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Author’s Note
THE SEED FOR this book was planted in my mind in the aftermath of September 11, 2001, as I listened to so many around me wonder aloud how such atrocities could take place in this country. That is when I found myself remembering a long-ago tour of the White House, where a solemn tour guide pointed to a soot-stained and scorched cellar archway, and related to a group of surprised and suddenly attentive schoolboys how their capital was once invaded and destroyed by a terror-bent “foreign” army.
That memory led me to begin reading about the British assault on Washington during the War of 1812, not with a book of my own in mind, but with a desire to answer the very questions that friends, pundits, and politicians posed in the wake of September 11: How could such things happen here? What might anyone hope to gain? What endures in the wake of such tragedy? Tugging on those threads of history soon led to quite a heap of yarn.
As I read, I was reminded that before there could be a Washington to burn, there had to be a Washington built, and before it was built, men had to want to build it, particularly when there were any number of cities already in existence that could be used as a capital…and on and on…and before long I became a prisoner of the story of how a city that today so many take for granted had come to be. It is a story that I have spent considerable time unraveling—a story that I ultimately felt compelled to pass along.
In the end, I came to see the efforts of Washington, L’Enfant, Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe to build, defend, and rebuild Washington, D.C., in its fledgling years as a microcosm for the building of the nation itself, the first in a never-ending series of internal struggles to preserve our nation and its way of government, prefiguring conflict and political platform-building—hawks versus doves, states-righters versus tax-and-spenders, red-staters versus blue—that plague and inspire us to this day. Furthermore, I found it ironic and instructive that although many of those Britishers who meant to lay waste to Washington had the same surnames and basic religious affiliations as the Presbyterian and Methodist Smiths and Nicholsons and Stuarts with whom they traded musket fire, their intentions had much in common with the men who flew planes into buildings on September 11. For me, it is a reminder that “terrorism” is not the province of any nation or sect. Or, to put it in the words of the immortal Pogo, “We have met the enemy, and he is us.”
Nor was my reading without its more delightful elements. It struck me as equally ironic and instructive, given the general Francophobia of our day, that the man who believed most passionately in the city under attack was French. Maddening, self-absorbed, out of touch, and brilliant, P. Charles L’Enfant became for me as intriguing and powerful a presence as the legendary generals and statesmen of his day. Auden says that “poetry makes nothing happen,” but in essence, L’Enfant was a poet, and, as I hope this account will bear out, he as much as anyone made Washington, D.C., “happen.”
The final irony to touch upon is that it took the burning of Washington by the British to end the controversy as to whether the upstart city should stand as this nation’s capital. Until that time, opinion on the matter was so divided that the Union nearly broke apart at its outset. The city that burns so brightly in the modern political and symbolic firmament was in fact born of its own demise.
Given the amount and quality of scholarship devoted to the founding of this country, I have not aimed to unearth a welter of unreported details but rather to offer a fresh appreciation of this dramatic story. And, because I came to the writing life as a maker of novels, the dictum that all stories spring from character guided me as I went about the telling of this factual one. My hope is that readers will be as intrigued by the parallels between past and present, and as taken by these individuals and their relationships, as I have been.
MIAMI, FLORIDA
 2007

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America…that a district of territory not exceeding ten miles square, to be located as hereafter directed on the River Potowmack…and the same is hereby accepted for the permanent Seat of the Government of the United States.
—RESIDENCE ACT OF 1790
As imagination bodies forth the forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen turns them to shapes, and gives airy nothing a local habitation and a name.
—A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM

PART ONE
Idea of Order


1
Sentinel
THE VANTAGE POINT FOR THIS SURVEILLANCE IS ATOP a hill 571 feet above sea level, looking east from Virginia across the broad Potomac River toward the capital city of the United States. The view, shaded by a dense overhang of trees, is as striking as it is strategic. In the far distance, the dome of the Capitol Building gleams in the late afternoon sun, commanding all the storied monuments that dot the verdant landscape in between. From this spot, Washington looks anything but the locus of world-politik, not at all the picture of an ever-roiling center of intrigue. It looks almost peaceful.
Just across the river below is the Doric assemblage of the Lincoln Memorial, anchoring one end of the Reflecting Pool. At the other end is the giant stone obelisk—once the world’s tallest building—that pays tribute to the founder of the city. On a line thirty degrees or so to the south of the Reflecting Pool is the memorial to the author of the Declaration of Independence, and at an equal angle to the north, just beyond the Federal Reserve Building, is the White House, flanked on the west by the Executive Office Building and on the east by the U.S. Treasury.
One could walk the boundary of this diamond-shaped territory in a little more than an hour: two-thirds of a mile from the Lincoln Memorial northeastward to the White House; a mile or so southeast along Pennsylvania Avenue to the Capitol; a matching leg southwest to the Jefferson Memorial; and a final three-quarters-of-a-mile march back to Lincoln, whose impassive visage has gazed down upon a great range of human activity, from the “I have a dream” oration of Martin Luther King and the massive anti–Vietnam War demonstrations that filled the Mall, to Michael Rennie as a space invader taking a lesson in democracy from a child actor in The Day the Earth Stood Still.
Within the bounds of that trek is virtually every structure of significance to the republic for which they stand—in addition to those named are the Smithsonian Castle, the National Archives, the Supreme Court, the Library of Congress, the National Gallery, the Museum of Natural History, the U.S. Holocaust Memorial, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, the House and Senate office buildings, and on and on.
It is, by any standards, the ultimate destination—for aspirants, admirers, and enemies alike. Over the years, assassins have plied their trade there, as have cause-driven bombers and lunatics of every stripe. By many accounts, the infamous “fourth plane” of September 11, 2001, had set its sights on the Capitol or the White House, before the heroic efforts of the passengers brought it to the ground in rural Pennsylvania.
Such assaults, varied as they have been in nature and motivation, are united in one way: their perpetrators have been drawn to that stretch of territory as inevitably as lightning snaps from roiling storm clouds to the aluminum capstone atop George Washington’s 555-foot monument. The various attacks might have had practical intent and woeful consequences for individuals, but they were in essence symbolic actions, meant to strike against an entire nation. In short, they were acts of terrorism.
The history of such attacks extends well beyond the range of memory. The first, in fact, took place long before much of what is now visible from this spot in Virginia was even built. To be sure, there was a White House, a Capitol, a Patent Office, a Navy Yard, and a War Department. But all that had been built over fierce opposition, and controversy still swirled over Washington’s status as the nation’s capital.
To the invaders, however, the utter obliteration of the Federal City of the United States was a goal of great significance, far more important for its psychological impact than for any tactical value. They understood exactly the sentiments of Peter Charles L’Enfant, the man who designed the city of Washington, when he reasoned that its construction should be accomplished in such a fashion “as to give an idea of the greatness of the empire, as well as to engrave in every mind that sense of respect due to a place which is the seat of a supreme sovereignty.”
L’Enfant, born the son of Pierre Lenfant, a painter employed by the courts of Louis XV and XVI at Versailles, was something of an enthusiast. But he did give up a life of relative ease to travel across the Atlantic with Lafayette and join his alliance with the Continental Army in its fight for independence. L’Enfant spent time as a prisoner of the British during the Revolutionary War, and afterward opted to remain in the former colonies, even anglicizing his given name of Pierre as a sign of his affection for his new home.
Making use of talents inherited from his father, he worked as an artist and architect and would eventually design the first seat of Congress at Federal Hall in New York City. In time he was appointed by George Washington to draw the plans for the controversial new Federal City on the Potomac.
To L’Enfant, Paris was a wonder, and Versailles grand, but the blank canvas that existed at the bend of the “Potowmack” in 1789 offered the possibility for even more. “No nation has ever before the opportunity offered them of deliberately deciding on the spot where their Capital City should be fixed,” he pointed out. And while he acknowledged that “the means now within the power of the Country are not such as to pursue the design to any great extent,” he argued that “the plan should be drawn on such a scale as to leave room for that aggrandizement and embellishment which the increase of the wealth of the Nation will permit it to pursue at any period however remote.”
L’Enfant’s acknowledgment of the difficulties that lay in the path of the development of Washington turned out to be a model of understatement. It was, after all, nearly a hundred years before so much as the placement of a monument to the city’s founder could be resolved. In the interim, critics complained mightily of the city’s isolated nature, of its torrid summer weather, of a lack of everything from firewood to theater to sidewalks.
When Abigail Smith Adams and her husband, John, became the first residents of the President’s Home in November 1800, she described her approach in dramatic terms: “You find nothing but a forest and woods on the way for 16 or 18 miles. Not a village. Here and there a thatched cottage without a single pane of glass.”
To her sister Mary Cranch she spoke of Washington itself as “a quagmire after every rain…and always the chill and the dampness.” They were sentiments shared by many—Northerners dismayed by its geographic setting and Southern opponents of anything that smacked of expansiveness in government—but even Adams’s successor Jefferson, who opposed the choice of Washington as capital, realized that the die was cast. This rawboned Federal City would become the indisputable seat of the United States government, and in 1812 it was the spot from which James Madison, the nation’s fourth president, proclaimed a second war against the British, aiming to settle, once and for all, issues that had dragged on from the end of the Revolution nearly thirty years before.
The War of 1812 was a ragged conflict, crippled in the States by a lack of resolve among the decidedly less-than-united former colonies, and in Britain by a parliament and populace weary from fending off the relentless advances of Napoleon Bonaparte. It was full of indecisive battles, bloody Indian raids on frontier outposts, and desultory interference, on the part of the British, with American shipping interests. During the summer of 1814, there were reports of a significant massing of British naval forces off the Maryland shores, but there had been regular depredations up and down that part of the American coastline, and most conjectured that the target would be the port of Baltimore.
Certainly, little thought was given to Washington. The unfortified city had next to no commercial trading, and its tactical value was nil. Not much was changed from the days when Abigail Adams described the area as “romantic…but a wilderness.” When Congress was out of session, the place became a ghost town, and there was still the occasional proposal being floated around Congress to move the seat of government back to Philadelphia.
But on the morning of August 24, 1814, pandemonium erupted when an elite force of British infantrymen was discovered to be marching on Washington City with the intent of teaching the upstart Americans a lesson in “hard war” and reducing their capital to ashes.
History is silent as to the exact whereabouts that day of L’Enfant, whose influence and circumstances had considerably diminished. “In Washington, though not living on the streets, I hope,” offers the noted historian and L’Enfant biographer Kenneth R. Bowling. L’Enfant had refused to leave the city that shunned him, frequenting its streets in eccentric garb, trailed by a faithful hound. Whatever his feelings as British troops poured across the ill-defended bridge at Bladensburg, astonishment could not have been among them, however. If he had overheard Secretary of War John Armstrong dismiss the designs of the British for “this sheep walk,” L’Enfant would have very heatedly begged to differ. Had he still held the ear of the commander-in-chief and his advisers, the magnitude of the disaster might not have been so great.
 
L’ENFANT STILL KEEPS watch over his city, though the vigil is a symbolic one. His resting place—moved from a Maryland pasture nearly a century after his death—sits here, atop the highest point in Arlington National Cemetery, a hundred yards or so uphill from the grave of John F. Kennedy and in the shadow of the formidable Arlington House, once the residence of Robert E. Lee and taken by the Union during the Civil War.
Crowds are guided by park rangers through Arlington House every hour on the hour, and—no news—there is a steady flow of visitors to the Kennedy graves. Few are drawn to disturb L’Enfant’s quiet contemplation, however.
His monument is a simple, table-shaped sculpture that reverts his name to “Major Pierre Charles L’Enfant,” and bears a carved likeness of his 1791 blueprint for the city, which has finally come to exist in the shimmering distance beyond.
We do not know what L’Enfant thought of the irony that it took the devastation of the city by an invading army to bring his countrymen around to an appreciation of what Washington could become. Still, gazing out across the Potomac at the “idea of the greatness of empire” that has taken shape, it is tempting to speculate. He would feel pride, unquestionably. As for the events of days such as September 11, 2001, and August 24, 1814, grim resignation, too.

2
If You Build It, They Will Come
EVEN BY THE CRUEL STANDARDS OF WASHINGTON SUMMERS, the late-August day was shaping up as a scorcher. By noon the temperature was nearing 100 degrees and the humidity nearly matched it. It was weather that sapped energy, frayed tempers, and threatened to tip the already desperate mood of the populace—which had never expected that war would come so close to the American capital—into full-fledged panic.
The president had already fled Washington, and the commanders of three separate military defense teams struggled to bring their forces into a tenable position at the northeastern fringes of a rapidly emptying city. As they scrambled about, an invading army headed by two of the world’s most feared military leaders—one a cool tactician, the other a brutal master of force—advanced steadily from their beachhead on Chesapeake Bay.
It was no dream, no drill, no fanciful scenario from the pages of a doomsday novel. An ill-prepared and fractured army, crippled by partisan wrangling over whether a need for military preparedness truly existed, was the only obstacle to the obliteration of the seat of the world’s premier experiment in democratic rule.
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LAST-MINUTE EFFORTS to mount a defense proved futile. Communication between the president—driven to ground somewhere in the tangled forests of Virginia or Maryland—and U.S. commanding general William Winder had broken down, and the only forces with significant combat experience (fewer than two thousand) were routed when the invaders loosed a barrage of experimental rockets upon their positions. By midnight, all U.S. forces were in full retreat, and their commanders—save for one able captain of privateers—were discredited and disgraced.
The Capitol Building was destroyed, and with it the Library of Congress and the Supreme Court. The U.S. Treasury lay in ashes. Also in ruins were the War Department and the State Department and the Navy Yard. The nation’s capital lay lit by the flames of its own demise.
As for the ultimate symbol of the city, the president’s home: “We found a supper there all ready,” one of the invading officers reported, “which many of us speedily consumed…and drank some very good wine also.” After they had eaten the president’s dinner and upended the table where they had sat, they set a torch to that building and, as it burned, stumbled out into the Washington night, drunk not only with wine but also with the ease with which they had routed the American defenders.
They were a small but seasoned group of operatives, well skilled in this sort of mission. It was no classic military undertaking, this assault on Washington, but a carefully calculated guerrilla strike, meant to bring “hard war” to America, to instill fear in the hearts of the populace and deliver an unequivocal message: Submit or die.
And by all appearances, this first terrorist attack launched on American soil had succeeded beyond all expectations. The operation had been carried out with the loss of only sixty-four men, and in the space of one afternoon and evening. Every hallowed institution of the American capital had been obliterated, and the remnants of the citizenry cowered as the boot heels of foreign invaders cracked on the District pavement.

3
The Winds of a War
THE DEVASTATION OF THE NEW CAPITAL CITY WAS AS much a shock to the young nation as it was an outrage. Few had seen it coming, but then that is the very aim of terrorist operations. As for the roots of the assault, however, the perspective of history suggests that the thirty years that had passed since the end of the Revolutionary War constituted a temporary pause in battle between the two sides rather than a cessation and a new beginning.
Military historians have only recently begun to reconsider the importance of what was once dismissed as “Mr. Madison’s War.” In his 1989 book, The War of 1812: A Forgotten Conflict, Donald R. Hickey began a process of reevaluation that continues to this day, arguing that the true end of the American Revolution came with the resolution of the War of 1812, formalized by the Treaty of Ghent in 1815. Only then, Hickey and others now contend, were the issues settled that had opened the rift between the American colonies and Great Britain. With the conclusion of the War of 1812 the United States became truly independent of its former colonial ties and took its place as a player on the world stage with the great powers of Europe.
Prior to America’s declaration of war in 1812, the country’s reputation remained that of the upstart prodigal, and England continued to harbor substantial concerns about its former and current North American colonies. The Crown was determined that Canada should remain its possession, in spite of the covetous glances cast toward their northern neighbor by certain expansionist-minded American politicians. There was also some fear that one day the colonists might make their way across the vast U.S. continent to the Pacific Coast and threaten British holdings in Oregon.
But of far greater concern to Great Britain and her various allies—including the Germans, Russians, and Austrians—was Napoleon Bonaparte, who had been successfully pursuing his stated goal of world conquest since the turn of the century. Napoleon had trounced the Prussians at Jena-Auerstedt in 1806 and the Austrians at Wagram in 1809, and had gained command of the continent of Europe. As Admiral Horatio Nelson’s decisive victory over the French fleet at Trafalgar in 1805 had proven, though, the power of the French navy remained second to that of Britain. If he could not defeat the British on the seas, Napoleon reasoned, he could try to subvert that British navy’s power though diplomatic and economic maneuvering. In 1806 he issued the Berlin Decree, forbidding any European nation to trade with Great Britain.
King George III countered with the Orders in Council, which declared that no nation’s ships could dock at any continental port (and thus trade directly or indirectly with France) unless those ships docked first in England to be inspected and to pay appropriate duties for the privilege of carrying on trade with the continent. Napoleon responded with the Milan Decree of 1807, arguing that any ships submitting to these British conditions were, in effect, agents of Great Britain and thus could be seized by the French.
Traders and manufacturers in the United States—their ships and property now subject to seizure at the whim of two foreign powers—were outraged at being caught in the middle of this European tit-for-tat. Thomas Jefferson, president since 1801 and suspicious of “entanglements” in European politics, attempted to withdraw the United States from the economic battlefield by issuing the Embargo Act of 1807, which banned American trade with any foreign nation. It was a miscalculation on Jefferson’s part, however, for during the two years the act was in place the U.S. economy nearly collapsed. Foreign trade plummeted—from more than $100 million in 1807 to slightly more than $20 million the following year. The only trade that continued was illegal, much of it conducted by American trading ships that moved to home ports in the Caribbean, from which they plied only foreign cities, thus risking capture by both British and French naval forces.
Adding to the anger in the United States was the regular practice of impressment of Americans by the commanders of British naval vessels. A captain of a British warship might at any time force an American merchant ship to heel to at cannon-point, board her, and remove any American sailors deemed to be deserters, remanding these unfortunate men for duty in the British navy. Chronically short of hands in their fight with the French, British naval officers were not at all troubled that most of the so-called “deserters” were U.S. citizens; good help was increasingly difficult to come by.
British support of the indigenous Indian populations on the northern and western frontiers of the new nation further aggravated Anglo-American discord. The British supplied arms and other assistance to tribes opposed to American encroachment on their lands as a pragmatic form of foreign aid. Armed and able bands of Native American tribes formed a convenient barrier between the United States and Canada and also slowed the inexorable movement of settlers toward the West. But the practice infuriated such westerners as Kentucky congressman Henry Clay and governor of the Indiana Territory William Henry Harrison, who in 1811 joined the vociferous “War Hawks” hounding President James Madison (a Democratic-Republican like his predecessor Jefferson) to declare a formal state of war with Great Britain.
Though the issues of trade barriers, kidnapped sailors, and marauding Indians had contributed to significant discontent among Americans, the fervor of the War Hawks was matched by the staunch opposition to war of the much-diminished but still combative Federalist Party. The remaining influence of the Federalists lay with New Englanders, who were particularly opposed to funding a war that they believed would be fought primarily at the behest of Western expansionist interests, especially when the country was in such dire financial straits.
The stalemate between the hawks and the doves might have continued longer were it not for President Madison’s announcement in March of 1812 that a British spy had been apprehended in Washington, D.C. John Henry, an Irishman alleged to be in the employ of the Crown, was reportedly found in possession of papers documenting a supposed plot hatched between Massachusetts governor Elbridge Gerry and the British government for the secession of the New England states and a return of their allegiance to the British Empire.
Subsequent inquiry proved the far-fetched “plot” to be a politically motivated fiction given unwarranted credence by both Madison and his secretary of state, James Monroe (think “Remember the Maine” or “weapons of mass destruction”). But the scare nonetheless gave Representative Henry Clay of Kentucky the leverage he needed to persuade his colleagues in Congress to authorize a significant expansion of the regular army, at the time just 4,000 men, and of a navy that could not claim a single major gunship. Congress’s approval of a standing army of 30,000 and the building of a dozen men-of-war was largely a symbolic action for a country with only $100,000 in its national treasury, but the decision nonetheless constituted the first significant and deliberate step toward war.
In Great Britain, meanwhile, many members of Parliament were calling for a reconsideration of their strained relationship with the former colonies. Napoleon’s mighty march toward Russia was under way, and if that campaign proved successful, France would have control of nearly half the world’s landmass. In the face of such a prospect, the last thing Britain needed was an armed conflict with the United States to drain away its resources.
Others in Parliament worried that secret negotiations were under way for an alliance between France and the United States, though those fears were actually as groundless as the preposterous claims that the New England colonies were plotting to rejoin the Crown. The truth was that Napoleon still harbored a desire to reclaim the Louisiana territories, if not the whole of the North American continent. He intended to turn to America once he had dispensed with the Russians and added the larger part of Asia to his fold.
Certainly the former colonies harbored no fondness for the French, for the economic sanctions and predations imposed on American sea trade by Napoleon’s government were every bit as oppressive as the Orders in Council shipping restrictions levied by Great Britain. Furthermore, in an 1812 report to Congress, Madison calculated that while the British navy had seized 389 American ships since 1807, the French had taken 558.
Ironically enough, debate on the necessity for war reached its height in the U.S. houses of Congress at the same time that the British government was moving steadily toward a repeal of the onerous Orders in Council. On June 1, Madison—up for reelection that fall—sent a message to Congress declaring that war with Great Britain had become a necessity. The House, swayed by the bombast of Representative Clay and his fellow War Hawks, endorsed the president’s call, voting for war on June 4 by a margin of 79–49.
Matters were not so simple in the Senate. One alternative measure introduced there called for armed engagements between the two countries to be limited to those between British naval vessels and American commercial ships defending their rights to free passage. Another would have allowed for similar limited naval engagements against both Great Britain and France.
But the end was inevitable. Even among Federalists, a party that for the most part opposed the war, members were influenced by their own political self-interest, and politicians worried, then as now, that opposing the war might be seen as unpatriotic. Chief among the image-makers was one of the staunchest opponents of the call for war, Senator Stephen Bradley of Vermont, who somehow found it impossible to reach Washington in time for a crucial vote on June 17. On that day the Senate voted 19–13 in favor of Madison’s call, and the following day the president signed a formal declaration of war against Great Britain.
As fortune would have it, precisely two days before that final vote the British Parliament announced that it would rescind the much-loathed Orders in Council. In the contemporary world, such news would have flashed across the Atlantic in less than an eye-blink. The good Senator Bradley from Vermont would have found himself a helicopter or private jet to rush him down to Washington for an impassioned excoriation of those who would have the country go to war with a nation willing to compromise. As it was, however, more than two weeks passed before the packet ship carrying the momentous news from London docked in New York City. By that time the United States had already geared up the engines of battle.
Secretary of State James Monroe, a decorated veteran of the Revolutionary War and a man considered by many to be Madison’s intellectual equal, declared on June 13 that in spite of America’s shaky finances, her military deficiencies, and the divided opinion of the populace as to the wisdom of the undertaking, “we shall succeed in obtaining what it is important to obtain, and that we shall experience little annoyance or embarrassment in the effort.”
It was widely predicted that, at the very least, U.S. ships would soon be able to ply the high seas in safety again and the supply of British aid to marauding frontier Indians would be brought to a halt. And perhaps, as some of the nation’s politicians hoped, the United States might just take possession of Canada as well.
History contains examples of times when the mission of war is accomplished as easily as predicted, and without great cost. But, to put it mildly, they have been few and far between. Had anyone whispered to Madison or Monroe what the cost of this conflict would prove to be, had able soothsayers warned of deadly conflicts with Native Americans stretching onward for the better part of the century, had they portrayed a future Canada resolutely independent of the Union, or had they painted a picture of the capital of the United States as a scorched ruin, would that call for war have come so easily?
There is some recompense for the fact that conciliatory word from Britain came too late and that no convincing soothsayers stepped forward. As Donald Hickey and other historians have argued, despite its high cost and the uncertainties that lingered after its close, “Mr. Madison’s War” brought America of age as an independent nation, rallying the union as never before, and ushering in an unprecedented and virtually unduplicated “Era of Good Feeling” in American politics. And it created in Washington, D.C., a city of power and a locus of national pride where none had existed before.
It can be argued that the nation as a whole was forged in this conflict’s fire, and in particular by the fires that consumed its capital in 1814. But to fully appreciate the events that finally turned the tide in this “second war of independence,” we have to turn to a few matters surrounding the conclusion of the first.

4
First Orders of Business
SOME MODERN PUNDITS MIGHT QUIBBLE WITH THE notion of Washington as the “preeminent” American city, mentioning others that are older, richer, or more culturally influential, but few would argue against its position as the dominant political symbol of the country. As a friend once noted in passing, “Washington is like Paris. It’s just there. It’s always been there.” Which is, of course, an exaggeration.
When George Washington defeated Lord Cornwallis at Yorktown, Virginia, in October of 1781, the city of Washington was not “there,” nor had it yet been conceived of. Two and a quarter centuries later the two communities have swapped positions in the world order. Yorktown still exists, now a tiny hamlet of 203 souls on the outskirts of Newport News; about 125 miles north on the Potomac is Washington, now with 582,000 residents.
Yet at the time that George Washington was laying siege to it, Yorktown was the most important community in all America. Cornwallis had established a position there at the mouth of the York River on Chesapeake Bay, from which he could maintain contact with the forces of General Clinton, his counterpart operating in New York. Washington, who had been readying a major campaign against Clinton, realized that Cornwallis’s position was the more vulnerable, and with the aid of the French fleet and the ground forces of Count de Rochambeau, he decided to head south instead. The combined French and American forces surrounded Cornwallis, forced his surrender on October 19, 1781, and effectively put an end to the War of the Revolution.
Shortly thereafter, Parliament voted against further hostilities against the colonies and authorized King George to begin negotiations for peace. Though there were some minor skirmishes—including several retaliatory raids by troops on Native American settlements—Yorktown marked the close of serious fighting, and the Treaty of Paris, signed on September 3, 1783, confirmed the settlement of the war.
On November 2 of that year, George Washington delivered his farewell address to his army, and on December 23 he appeared before the U.S. Congress to resign his commission. While a number of Washington’s troops were mustered out in November, most of the Continental Army was officially discharged on the first day of the new year of 1784. Among them was Pierre Charles L’Enfant, who had come to the colonies in 1777, having accepted a commission as a lieutenant in the Continental Army offered by Silas Deane, the Connecticut member of the Continental Congress who had been secretly dispatched to Paris in search of support for the war effort.
L’Enfant had studied architecture and drawing under his father, Pierre Lenfant, at the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture, and like many of his young French counterparts he had been inspired by the American cause for liberty. He was not yet twenty-three when he volunteered, sailing from France on February 14 with Major General Jean-Baptiste Tronson de Courday and a corps of fellow French engineers. They arrived in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, in April, about a month before the nineteen-year-old Lafayette and his swashbuckling troops.
If as eager as Lafayette, L’Enfant (who may have added the apostrophe to his family name in order to add luster to his image) lacked any training whatsoever as a soldier, and beyond his architecture studies he had no schooling or practical experience in the field of engineering. Courday’s own evaluation of L’Enfant to the U.S. Congress noted that while the young man may have been a talented illustrator, he exhibited little potential as an engineer, save perhaps for the decorative embellishment of plans.
In December of 1777 the Congress ordered L’Enfant to Boston to serve as an assistant to another newly arrived European sympathizer with the American cause, the German army hero Frederich von Steuben, former aide-de-camp to Frederick the Great and future author of the standard U.S. military regulations manual. L’Enfant accompanied von Steuben from Boston to York, Pennsylvania, where the Continental Congress had been forced to relocate after the British occupied Philadelphia. In York, von Steuben undertook preparations for his most valuable contribution to the American war effort, the training of George Washington’s troops during the miserable winter of 1777–78 that they spent bivouacked at Valley Forge.
The ability of von Steuben to marshal his rigorous Prussian style to create a sense of esprit de corps among the bedraggled, ill-provisioned Continental Army may have turned the tide of the war. When Washington and his lightly regarded troops managed a draw with the British forces of General Clinton at Monmouth in the following summer, it forced a withdrawal of the British from Philadelphia and cemented von Steuben’s influence with his new allies.
Meanwhile, von Steuben introduced his ambitious young French assistant L’Enfant to various aides to Washington, including Alexander Hamilton, Henry Knox, John Laurens, and James Monroe, as well as to the great General Washington himself. L’Enfant executed a portrait of Washington there at Valley Forge, and though the simple penciled sketch has long since been lost, the drawing and its maker apparently pleased the subject greatly. Washington made regular use of L’Enfant as a courier from that point on, and he found himself defending the talents of the exuberant young Frenchman on many occasions to come.
Von Steuben too seemed pleased with his young assistant, who was described by his contemporary William W. Corcoran as “a tall, erect man, fully six feet in height, finely proportioned, nose prominent, of military bearing, courtly air and polite manners…a man who would attract attention in any assembly.” (L’Enfant’s appearance remains a matter of some conjecture, given that Corcoran’s remarks—the most detailed that survive—were reported secondhand nearly one hundred years after the Frenchman’s death. The only verified contemporary likeness that exists is a silhouette executed by Sarah DeHart in 1785, featuring that prominent nose and still hanging in the U.S. Department of State.) In April of 1779, von Steuben was successful in persuading Congress to promote L’Enfant to the rank of captain of engineers, retroactive to the time of his arrival in Valley Forge the previous February. In addition, von Steuben commissioned L’Enfant to provide eight illustrations for his Regulations, Orders, and Discipline for the Army of the United States (it would endure until 1812 as the basic manual for the service), an endeavor that brought the young new captain a congressional bonus of $500.
Though his association with von Steuben provided political and financial benefits, the irrepressible L’Enfant seemed to chafe in his assistant’s role. When John Laurens offered him the command of a corps of slaves he hoped to raise near Charleston, South Carolina, L’Enfant quickly accepted, leaving von Steuben for the American South, intent on an active role in countering the British offensive there.
Laurens, a staunch abolitionist who had grown up in South Carolina, nonetheless seems to have underestimated the political realities he was up against in the region, and was unable to raise the troops he hoped for. L’Enfant found himself without the promised command and reattached to the engineering corps. Worse yet, he was isolated in the American South and subject to the whims of superiors who lacked the same appreciation von Steuben had held of his talents.
L’Enfant had not come this far to sit on his hands, however. In October of 1779 he joined an attempt to set fire to the British fortifications at Savannah, a city that had fallen to the British late the year before. While leading the advance guard of an American column, L’Enfant suffered a serious leg wound that left him unconscious and presumed dead on the field. When a fellow soldier realized he was still breathing, L’Enfant was dragged to safety, then taken to a Charleston hospital where he stayed until the following January. Still leaning on a crutch and dependent upon alcohol and opiates to dull the lingering pain in his leg, L’Enfant helped to defend Charleston against the British siege of May 1780. Ultimately, however, the Southern defenders were forced to surrender and he was taken prisoner.
In accordance with practices of the time, L’Enfant was soon paroled by the British to the adjacent Christ Church Parish, on the condition that he provide no further military service to the American forces. In July of 1781 he was released from his confinement to the parish. He traveled to Philadelphia, where, in January of 1782, he became part of a formal prisoner exchange, which permitted him to resume his duties as an officer.
At that point his old friend Laurens wrote to revive the prospect of a command of freed slaves, but experience seems to have hardened L’Enfant to such schemes. He turned Laurens down and instead wrote to Washington himself, requesting a promotion to major in the corps of engineers. The leader of America’s forces responded by praising the young man, but he did not offer a promotion.
Still, the engineer would not be stymied long. In April of 1782 the French ambassador, Anne-Cesar La Luzerne, approached Washington with a request that a pavilion be built in Philadelphia to honor the birth of the French Dauphin, the child who would become Louis XVII. Luzerne furthermore proposed that one Pierre Charles L’Enfant, French-trained architect and noted hero of the American war effort, be commissioned for the building’s design. Washington, who had favored L’Enfant from their days together at Valley Forge, and who depended mightily on the maintenance of cordial relations with the French, was quick to give his assent.
The commission was L’Enfant’s first, and unlike projects that would follow, this one was completed quickly and without incident. The celebration of the Dauphin’s birthday took place in L’Enfant’s newly constructed pavilion just three months later, on July 15, 1782. With eleven hundred influential individuals in attendance, it was said to have been the most extravagant party ever to take place in the fledgling republic. Guests, who included Washington, Thomas Paine, Robert Morris, John Dickinson, and Count Rochambeau, gathered in a sixty-by-forty-foot hall that L’Enfant had decorated in the exuberant fashion that would become characteristic of his work: one end of the room was dominated by a rendering of a rising sun and thirteen stars, evocative of the emerging colonies; the other end was anchored by a fulsome sun beaming down from its zenith, standing for France. It was a triumph for the novice architect, and one that would change the course of his life.
 
WASHINGTON’S DEFEAT OF Cornwallis at Yorktown had proven to be a watershed event, and the remainder of 1782 was marked by a steady winding down of efforts on both sides. The British had withdrawn from Savannah on June 11, and a minor engagement between U.S. and Crown forces on the Combahee River in South Carolina on August 27 marked the last fighting between the two sides. On November 30, 1782, the British signed a preliminary peace agreement in Paris recognizing American independence and pledging to withdraw forces from the former colonies. On December 14, the British left Charleston, giving up their last significant foothold in the United States. Though the formal Treaty of Paris would not be signed for nearly a year and the Continental Army would remain standing meanwhile, the war was over.
L’Enfant’s fortunes continued on the rise as well. On May 2, 1783, he received his long-sought promotion to major by a special resolution of Congress, recommended by a committee that included another supporter from the Valley Forge days, Alexander Hamilton. Says biographer Kenneth Bowling, “The rank was so meaningful to L’Enfant, and he clung so tightly to it for the rest of his life, that many of his contemporaries…could have believed that his first name was ‘Major.’”
Shortly thereafter, a group of Continental Army veterans, including L’Enfant and presided over by von Steuben, met in Fishkill, New York, to form the Society of the Cincinnati, an organization open to both French and American army and navy officers who had served during the war. The aim of the group, named after the fifth-century BC Roman military leader, was partly honorific and partly social, but there were also common interests to pursue with Congress, including issues of back pay, pensions, and payments to widows and children of those who had died in action.
Von Steuben thought it a good idea that a medal be struck for members of this society and appointed L’Enfant to design it, along with other appropriate iconography. In short order, L’Enfant returned with the concept of the eagle as the central symbol for the society, no doubt inspired by the actions of Congress, which had adopted the same creature for the country’s official seal during the previous year.
In her discussion of the symbology chosen to represent the newly formed nation, the architectural historian Pamela Scott notes that the Great Seal eagle—initially proposed by the Philadelphia lawyer William Barton—was destined to become the most popular emblem of them all, a veritable shorthand notation for the United States itself. Some assume that the bald eagle was chosen because its range is limited to North America. They also point to such occasions as Creek chief Tomo Chachi Mico’s presentation in 1734 of a clutch of eagle feathers to King George II with the words “These are the feathers of the Eagle, which is the Swiftest of Birds and who flieth all round our Nation.” But as Scott points out, the eagle has been a symbol of supreme authority since the days of the Romans.
L’Enfant’s renderings for the society, though decidedly less bellicose than those featuring the arrow-clutching bird of the federal seal, found great favor in the group. Washington, who was elected the first permanent president of the Cincinnati, was so taken with the design and motto (“He abandons everything to serve his country”) that he asked L’Enfant to travel to Paris, where he was to share news of the society with their French counterparts and have his drawings engraved and the society’s medals struck. Society members raised $300 for the costs associated with the enterprise, though, as Washington made clear, those monies were to be used solely for the expenses of producing the society’s artifacts.
The return to Paris might well have been one more in a series of small but significant triumphs for L’Enfant, who still had yet to reach his thirtieth birthday. Around this same time, in June of 1783, little more than a month after he had received his long-coveted promotion to major in the Continental Army, he was appointed by Louis XVI to the rank of captain in the French Provisional Army and was awarded an annual pension of 300 livres (equivalent to perhaps $1,500 in today’s dollars).
In addition, Steuben appointed L’Enfant as chief engineer on what would turn out to be an ill-conceived mission to Canada, where he was to inspect the British forts erected on the Great Lakes and help prepare for their transfer to United States control. L’Enfant agreed willingly, but the transfers never took place, and when the young inspector applied to Superintendent of Finance Robert Morris for reimbursement of the expenses he had incurred, Morris denied the petition. Only pressure from von Steuben and others sympathetic to L’Enfant resulted in the payment of the claim. It might have seemed a needless complication at the time, but history would come to prove that where money and L’Enfant were connected, nothing was ever simple.
L’Enfant had returned to his duty station with the Corps of Engineers at West Point by the time Washington authorized leave for the trip to Paris. L’Enfant assured the general that he would undertake this travel at his own expense, and with copies of the society’s constitution and letters of introduction to every French officer of influence in hand, he reached Paris in December of 1783.
Although he succeeded in finding artists he considered qualified to render the society’s artifacts and soon persuaded the king to permit French officers to join the society and wear its insignia, L’Enfant was having problems on another score. “The reception which the Cincinnati met with,” he wrote his friend Hamilton, “…induced me to appear in that country in a manner consistent with the dignity of the society of which I was regarded as the representative…. My abode at court produced expenses far beyond the sums I first thought of.”
From a young man who had come of age amid the excess at Versailles, such a statement sounds disingenuous, but there is no doubt that L’Enfant far outstripped his budget and that of the society within a very short time. The bill from Duval and Francastel, where he had ordered the medals struck, came to 22,303 livres (the equivalent of more than $100,000, and a rather shocking sum, given the sixty or so livres [$300] that his fellow society members had sent him off with for such purposes).
By April, L’Enfant was back in the United States, leaving behind that enormous unpaid bill and several others, as a matter for the new American ambassador to France, Thomas Jefferson, to deal with. Though Jefferson may not have been happy with the mess he had inherited, Hamilton and other society members were delighted with the quality of the medals and other materials that L’Enfant brought back, and Hamilton promised to see what he could do about the bills.
Although the society did eventually pay most of the debts incurred on its behalf, L’Enfant was still suffering from the results of his profligacy nearly three years later. In 1786 he wrote an impassioned letter of some forty pages to the Cincinnati, complaining that he was still being hounded for debts undertaken on their behalf in Europe, and that his honor was at stake. Years later, L’Enfant would complain to Washington that the matter of his French debt had cost him the support of Lafayette, and that his dashing young fellow countryman was now standing in the way of any further favors he might receive from the French court.
Meanwhile, money matters came more and more to occupy L’Enfant’s attention. In 1784, shortly after his discharge from the Continental Army, the government issued a statement estimating that he was owed $29,323 in back pay, a sum that would earn him an annual interest payout of $1,759. L’Enfant quarreled with the government’s figures, however, insisting in a letter to Continental Army commander and society president Henry Knox that he was due in addition several months’ pay for his time spent in Paris on the Cincinnati’s behalf, and that he was in line for promotion to the rank of brigadier general. With that promotion he hoped to lead a newly created permanent Army Corps of Engineers, the establishment of which he saw as crucial to “the securing to the United States of a peaceful and tranquil enjoyment of liberty.”
On December 13, 1784, L’Enfant sent Congress a lengthy “memorial,” or petition, proposing the formation and detailing his concept of the new agency, which he felt should be charged with the responsibility of building and maintaining the new nation’s harbor fortifications and frontier outposts. Though the war with England was at an end, L’Enfant argued, the protection of the country’s harbors and the settlers willing to push the western boundaries outward were matters “necessary” to the continued development of the nation. His warnings were prescient, considering the dire struggles that would ensue in extending the frontier over the following decades, but L’Enfant was hard-pressed to convince the war-weary, cash-strapped, and still divided Congress that such a costly program should be undertaken.
In addition to the ambitious expansion of the nation’s defenses, L’Enfant proposed that the corps would also be responsible for maintaining all forts already in existence, for the upkeep of all federal buildings—civil and military alike—and for the repair of all the country’s roads and bridges. As something of an afterthought, L’Enfant also suggested that the corps be given the added duty of building the still hazily conceived “Federal City.”
Nor was L’Enfant above attempts to elicit the sympathies of his audience. If Congress did not find its way clear to an adoption of his plan, he declared, “I should now be doubly disappointed…for by remaining here I have lost the opportunity of getting employment in my own country.” He went on to add that no less distinguished a patron than Brigadier General Thaddeus Kosciusko, the Polish engineer who had designed the fortress called “America’s Gibraltar” at West Point, among other notable fortifications, “gave me the flattering expectation at being at the head of a Department…. The attachment I bear and the anxiety I feel for the present and future happiness of a country for which I have fought and bled” was the motivating force behind the submission of his proposal, L’Enfant asserted.
In advocating for the establishment of the corps, he enumerated the various qualifications of the capable engineer: “the good performance of their duty being to depend upon their real knowledge of several sciences.” He included in these arithmetic, geometry, mechanism (physics), architecture, hydraulics, drawing, and natural philosophy, and expounded upon the latter as “being necessary to judge of the nature of [building materials]…the quality of the elements, that of the water and of the air being necessary…with a view to avoid making establishment in any place which might be injurious.” For an individual who had received no formal education in engineering, civil or otherwise, L’Enfant’s detailed memorial suggests that he managed to pick up a fair amount of useful knowledge in his few years of on-the-job training. And whatever the depth of his scientific expertise, his stated concerns for the impact of a project on its environment placed him well ahead of his time.
To undertake all of this work, L’Enfant proposed the authorization of three companies of one hundred men apiece, headed by a command structure of ten officers: an adjutant, three lieutenants, three captains, a major, a lieutenant colonel, and a brigadier general, who would decide exactly what these troops would do, and who would be, of course, L’Enfant.
As biographer Bowling points out, the document is a remarkable work, notwithstanding its self-serving aspects, for it had no precedent in America. The United States barely had a government, much less a bureaucracy, when L’Enfant laid out his vision for a department of public works. But that same nascent and fragile quality of the government was what doomed any realistic hopes for such an ambitious undertaking.
The Congress, while a body that represented the whole of the new United States, was composed of individuals who, then as now, represented a wide range of competing local interests. Though enough of a consensus had been reached among the colonies’ representatives to fight and win the war against the British, it is telling that more than 100,000 of the 2.5 million residents of the colonies, or four percent, declared themselves loyal to the king and decamped for Canada, England, and points beyond over the course of the conflict. That figure does not reflect the vastly greater number of individuals who essentially “rode the fence” throughout the war, far more concerned with their personal well-being than with questions of allegiance to a government.
When the conflict finally came to an end, representatives to the Continental Congress were most concerned with the practical question of who was going to foot the bill for what had been spent and with ensuring that their states were adequately compensated. They had little interest in costly new federal programs, no matter how compelling in outline or nature. The committee to which L’Enfant’s proposal was diverted reported back promptly that no such program seemed necessary, and though L’Enfant was to renew his plea when Henry Knox was appointed secretary of war a few months later, that appeal fared no differently.
Now a civilian and with no apparent prospects for a renewed commission in the peacetime army, L’Enfant followed Congress to its temporary seat in New York City. The relocation of the government also attracted a number of L’Enfant’s influential friends and associates to the city, including Alexander Hamilton and the French ambassador, Comte de Moustier.
Despite Congress’s rejection of his plans for a permanent and powerful corps of engineers, it must have been a hopeful period for the thirty-year-old L’Enfant. He had journeyed from his native France, arriving even before such luminaries as Lafayette, to fight and nearly die for the ideals of liberty. Not only had he lived to tell the story, but he had found friendship and patronage among the most prominent men in this new world. He had been entrusted with missions of military and diplomatic significance, and with a romantic temperament forged in the extravagant milieu of prerevolutionary Versailles, he could easily put behind him the matters of a few outstanding debts and a politically motivated rebuff.
In New York City, as the new democracy took shape, he would surely find the important role that he was meant to play.

5
Coming of Age
IF THE MOVE TO NEW YORK DID NOT CATAPULT L’ENFANT to immediate success, it nonetheless allowed for his steady advancement. He enjoyed the friendship of Hamilton, who had risen to prominence as an attorney and banker in the city, as well as the patronage of Moustier, who made regular petitions to the French government in support of L’Enfant’s requests for relief of his debts. In one letter to his mother, L’Enfant suggested that he had at long last come to feel as if he had a place in his adopted land, and even hinted at the possibility of romance. “If I were easy enough in my mind to enjoy the pleasures of society,” he wrote, then Moustier’s “charming” sister-in-law, the Marquise de Brehan, “would make any man happy,” but nothing ever came of that attraction.
L’Enfant landed the first of his choice assignments when, in 1787, Congress finally decided upon the placement of a monument to honor General Richard Montgomery, killed during the Battle of Quebec on New Year’s Eve of 1775 (thereby becoming the first of the American generals to die in battle). The statue had been authorized in 1776, and was executed—at the behest of then minister to Paris Benjamin Franklin—by Jean-Jaques Caffieri, youngest in a long line of sculptors to serve the king of France. The sculpture arrived in North Carolina in 1778, packed in several boxes, but as there were more immediate concerns facing the colonies at the time, it languished in a warehouse until the end of the war.
Congress originally intended for the work to be installed in Philadelphia’s Independence Hall, but the move to New York apparently prompted that body to rethink the matter. More than eleven years after the first national monument was authorized, the statue was finally ordered assembled and placed under the portico at St. Paul’s Chapel on Broadway at Wall Street (across the street from where the towers of the World Trade Center would one day stand).
Though the statue would lend an impressive presence to the great avenue before it, officials realized that something would have to be done about an embarrassing problem. Caffieri had left the back of the piece unfinished, and its rough backside was clearly visible through the window behind the altar. L’Enfant was hired to oversee the placement of the monument itself and to design an elaborate altar screen to block the view out the chapel’s east window. The still-extant reredos features a Louis XIV–inspired cloud-and-sunburst motif; an altar rail that L’Enfant added to complement his composition is said to be unique in American architecture.
Though a writer for the New York Daily Advertiser opined that the ornamentations that the designer had added to the pediment of Montgomery’s statue were so tasteless as to “even discredit the mind d’un enfant,” the vestry of the church issued a proclamation expressing their great satisfaction with L’Enfant’s work, saying that his efforts reflected nothing but “honor on his taste.”
Soon afterward, the French sculptor Jean-Antoine Houdon asked L’Enfant to accompany him on a trip to Mount Vernon; Houdon, who had come to the United States in hopes of landing the commission for the equestrian statue of Washington authorized by Congress in 1785, had meanwhile been commissioned by the Virginia General Assembly to execute a statue of Washington for its own, and Houdon employed L’Enfant to serve as his assistant on the latter project. Houdon took measurements of their subject, executed a life mask, and fashioned a preliminary terra-cotta bust that served as model for the finished marble product. The rendering, now standing at the state house in Virginia, was greatly admired by Washington’s contemporaries and is generally held to be the authoritative likeness of the first commander-in-chief.
Houdon was not the only one to admire his countryman’s talents. If some judged L’Enfant’s artistic expression too exuberant, others found in him the perfect spirit. In July of 1788, the demonstrative and unquestioned champion of liberty was commissioned to oversee the design and iconography of the lavish parade held in New York City to celebrate the ratification of the new Constitution of the United States, and it was by all accounts a wise choice. “The taste and genius of Major L’Enfant, so often displayed on public occasions, were never more conspicuous,” gushed one observer.
L’Enfant advised on the design of a number of floats in
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