.


  So one night she and some relatives went to the gravesites. They unearthed the body of McGirk, and brought it over to the “Slashes,” a deep ravine close by. They buried it there.


  McGirk’s friends were upset over the removal. One evening, they went over to the Slashes. They uncovered their dead friend’s decomposing body, brought it back to Holmead’s, and buried it in the same place.


  This further distressed the mother. She and her friends and relatives returned once more to the gravesite, unearthed McGirk for the third time, and carried his body back to the Slashes. To make sure there’d be no more disinterring, they sunk the deceased in a bog, thorn bushes all about it.


  And there he stayed, one might have thought, never to be disturbed again.


  Except that, forty years later, a man digging in the ravine stumbled upon McGirk’s skull.


  The bones and tortured spirit of the wife and baby killer were fated it seems, to never rest in peace.




  CHAPTER FOUR


  The Worst Day in the City’s History: Invaders Burn Down the Capitol


  Albert Gallatin Home/Sewall-Belmont-Paul House/National Women’s Party, 144 Constitution Avenue N.E.


  THE HAUGHTY YET SKILLED REAR ADMIRAL, GEORGE COCKBURN, AGE forty-two, and the brave, chivalrous major general, Robert Ross, forty-eight years old, were weary but confident.


  THE CONQUERORS


  In the twilight of a baking-hot day, they and their sailors and Royal Marines paused outside the Sewall-Belmont house, then the stately home of their foe’s Treasury secretary, Albert Gallatin, on land once owned by Daniel Carroll of Duddington. The commanders were only two blocks from the Capitol Building.


  The hundred or so light infantrymen of the invading British force looked like “flames of fire, all red coats . . . the stocks of their guns painted with red,” noted Michael Shiner, an enslaved worker and chronicler at the nearby Navy Yard.


  In the open land in front of the officers loomed the two linked wings of the legislature, the House and the Senate, that had been waging war on mighty Britain since the conflict’s declaration there on June 17, 1812.


  That day, August 24, 1814, had already been quite eventful. The commanders’ army of four thousand soldiers were hardened veterans of the wars against Napoleon. It had crushed a poorly led and barely trained force of seven thousand militiamen, regular Army troops, and US Marines and sailors. The battle, which happened just nine miles to the northeast, at Bladensburg, Maryland, had flung open the door to Washington.


  In the melee, Cockburn and Ross had nearly been killed, according to Anthony Pitch’s classic The Burning of Washington. The admiral had watched a British Marine die from a bullet intended for him. General Ross, who had a horse shot out from under him, was bruised from four spent bullets that had smacked into his uniform.


  After a violent but brief fight, most of the Americans had run from the battlefield, except for a stalwart force of US Marines and seamen led by Capt. Joshua Barney. Crippled by a leg wound, Barney had fallen into British hands. But Cockburn and Ross, impressed by his valor, had paroled him, letting him go free.


  For hours, the routed Americans had been streaming through Washington, fleeing up to the Georgetown hills and beyond. A soldier on horseback raced past the Capitol Building and cried out, “Fly! The ruffians are at hand! . . . For God’s sake send off your wives and daughters!”


  At Pennsylvania Avenue and 6th Street, N.W., the head of the city’s militia, ex-congressman and future city mayor, Gen. Peter Van Ness, took pity on the retreating militiamen. At a grocery, he handed over $25 in cash for a barrel of whiskey, which he gave to the thirsty soldiers.


  President James Madison, once the leading legislator in Congress, had himself fled from the battlefield to northern Virginia, his Cabinet members tailing alongside. It had been a trying war for him, and his Treasury secretary, Gallatin, then in Belgium trying to negotiate peace. The conflict had emptied his Treasury, forcing it to persuade Congress to raise taxes on imported goods, carriages, salt, and moonshine whiskey.


  Since 1813, a fleet of the invincible Royal Navy had been raiding and burning towns throughout the Chesapeake. Its ships ranged from Havre de Grace in the northern fringe of Maryland to Hampton in southern Virginia. Far to the north, multiple US invasions of British Canada had collapsed. An exception was a successful seizure and burning of York, Ontario, today’s Toronto, then the capital of British Canada. Retaliation for that act was the reason for the British march on Washington. Yet Congress had been sanguine, even smug, about the threat. A House committee stated that military “preparations are, in every respect, adequate to the emergency. . . .”


  Outside the Gallatin residence, Cockburn and Ross knew from their spies and advance parties there was little American resistance in the capital. Two hours before, at 6:00 p.m., their advance guard had fired into the windows of the Capitol Building. No Americans had fired back.


  The admiral and the general had disagreed on what to do with the city after seizing it. Cockburn wanted to burn the whole place down, government and civilian buildings alike. Ross, who preferred to leave everything alone, stressed their orders, which were to only destroy federal government properties.


  THE SHOTS IN THE CITY


  Suddenly, shockingly, as the two gazed toward the impressive if unfinished Capitol, shots rang out. From the Gallatin house, and perhaps elsewhere.


  One or two Britishers were killed, and several were wounded. A bullet just missed Ross, and hit his horse. The bay mare was killed, with the general tumbling off it, shaken yet unhurt. Another bullet killed the horse of his trumpeter.


  According to some sources, several Maryland militiamen had fired from inside the Gallatin residence, then scurried off into the rough countryside behind it.


  Believing otherwise was Martha Parke Custis Peter, a granddaughter of Martha Washington, and then matron of Georgetown’s lavish Tudor Place estate. She insisted the shooter was a longtime barber for Congress, a high-spirited man named Dickson. An Irishman, he had no love for anything British.


  Some English officers later reported the gunfire came from more than one house, and perhaps even from the Capitol Building.


  Indeed, the day before, a regiment of Virginia militia had arrived in the city. It had about 750 men—but no muskets, flints, nor bullets. In a fruitless search for supplies, these latter-day Minutemen spent the day marching over to the White House and War Department, and then out to the Eastern Branch (the Anacostia River), and then back to Capitol Hill. Its frustrated commander, Col. George Minor, bedded his men down for the night in a deserted House of Representatives. It was one of only three times in US history that troops bivouacked in the halls of Congress. The others were at the start of the Civil War, when Union soldiers took up quarters there due to a feared Confederate attack, and when National Guard soldiers stayed there after the Capitol Riot of 2021.


  The next day, while the fight at Bladensburg raged, the regiment spent frustrating hours at Greenleaf Point armory. Today it’s the site of Fort McNair, across a Potomac inlet at the District’s southwest edge. A youthful bureaucrat there insisted on painstakingly handing out guns and ammo himself to each man. As a result, the regiment missed the battle.


  Later in the day, as American troops fled past the Capitol Building, Colonel Minor, spoiling for a fight, assembled his soldiers near it. Knots of cavalrymen were also gathering, based on hearsay the Americans might make a stand at the massive complex. Indeed, the overmatched secretary of war, John Armstrong, had briefly thought of turning the stone edifice into a fortress. But then word came to hightail it into Maryland. The Virginians left, but some of them may have taken parting shots toward Cockburn and Ross.


  BONFIRES OF THE PROFANITIES


  Whoever was responsible for the fusillade, Admiral Cockburn was enraged. He ordered the Gallatin house burned down. Five British sailors rushed inside and torched the place.


  General Ross sent for reinforcements. And, if there had been any doubt, Cockburn commanded the destruction of the sixty-seven-foot-high Capitol Building.


  The British soldiers rushed toward the houses of Congress. To their left was a hotel, a site where Congress would make its temporary quarters, and where much later the Supreme Court Building would stand.


  The Royal Marines broke open the doors on the east front of the Capitol. They swarmed into the House wing on the south side. The red-curtained chamber had the shape of a compact, slanted octagon, bracketed by Greek columns.
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 An official portrait of the vain, yet very capable, Rear Admiral George Cockburn. He preens in front of the city he burned.


  Mounting the House Speaker’s podium, Cockburn was like a fiery preacher addressing his flock. He harangued his men with a challenge, with words like the following:


  ‘Shall this harbor of Yankee Democracy be burned? This Mobocracy, this insult to our King? All for it will say, ‘Aye’!’


  “Aye!” shouted the troops.


  His invincible army suffered a temporary setback, however. The Marines couldn’t set the House on fire.


  Its architect was Benjamin Latrobe, “the father of American architecture.” Latrobe had so skillfully constructed the place with sturdy materials, such as marble, copper, zinc, and iron, that it wouldn’t catch. Next, the invaders readied their Congreve rockets, which had terrified the militia at Bladensburg. They fired them up into the roof. The missiles scorched its wood and shattered its imported English glass but failed to ignite the sheet iron.


  So the Marines, egged on by Cockburn, made a great pile of mahogany furniture, slaked it with gunpowder from their remaining missiles, and lit a bonfire.


  This blaze caught. The chamber’s twenty-six-foot-high Corinthian columns smoked and cracked apart. Among the artifacts destroyed was a twelve-foot-wide figure of an American eagle rising above the canopied Speaker’s rostrum. (Tuscany sculptor Giuseppe Franzoni had modeled the bird on an actual, preserved eagle that Latrobe acquired from artist Charles Wilson Peale.) Also lost was a large statue of Liberty, her foot stepping on an overturned crown representing the despotic English monarchy.


  Yet the bonfire worked too well. The blaze grew so hot the British had to quit the House of Representatives. They were unable to further stoke the fire, and the fire gave out, sparing the House’s west side. Latrobe’s brick supports saved other rooms.


  But not before a crowing Cockburn picked up a souvenir, a gilded, leather-bound book inscribed, “President of the U. States . . . RECs & EXPENDS U S FOR 1810.” It was President Madison’s own copy of his government’s budget. It contained a $1,000 line item for testing a weapon, developed by inventor Robert Fulton and others, that might have proved useful against Cockburn’s fleet: an underwater torpedo. The admiral would gift the volume, according to The Burning of Washington, to his brother, the royal governor of Bermuda.


  An even more important document went up in smoke: a record of the House’s spending for the current year. It had been in the locked drawer of the clerk of the House, Col. Patrick Magruder. He’d been off fighting with city militia at Bladensburg.


  In contrast to Cockburn, some Brits were glum, not gleeful, about the destruction. One captain later recalled he had “no objection to burn arsenals, dockyards . . . etc. [But] we were horrified at the order to burn elegant ‘Houses of Parliaments’.”


  THE SENATE IS SMOKED, THEN REBORN


  The still-new Capitol then had no central dome, just a wooden walkway connecting the two wings. From the House into the northern, Senate side went the rampaging Brits. There they wreaked even more destruction, as they had more readily combustible material: the original Library of Congress, and its three thousand volumes, then located in an upstairs chamber of the Senate.


  The Marines little cared that many of the books were by British authors, and about British law. The volumes were mixed with busted-up furniture and gunpowder, and another great blaze was set. The thirty-six-foot-high Library room, made of timber, burned fiercely. The Senate’s marble columns collapsed.


  By 9:00 p.m., the glow from the burning Senate and House could be seen as far away as Baltimore, thirty-eight miles to the northeast. From the Virginia side of the Potomac, a US Navy administrator viewed the conflagration as a “sight so repugnant to my feelings, so dishonorable, so degrading to the American character . . . [it] almost palsied my faculties. . . .”
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The magnificent, sturdily constructed Supreme Court chamber survived the British conflagration of 1814, and still stands.


  Still, Latrobe’s keen handiwork provided another firebreak, which saved the Supreme Court chamber. Like the Library, the Court was then housed in the Senate. Latrobe, disdainful of the shoddy original, had in 1808 redone its first-floor space. He added a multi-vaulted ceiling and a bayed arcade independent of the original walls. The architect, an apostle of the Greek Revival style, supported the arches with thick, Ionic columns. It resembles a flying buttress from a medieval cathedral shrunk in size and applied to an ornate courtroom. The masterpiece survived the conflagration and endures to this day.


  His creation had come at a stiff price, however. During its construction Latrobe’s chief aide, John Lenthall, the clerk of the works, removed the vault’s wooden props. This caused some of it to collapse. Lenthall was fatally buried under a tumble of wood and stone. It’s said his spirit curses the place. If so, the hex took full effect in 1814.
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The inestimable Benjamin Latrobe, the “father of American architecture,” built the Capitol Building, then rebuilt it after the rampaging Royal Marines set much of it ablaze.


  After the British invaders departed Washington, Latrobe reconstructed the entire Capitol Building. In 1818, he handed the project off to Boston architect Charles Bulfinch. The latter supplied the finishing touch of the Capitol’s original dome. A phoenix rose from the ashes even better than before.


  A help in the redo was retired President Jefferson. Perhaps he felt guilty over claiming a wartime conquest of British Canada would be a mere “walk in the woods.” America’s leading bookworm sold his private library, the largest in North America, to Congress to replace its lost Library. For $23,950, the Senate wing got 6,487 volumes that spanned the arc of human knowledge, from ancient Athens to the French Enlightenment.


  ARTIFACT EVACUATIONS


  More of the Capitol Building’s contents would have been lost, if not for intrepid House and Senate workers in the days before the invasion. In the House, two assistant clerks, Samuel Burch and John T. Frost, managed to cart away some valuable papers. But they were hamstrung by a dire shortage of wagons, packing material, and beasts of burden. This was due to panic among the populace and the agencies of government which, faced with the Britons’ approach, seized almost all the means of transportation.


  Wrote an out-of-town observer: “Stages, hacks, carts or wagons cannot be procured for love or money. They are all pressed for the military.” Burch and Frost later lamented: “Every thing belonging to the office, together with the library of Congress, we venture to say, might have been removed in time, if carriages could have been procured.”


  A House investigative committee agreed. In late 1814 and early 1815, it concluded that “due precaution and diligence were not exercised to prevent the destruction and loss,” and noted the “neglect to provide the means of transportation.” The supervisor of the two assistant clerks, Magruder, felt compelled to resign.


  Workers at the Senate had more luck, but only through great exertions. A clerk there named Lewis Machen had a job tracking the amendments of bills. As the British threatened, Machen “borrowed” a wagon. With the help of a Senate messenger, an African American named Tobias, he loaded up the conveyance. The trove had documents containing the identity and rank of every US serviceman, as well as the minutes of secret Senate sessions. On the way into Maryland, a wheel broke, so the two “borrowed” a wheel from a blacksmith. The overloaded cart overturned, but they repacked it. They hauled their cargo thirty-five miles into the countryside, safe from the clutches of the foe.


  A NAVAL DILEMMA


  As the torch-bearing British rushed toward the House and Senate, another military leader got ready to ignite a massive blaze. For him, however, the job presented a dreadful prospect.


  Just a mile southeast of the Capitol Building is the Washington Navy Yard, and Thomas Tingey was its portly, sixty-four-year-old commandant. Tingey was a veteran of the undeclared naval brawls of the 1790s with Britain and France. He had then bravely faced down a British manof-war that demanded the “impressing,” or kidnapping, of American sailors to supplement its own crew.


  Recently widowed, Tingey proudly ran the busy Navy Yard and the hundreds of Washingtonians and military personnel working there. Back in 1801, President Jefferson, accompanied by the commandant of the US Marine Corps, had ridden over to the site. The two had selected the location of the Yard, the Marine barracks, and the Marine commandant’s home, just up 8th Street. Architect Latrobe had designed the Yard’s wharves, workplaces, and its imposing entrance, as well as the home of its commandant.


  But on the day of the British invasion, Tingey found himself without a force of Marines or sailors with which to fight. The Yard did contain two first-class warships. Unfortunately, they were still under construction. These were the forty-four-gun frigate the USS Columbia, and the eighteen-gun USS Argus.


  At 2:00 p.m., in the wake of the Bladensburg debacle, Tingey got a grim directive from Secretary of the Navy William Jones. “You will make the necessary preparations,” stated Jones, “for destroying the public shipping and all the naval and military stores and provisions at the Navy Yard. . . .”


  Tingey set a deadline of 8:30 p.m. to carry out the order, unless he learned the enemy had decided against occupying the city. Meanwhile, he ordered his men to place firebombs with fuses on vessels and installations.


  The commandant tried putting off a decision until the last moment. He realized a prevailing southwest breeze could carry sparks from fires in the Yard to nearby homes. He went out to personally warn residents of the danger. But that ignited a panic, according to The Burning of Washington. Frightened women lined up to implore him to spare the Yard.


  Throughout that afternoon and evening, Tingey sent out riders, including his tireless chief clerk, Mordecai Booth, to scout out Washington for the approach of the Brits. At 8:00 p.m., a half hour before the deadline, Booth and another scout reported back. The British were at the Capitol Building, a fifteen-minute march from the Yard.


  The commandant had no choice. At about a quarter past eight, he sent Navy Department personnel about the facility to light the fuses and trails of gunpowder leading to powder kegs. The big ships were set afire. Also ignited were oared galleys, and small scows outfitted with powerful cannons. For Tingey, the destruction of the Columbia, a world-class warship to be, was wrenching. The frigate was just ten days from launch, and from taking on the British fleet. The deliberate destruction was, according to the wife of the Yard’s chaplain, “the most suicidal act ever committed.”


  Tingey yelled at his workers to spare the nimble, six-gun schooner the USS Lynx. For some reason, the British would spare it too. It would later spend six years fighting pirates in the Mediterranean and Caribbean, but it seemed cursed. In 1820, the ship and its forty-seven crew members, while sailing off Jamaica, were lost.


  The Navy workers also ignited the infrastructure for the construction of ships. Up in flames went work sheds, nautical instruments, building tools, blacksmith and painter shops, gunneries, and a sawmill, as well as warehouses filled with rigging, timber, and sails. Tingey ordered that two heavily laden gunboats be cast off, in hopes they could make it down the Eastern Branch. But one sank from the weight of its provisions, and the other, stocked with ammo, beached, its contents looted by locals.


  The commandant’s men ignited the Yard’s stock of munitions as well. Residents throughout the region were awed by the resulting flames shooting skyward, and the thunder of explosions. Not until Pearl Harbor did the US Navy suffer a more distressing day.


  Tingey was a marked man to the British, and his staffers urged him to flee. He shoved off on a rowboat with one of his scouts, Marine captain John Creighton, who earlier had blown up the Eastern Branch bridge adjacent to the Yard. The commandant weighed spending the night on the river, to keep watch on his beloved installation, then thought better of it. Heartsick from watching the fires consume the place, he boated downstream to Alexandria, Virginia, to spend the night. (Days later a British flotilla seized that town, which surrendered without a fight, while offering up many merchant ships and many barrels of tobacco and whiskey.)


  A DOCTOR’S SURPRISE GUESTS


  That evening, more drama broke out at a fine townhome, at 1st Street and A Street, S.E., at the site of the future Library of Congress. Across from the southeast edge of the Capitol Building, it afforded a ringside seat for the congressional inferno. Its owner was a physician, Dr. James Ewell, age forty-one, from one of the region’s most prominent families. His father-in-law was Benjamin Stoddert, the first secretary of the navy. (His hulking townhouse in Georgetown, built in part by Pierre L’Enfant, had underground cisterns that escaped slaves may have later used as part of the Underground Railroad. Benjamin Stoddert’s grandson, Richard Stoddert Ewell, would be a Confederate general at Gettysburg.)


  Dr. Ewell, who had sent his wife to safety, was one of the few to not flee the city. He had stayed to care for an ill patient, according to the book When Britain Burned the White House. He was horrified at the destruction of the Capitol Building across from him, and of the Navy Yard, a spinoff of his father-in-law’s work. “Never shall I forget my
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