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The Federal City 
in its Early Days
Part II - Places to Go, Things to See

by Erik J. Olsrud

P

art I of this series examined the design and construction of our nation’s new capital from 1790-1814.  Part II lists sites that a visitor to Washington may have seen between 1790 and 1830.  This data may be of use for anyone interpreting an Easterner or military officer.  Sites are numbered and labeled on a cropped copy of Robert King’s map of Washington, 1818.  Most locations are approximate.  Modern monuments are added as points of reference- note that the Western half of our modern National Mall was in the river in 1818.

POINTS OF INTEREST

17- Capitol Hill Market
Washingtonians bought their produce at open markets near the canals, where fresh goods from the Potomac valley were unloaded.  The Marquis de Lafayette entered Washington through this market on his return tour of the United States in 1824. 

Chain Bridge.  Just west of the city a series of eight bridges crossed the Potomac at the same spot.  The third bridge was suspended on two thick iron chains from stone towers.  It flooded out in 1812, but the following five bridges were always called “The Chain Bridge”.

16- Columbian Foundry, 1800.  Located in Georgetown.  Built by Henry Foxall, a Methodist minister and Mayor of Georgetown.  The foundry produced up to 300 cannons and 30,000 cannonballs annually.  The Ten Commandments were carved into slabs of stone in the building’s foundations.

18- Congressional Cemetery, 1807, was called “America’s Westminster Abbey”.  Each Congressman was to be assigned a plot, which became a morbid joke among members.  J. Edgar Hoover and John Phillips Sousa are buried there. Located near RFK stadium.

1- Daniel Rapine Bookshop, 1801, a bookstore near the capitol.  The site was later engulged in an expansion of the capitol building.

7- Foggy Bottom A swampy riverfront area inhabited by Blacks, and Irish and German immigrants.  Site of docks, breweries, and manufacturies.  The ‘water gate’, a gate to the Potomac, regulated water levels in the city canals.  Currently the site of the Watergate office building and the JFK Center for the Performing Arts.  

7- Georgetown University, 1789.  The nation’s oldest Catholic and Jesuit University.  Located on 38th Street and O Street on the Potomac River.

7- George Washington University, founded in 1822, moved to Foggy Bottom in 1912.  Now located south of Washington Circle.

Holmstead Racetrack, 1802.  Designed by William Thorton, designer of the Capitol building.  Up to 10,000 spectators watched National Jockey Club races in the 1820’s and 1830’s.  Located west of the city.

18- Navy Yard, 1799.  Located in the Anacostia River (then called the Eastern Branch).  The Americans set the yard alight as the British approached in 1814, to keep it out of enemy hands.

Pierce Mill, 1820-1897.  The mill ground 70 bushels of grain daily.  It was abandoned when the Potomac shifted course and the mill run dried up. Located west of the city.

19- Post Office
Lund Washington Jr., son of a cousin of George Washington, served as city postmaster in 1796.  He operated the post office in his house, near the current Supreme Court building. 

6- Washington Canal, 1815.  Running along the north side of the mall, its main use was as an open sewer. It never carried as much commerce as was initially planned. This was also the location of “Hooker’s Division” during the Civil War, when General Hooker relocated the city’s prostitutes here.  Made obsolete by the railroads, the canal was filled in 1870. 

8- Washington Circle. Confluence of 23rd Street, Pennsylvania Ave, and New Hampshire Ave.

CHURCHES

20- Christ Church, 1807.  Located on G Street.  Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and John Quincy Adams attended this church.

21- First Presbyterian Church, 1827.  Presidents Jackson, Polk, Pierce, and Cleveland worshiped at this church.  Between C and D Streets.

21- First Unitarian Church, 1822.  Boasted the first churchbell in Washington, cast in Paul Revere’s foundry. John Quincy Adams attended. Located on D Street.

16- Mt. Zion United Methodist Church, 1816.  This Black Georgetown congregation was a destination of freedom for escaped slaves on the underground railroad.

16- St. John’s Church, 1796.  Located in Georgetown.  Francis Scott Key was a church vestryman.

HOTELS & TAVERNS

22- Blodgett’s Hotel, 1793.  This multi-purpose hotel hosted the city’s first theatre in 1800 and contained the Patent Office from 1810-1830.  It served as a very-temporary capitol while the temporary replacement capitol was being built after 1814.  Site now underneath the FBI building.  Samuel Blodgett was an early land developer in the city, and served as City Superintendent.

23- Carusi’s, c. 1820.  Presidents held their inaugural balls at Carusi’s from J. Q. Adams through Buchannan.  Harrison caught his death of cold at his inauguration here, and after 1841 the hotel was known as “Harrison’s last dance”.  Boston Mayor Josiah Quincy noted that he saw a waltz for the first time at Carusi’s in 1826.

18- Elizabeth Leslie’s Tavern, c. 1800.  Located near the Navy Yard’s thirsty laborers.

24- Indian Queen, 1820, was a most splendid hotel, and the first in the city with a bridal suite.  A contemporary review said, “Remained for many years Washington’s leading hotel, kept by Jesse Brown, the Prince of Landlords, personally presiding at table, at which decanters of brandy and whiskey were served without extra charge.”

18- Joseph Wheat’s Tavern, c. 1800.  Located near the Navy Yard’s thirsty laborers.

24- McKeown Hotel, Hosted the first singing of the ‘Star Spangled Banner’ in December, 1814.  Located on Pennsylvania Avenue.

24- National Hotel, 1826.  An enormous 200-room hotel made by combining six adjacent row houses.  Henry Clay died in this hotel in 1852.

Rhode’s Tavern.  British officers dined here on August 24, 1814 after setting alight the nearby President’s house.

25- St. Charles Hotel, 1820.  Visiting Indian delegations from the West lodged here on occasion.  Members of Congress lodged here.  Located on the canal at Pennsylvania Avenue.

Quotations about Washington

People have always held strong opinions about Washington, for good or ill.  Some period quotes follow.

French geographer and surveyor David Baillie Warden wrote of Washingtonians in 1816, “At dinner and at tea parties, the ladies sit together, and seldom mix with the gentlemen, whose conversation naturally turns upon political subjects”.  Also, “Both sexes, whether on horseback or on foot, wear an umbrella in all seasons.”

A topic of considerable debate was the healthiness of the city.  It was much healthier than New York and Philadelphia, which were furiously scourged by Yellow Fever in the summers of the 1790’s.  But, Washington was less healthy than most small northern towns.  Those who wanted the capital to move to Washington emphasized its healthiness.  Even though Washington is hot in the summer, it was a getaway destination for people fleeing the fever in Philadelphia.  Thus this strange quote from a newspaper in July, 1800:

“The intense heats of the season, actually remind us of the immense superiority which the City of Washington will enjoy, even when it shall become populous, over every other city, perhaps, which ever existed, in its numerous open grounds and the noble spaciousness of its streets and avenues.  These are advantages in point of health and pleasantness which come home to the feelings and for the want of which wealth and grandeur cannot compete.”

Massachusetts Congressman Theodore Sedgewick wrote of the Washington site in 1789, as an argument for keeping the capital in Philadelphia: “The climate of the Patowmack is not only unhealthy, but destructive to northern constitutions. Vast numbers of northeastern adventurers have gone to the Southern states, and all have found their graves there.  They have met destruction as soon as they arrived.”

Land developer William Cranch wrote to his mother in 1794: “You have been misinformed with regard to the fever raging in this city.  There is no prevailing disorder here at present. The number of deaths has been remarkably small considering the number of workmen here and considering their mode of life, their imprudences, and their bad provisions."

General James Wilkinson wrote in Washington in 1800, “The heat here for a few days past has exceeded my experience, and unhinged all my faculties rational and sensual.”

Washington was a beautiful city in its early days, but the most common complaint was a lack of housing, which forced even congressmen to share rooms in boarding houses.  Jacob Wagner, chief clerk of the State Department, wrote in 1800, “The comforts of this place daily diminish, and the fall is very sickly.  Beside the high price and scarcity of manufactured and foreign articles, the produce of the country is not to be had in plenty.”  

Margaret Bayard, newly arrived to the city and wife of newspaper editor Samuel Smith, was forced to live in a hotel due to lack of housing.   She wrote in 1800, “No one who removed to Washington, will be exempt from the same difficulties; people of fortune and fashion, it there are no houses, must go to lodgings, and must live in unfinished buildings.  This will not be the result of poverty, but of local circumstances, which must affect the rich and the poor.”

Abigail Adams was at first hesitant of moving to the President’s House, thinking it too large to be adequately heated and thereby naturally unhealthy.  However, when she arrived, she wrote, “The President’s House is in a beautiful situation in front of which is the Potomac with a view of Alexandria.  The country around is romantic but wild, a wilderness at present.”  How the city has changed!

Sources

DC Heritage Tourism Coalition, www.dcheritage.org
Georgetown University web site, www.georgetown.edu 

George Washington University web site, www.gwu.edu
“On the Spot: Pinpointing the Past in Washington, DC”, Douglass Evelyn and Paul Dickson; National Geographic Society, Washington, DC; 1999.

“Map of the City of Washington in the District of Columbia”, Robert King, 1818.

“Washington DC Past and Present”, Peter R. Penczer; Oneonta Press, Arlington, VA, 1998.

“When Washington was the place to be in the summer”, article by Bob Arnebeck, members.aol.com/swamp1800, an excerpt from the book “Through a Fiery Trial: Building Washington” by Bob Arnebeck, Madison Books, 1991.
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War of 1812 in the West

SYMPOSIUM

Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

Frontier Army Museum

March 9-10, 2002

Good Topics, Good Times

See Last Issue for Specifics

RAY ALLARD
AWARD
Upper Mississippi Brigade Sponsored Award

For excellence in Early National American History

In the Trans-Appalachian West

Minnesota History Day

May 4, 2002

University of Minnesota

ANOTHER FORGOTTEN WAR
by Richard A. Williams

We are in the middle of a bicentennial event: the two hundredth anniversary of an almost unheard of, and little remembered declared war. This war is barely mentioned in the history books but the events and the personalities in this forgotten war did have an impact on the War of 1812 and subsequent American history.

Many historians have forgotten this war and the circumstances that caused it. Few people know that we as a country once paid tribute to a foreign power and that we fought an early war on foreign soil and waters. The Barbary Pirates were the inhabitants of the nations of Morocco, Algiers, Tunis and Tripoli. They were considered pirates because they captured merchant ships from many nations and held their crews and ships as hostages. The newly created United States was one of their victims.

After the Revolutionary War the United States allowed its navy to cease to exist. Many ships were sold; others rotted at the docks. We could not protect our merchant ships on the high seas. This was especially true in the Mediterranean Sea. One of the first incidents that involved us with the Barbary Pirates happened as early as 1785 when the pirates captured our merchantman the Maria and her crew was imprisoned. We had no navy to stop these types of activities.

We finally started to construct a new navy in 1794 with the building of four frigates of 44 guns and two with 36 guns. Included in this group were the United States, the Constellation and the Constitution. We would also build brigs, schooners, sloops and gunboats to compliment the larger frigates. This navy would fight a very successful undeclared war with France in the late 1790’s. It would capture ninety French privateers and defeat a number of larger French ships.

For fifteen years after the Maria incident, the Barbary Pirates seized our merchant ships and actually exhorted tribute from the United States. Against George Washington’s wishes we paid $56,000 to Tripoli in 1796 and more money to Algiers to cease capturing our merchantmen. This would continue until 1801 when the United States would not negotiate to a new arrangement and the Pasha of Tripoli declared war on the United States on May 10th. Four warships were sent to the Mediterranean but little happened and they were replaced by a larger squadron in 1802. By 1803, this fleet would include the Constitution 44 guns, the Constellation, the Chesapeake and the Philadelphia all of 36 guns. Numerous smaller ships supported the larger frigates. Commodore Edward Preble commanded the fleet. The navy conducted many raids especially as it concentrated on its chief opponent: Tripoli.

In October of 1803, the United States lost the Philadelphia when she went aground doing blockade duty. Her crew of 22 officers and 315 men along with the ship were captured. William Bainbridge captained the ship. Lieutenant Stephen Decatur, Jr. and 84 volunteer sailors destroyed the ship on February 16, 1804 as they floated into the Tripoli port in a disguised ketch, the Intrepid. They were able to tie up to the Philadelphia, board her, kill numerous pirates in hand-to-hand combat, and set the ship on fire. They successfully made their escape to the fury of the pirates.

On July 14, 1804, Preble decided to directly attack Tripoli, ignoring the other Barbary States. He used the Constitution, the Nautilus, the Enterprise, two mortar boats and six gunboats. He directed five attacks against the harbor, its fort and its protecting fleet. One of these attacks cost the navy the Intrepid, her captain Richard Somers and her crew. She was loaded with gunpowder and was supposed to sail into the Tripolitan fleet anchored in harbor and then blow them up. Unfortunately for the Intrepid, Tripolitan gunners sighted her and herself was destroyed.

The end of this war came when the navy, marines and allied Arabs captured the Tripolitan port of Derna. The Pasha of Tripoli signed a peace treaty ending the war on June 10, 1805 to get his port back.

This would not be the end of the United States’ troubles with the Barbary Pirates. Algiers in 1807 again began capturing American merchantmen but because of the United States’ involvement in the activities leading up to the War of 1812, little could be done with the pirates. After the 1812 War ended the United States on March 2, 1815 declared war on Algiers. Two squadrons of navy ships were sent to the Mediterranean under Commodores Bainbridge and Decatur and after numerous defeats of the pirates, Algiers was forced to sign a peace treaty in 1816. This would be the end of the troubles with the Barbary Pirates.

Other United States ships that were involved in the Barbary War included: the Argus, the Hornet, the Essex, the President, the Adams, the New York, the John Adams and the Vixen. Most of the ships involved in the Barbary War would go on and serve with honor in the War of 1812. Many of the officers of the 1812 War received their first combat experience fighting the pirates. The Barbary War also strengthened the reality that the United States needed a strong navy in order to protect its economic interests. The Barbary War also demonstrated the United States ability to reach overseas and strike an opponent, a feat that would not be duplicated until the end of the nineteenth century.

Comments from the Survey

As promised last month, here are the comments from the survey. Thanks again go to the Kaiser Polling Company for compiling this. Only small edits to clarify things were made. I suppose some prize is in order for the first person to correctly identify each person’s concerns. Perhaps something in next month’s number?

No bribe was sufficient to keep me from printing these, and none was big enough to make me print them. After flipping a coin, here they are:



Consider joining Brigade Napoleon for more exposure.



I would hope we continue. Finally, when I can go to some events it seems like we might quit. We should do a couple of skirmishes at Fort Snelling in the summer. With another unit?  Against the fort?  As a late Wednesday evening program?



More roles for women?



Sadly, my job situation does not allow me to attend as many events as I would like to. I have a long and abiding interest in the era and subject and embrace any opportunity to be with others who enjoy the same.



Fort Snelling should not be added to the group’s name, as some of us are not employees or former employees of the Fort or affiliated with the Fort. If adding Fort Snelling to a new name for the group would be to our advantage in some way, than I would consider it. If not, keep it the same.

I have ranked these by preferences. I have done all of the impressions at different times, sometimes two in one weekend. I haven’t done too many events lately as a member of the UMB, but I still feel I can contribute to the group. If the opportunity presents itself to participate with the group, i.e. U.S. Naval at New Orleans, I definitely will.

I am already also doing War of Texas Liberation-era (1830’s) so expanding the timeline a bit isn’t new for me.

I think monthly drills and meetings are a good idea even though attendance is most times poor. We need to get together to communicate what’s going on with our and other groups. I am a member of several groups and participate with each as I can. It would be beneficial if the UMB would meet more often to increase and improve our drill and our general knowledge of the history of the era(s) we portray. Most of us have other things that interfere with attendance, like work, so we cannot expect everyone to attend every meeting.

Buying a cannon would be nice but we better discuss all the incidentals that go along with it: storage, transportation, usage, ownership, etc. If we find a tube, lets form a “consortium” and all contribute a share to acquire it. Than we can contribute another share for the carriage, trailer, etc. as needed. As a member of the “consortium” everyone would have a say in programs to be done, etc. This is a subject that will have to be brought before the whole group and discussed further.

We should spend the money as the group decides. If we need something and can afford it, by all means, lets get it. Then it should be available for the whole group to use.



I think we have a good, but small group, perhaps we would attract more by going to 1840.

Maybe even more if we went to 1860.

I really like the navy idea and cannon. But we are all outfitted for voyageur militia.

I can only comment on the few events I have been to, but I like the big ones where you do battles, and better if there are sutlers.

I like meetings more often, even if we cannot get to them all, because a big part of it is getting together with friends that have similar interests.

I think adding “Fort Snelling” name is good idea, our reputation may open some doors, but I also hope it doesn’t discourage others from joining.

Lastly, I think we should start a rum ration, members take turns bringing a bottle.



I’d like to see more study groups. I enjoyed meeting at the Cheshire in the winter for talks. I’d really like to see us study the militia in Minnesota. I’d like to see a study group that can move from one period to another as the need and desire changes.



Broaden timeline from 1800 to 1860’s?  DEATH FIRST

Yes we should buy a cannon (only a very small one, like a swivel gun or perhaps a small crew served wall piece, a’la CCV.

Thanks for the effort to keep us a vital organization.



We don’t need to change our name or focus to attend events close to our time. Hellen and I already attended Ft. William’s siege weekend which was after the war, and I’d take as many UMB as would go if they hold that event again. We should ask members to focus on one of our core impressions so we can be a unit, and then expand to whatever they want.



I have ceased attending many events because they are repetitive, and I feel that I’ve already done it way too many times. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with how the unit is being run, but the meetings and events seem like dejavu. When I started this hobby, we demonstrated to event visitors that War of 1812 soldiers were working men in their teens and twenties who ate, drank, marched, danced and gambled. Now it seems that we teach them that the soldiers were heavy-set balding intellectuals in their thirties and forties (and I place myself solidly in that category). Is it reenactment, or an outdoor history lecture?

Unless the group can find young, active people who think the War of 1812 is more exciting than World War II, the brigade will eventually die whether or not it is officially abolished. I remember sitting in Reidell and Rovick’s house ten years ago planning recruiting efforts that were never put into practice, so I am a bit pessimistic and jaded about the long-term survivability of the organization. Some members have put in a lot of effort into generating some PR by going to schools and doing the history day awards, etc., so I wouldn’t want to undermine their level of interest by voting to terminate the organization. If it lives, let it live; if it dies, then people will still go to the events with their own gear.



I’d rather stay in 1812 but if we broaden our group then let’s go to 1800-1860, no sense in going half way.

We don’t need camp gear; there is enough from the American Regulars to choke a goat. 

It would be great to get our regular contributors back in action:  Rich Williams, Ed Reidell, Erik Olsrud and Eric Ferguson. Without you guys writing at least occasionally, it is really hard to put out a quality publication no matter what the schedule. Zero is still zero, and constitutes a blank page.

I think we should do some civilian things as well. Personally I’d like to see a Federal era ball.

Lastly, the single most important thing the UMB needs to do is recruit. I mean we need to pitch a tent and don clothing for Highland Fest, Grand Old Days, Rondo Days, Cinco de Mayo, Uptown art festival, and others. If we just go to interpret, even though we won’t be in a pure environment, we will be educating the public and possibly picking up recruits. We need fresh blood that is not from Ft. Snelling. The reason we are stagnant is that everyone is tired of dressing up at Ft. Snelling. If we had people not associated with the fort, we might have better enthusiasm. Not that fort people are unenthusiastic in general, but interpreting is what we all do for a living. It’s just a little hard to put in more time for something when there is no possibility of pay, or worse yet it is hard to spend one’s vacation doing what you would ordinarily get paid for. Therefore, it is imperative that we recruit — not when we get a vendor list (I’ve never seen one); not when we get a few more members (that’s why we need to recruit in the first place); not when the season ends (people hibernate in the winter); not to put it off anymore — no, we need to recruit now. Not later.

NOTE ON FT. SNELLING

For our friends outside of Minnesota, nothing has been decided yet on the possible closing of Ft. Snelling for 4 to 6 years. However, MHS did just authorize the stocking of the Fort’s gift shop, and efforts are afoot to enforce federal covenants requiring public access through AD 2027. The crisis is not passed, but the clouds are less threatening than before. 

UMB Regional Calendar of War of 1812 Events

April 24
Brigade Drill & Meetings
Ft. Snelling

April 27-28
Light Infantry Camp of Instruction
Ft. Atkinson, NE

May 4
MINNESOTA HISTORY DAY
Minneapolis

May 4-5
Battle of the Longwoods
London, Ontario

May 25
Northwest Company & the War of 1812
Pine City, MN

May 31-June 2
Battle of Stoney Creek
Stoney Creek, ONT

June 23
Fete du St. Jean-Baptiste
Mendota, MN

July 4
Glorious Fourth of July
Ft. Snelling

July 13-14
Battle of Crysler’s Fields
Canada

July 19-21
BATTLE OF PRAIRIE DU CHIEN
PDC, Wisconsin

August 2-4
Battle of Mackinaw Island
Franklin, MI

August 9-11
Battle of Ft. Erie
Canada

September 6-8
Battle of Plattsburgh
Plattsburgh, NY

September 7-8
Battle of Put-In Bay
Put-In Bay, OH

September 25-28
AASLH Conference
Portland, OR

September 28
Lisa Krahn-Patrick Schifferdecker Wedding
Minneapolis, MN

October 11-13
MISSISSINEWA, 1812
Marion, IN

October 19
Jefferson & Annette Spilman Wedding
Fredericksburg, TX

October 19-20
Fort Osage Militia Muster
Sibley, MO

November 2-3
Militia Muster
Illinois

Office of the Brigade Adjutant

Upper Mississippi Brigade, 1812

Historic Fort Snelling

Fort Snelling History Center

Saint Paul, Minnesota  55111

Address Service Requested
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18- Navy Yard, Congressional Cemetery
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1 Congress’l Building	9 Pennsylvania Ave


2 President’s House	10 Maryland Ave


3 (Washington Mon.)	11 Massachusetts Ave


4 (Lincoln Memorial)	12 New York Ave


5 (Jefferson Memorial)	13 Virginia Ave


6 Washington Canal	14 E. Capitol Street


7 Foggy Bottom	15 N. Capitol Street


8 Washington Circle	16 Georgetown
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