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I. 

Cultural Landscape Report/or the White House and President's Park 
National Park Service 

U.S. Department of the Interior 

We have identified the following new information, or correction, for the 
Cultural Landscape Report for the White House and President's Park, dated 
December 2001: 

II. Please provide the following information for follow-up questions: 

Your Name: 
Title: 
Organization: 
Address: 
Telephone Number: 
Email Address: 

ill. This completed form should be mailed or faxed to: 

National Park Service Liaison to the White House 
-National Capital Region 
National Park Service 
1100 Ohio Drive, S.W., Room 344 
Washington, D.C. 20242 

Fax: (202) 619-6353 
Office: (202) 619-6344 

Thank you 
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Foreword 

The Office of the Chief Usher of the White House and the 
Office of White House Liaison for the National Park Service 
currently share responsibility for managing the landscape 
of the White House and President's Park. Caring for this 

complex landscape presents significant challenges. Historical integ­
rity, multiple public uses, legal and security constraints, horti­
cultural excellence, and many other factors apply to this special 
place. Landscape management requires flexibility and awareness of 
the historic character of the land and its features and their evolution 
through time. 

This document is a tool to assist both offices in making appropriate 
management decisions. It includes most of the information currently 
available on the history of the landscape, analyzes it, and interprets it 
within a broad historical context. It aims to be as definitive a study 
as possible given that new information on a site with such a long 
and complex history appears regularly. 

Questions are continually being raised about a broad range of issues 
regarding this landscape. Managers need guidance to answer such 
questions, but more importantly to adopt strategies that allow for 
the preservation of significant landscape features while at the same 
time providing for the safety and privacy of the occupants of the 
White House. 

- GARY WALTERS, CHIEF USHER, THE WHITE HOUSE 

- JAMES I. MCDANIEL, DIRECTOR, WHITE HOUSE LlAISON, 

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 

xi 
Foreword 
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Preface 

S tudying the landscape of a site as complex as the White 
House and President's Park is a major challenge. After more 
than two centuries of association with individuals and 
developments critical to our nation's history, it has become a 

symbol of the presidency and of the United States. !ls strong 
connection with leading political figures and influential landscape 
designers and architects intensifies the challenge. 

Understanding the evolution of this complex landscape in order to 
reach conclusions is an overwhelming task. At times the researcher 
almost inadvertently begins to link the activities on the grounds to 
the policies and personalities of the occupants of the White House, a 
dangerous exercise considering that relatively few presidents clearly 
articulated their ideas about desirable designs for the grounds. 
Unclear or incomplete documentation affects any attempt to provide 
a definitive history of the site, hindering the clarification of certain 
issues, leaving many questions unanswered, and leading to mistakes. 

Providing accurate information is essential in establishing credibility, 
but we need to acknowledge that the search for absolute historical 
accuracy and completeness never ends. Small factual mistakes are 
almost unavoidable in any historical research project and are rela­
tively easy to correct. We will always find additional materials that 
shed new light on developments that we thought we had understood 
perfectly. The historian's crucial task is not to clarify every small 
detail, but to analyze the available information and to interpret it 
within a broad historical context. 

Interpretation is always evolving, as a reflection of the perspective 
and the tastes of new generations. There will never be a definitive 
interpretation on the history of the landscape of the White House 
and President's Park. Each generation will rewrite the history of the 
site because each generation has a different perspective on the past 
and perceives different lessons to be learned. When Andrew Jackson 
Downing developed new designs for President's Park and Washing­
ton, D.C., in the mid 19th century, he departed from Pierre 
L'Enfant's vision, which was not highly regarded. However, with 
time the value of L'Enfant's plan has been reassessed and now 
provides the guiding principles for the management of the site . 

xiii 
Preface 
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PREFACE 

Conversely Downing's design ideas, quite popular at the time of their 
development, have lost their appeal and no longer appear suitable. 

The most important lesson from studying the history of this site is 
that it reveals as much about the world in which we live as the past 
that we are trying to elucidate. 

• 

• 

• 
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Introduction 

P
resident's Park is a complex and constantly evolving land­
scape. The images of the north and the south grounds of the 
White House, with their immaculate lawns and flower 
displays, stand as symbols of the presidency and the United 

States. The multiple uses of President's Park add to the significance 
and complexity of this unique site. President's Park is the nation's 
most widely recognized ceremonial landscape, where events of 
national and international importance take place almost on a daily 
basis. The White House is the public office of the executive branch of 
the U.S. government. It also serves as the private living quarters of 
the president and his family. Certain elements of the landscape of 
President's Park reflect the work of talented landscape architects and 
designers. Some features were developed to meet the needs and 
interests of the occupants of the White House; others are indicative 
of the necessity to provide safety and privacy to the president 
without isolating him from the American people. 

In addition to the White House and its grounds, as of 1994 
President's Park also included the Treasury Building, the Old Execu­
tive Office Building (formerly the State, War, and Navy Building, 
now known as the Dwight D. Eisenhower Executive Office Building), 
Lafayette Park, and President's Park South (including the Ellipse, 
Sherman Plaza, and the First Division Monument). Treatment of this 
complex as a single landscape makes sense for several physical and 
historical reasons. First, Pierre L'Enfant's plan presented the entire 
site as President's Park. Although the specific landscape features were 
not delineated, the design included an area that roughly corresponds 
to the size and location of President's Park today. Second, these five 
distinct units are physically very close, and what occurs in one area 
visually affects the others. For example, development on the Ellipse 
could adversely impact the open vistas to and from the White House. 
Third, although individual landscapes did not evolve concurrently, 
their history is closely intertwined. For example, Jefferson proposed 
the construction of terraces to connect the President's House with the 
executive office buildings on either side. The construction and 
completion of the Treasury Building required the removal of the 
existing stables at the White House. The construction of East and 
West Executive Avenues and the excavation for the massive State, 

1 
introduction 
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War, and Navy Building, which began in 1871, provided needed fill 
for the grounds of lhe Ellipse. 

The White House is undoubtedly the focal point of this landscape 
complex, and understandably it attracts most of the attention. 
However, what enhances President's Park is the intricate relationship 
among the five units. Similarities and contrasts add interest and 
flavor to the site. For example, the romantic Lafayette Park differs 
dramatically from the massive and stark Old Executive Office Build­
ing and the Treasury Building. The curvilinear elements of the 
Lafayette Park path system are replicated in the circulation system 
for most of the site - the north entry drive, the transverse road and 
circular roads in the upper south lawn, South Executive Avenue, the 
Ellipse road, and the path systems east and west of the Ellipse. The 
fountains in the north lawn and the lower south lawn contribute to 
this curvilinear effect, which is enhanced by the artful plantings 
surrounding them. This prevailing curvilinear motif provides a sharp 
contrast to the rigid formality and rectilinear shapes of the main 
buildings, from the White House itself to the Treasury Building and 
the Old Executive Office Building, and even to the Bulfinch 
gatehouses. 

• 

Large expanses of open space visually distinguish President's Park. Its • 
verdant lawns, large canopied trees, manicured plantings, and 
curvilinear walks and drives differ markedly from the adjacent, 
urban grid of paved streets, sidewalks, and tightly arranged build-
ings. Walls, fences, gates, and staffed guardhouses physically and 
visually separate the While House and its grounds from its neigh-
borhood, and also limit access to the Treasury, the Old Executive 
Office Building, East Executive Park, and West Executive Avenue. 
Public open spaces abutting the White House grounds on the north 
and south expand its parklike setting. Lafayette Park, to the north, is 
an urban park with curvilinear walks, a variety of canopy and orna-
mental trees in informal arrangements, seasonal planting beds, and 
prominent monuments and memorials. The Ellipse, to the south, 
consists of a broad open lawn surrounded by an elliptical walk and 
drive, combining recreational open space with a number of monu-
ments and memorials. 

The Setting 

President's Park is approximately 82.22 acres. The site comprises all 
of the land originally reserved for the development of the White 
House, as depicted in Pierre L'Enfant's 1791 plan. Set within a 
densely developed cityscape, President's Park contains public and • 
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private open spaces, limited-access governmental office buildings and 
roads, public streets and sidewalks, and the White House grounds -
an enclave that includes the official residence and offices of the 
president, as well as private living quarters. President's Park gener­
ally slopes from north to south and is bounded by city streets, 
sidewalks, and urban streetscapes to the west, north, and east, and 
by the Washington Monument grounds to the south. 

Geographic and Urban Context 

President's Park is located in downtown Washington, D.C., in the 
city's northwest quadrant. The rectangular park is oriented in a 
north-south direction and is aligned with the prevailing grid of the 
city (figure 1-1). It is bounded by H Street to the north, 15th Street to 
the east, 17th Street to the west, and Constitution Avenue to the 
south (figure 1-2). President's Park abuts the National Mall 
approximately at its center and is linked visually with the Jefferson 
Memorial, the Washington Monument, and the United States 
Capitol. It is part of a system of parks, gardens, and historic sites 
administered and maintained by the National Park Service through 
its National Capital Region. 

The landscape of President's Park and its environs reflects the pres­
sures of urban density and growth in the nation's capital. 
Historically, the Potomac River extended as far east as the present­
day intersection of 17th Street and Constitution Avenue. Tiber Creek, 
a perennial creek flowing from northeast to southwest through 
much of the present downtown area, emptied into the Potomac at 
this point. With the growth and development of the city, portions of 
the river and adjacent tidal flats were filled to create parts of the 
Ellipse, the Washington Monument grounds, and East and West 
Potomac Parks. Tiber Creek still runs beneath Constitution Avenue, 
but it has been incorporated into the city's stormwater sewer 
system. Vegetation and landforms have also been manipulated to 
establish and define an appropriate setting for the executive branch 
of government within the urban environment of Washington, D.C. 
Plantings have been selected for aesthetics, climate control, and 
privacy, and landforms have been altered to create building sites, 
street alignments, and park.like settings. 

Sections of President's Park and adjacent areas are included in several 
historic districts designated by the District of Columbia or listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places. Lafayette Park and adjacent 
buildings are a national historic landmark. The rest of President's 
Park is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. Much of the 

Geosraphic and Urban Context 

3 
Jntroductiori 
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area comprising President's Park has also been designated as historic 
parkland by the Historic Preservation Division of the D.C. Depart­
ment of Consumer and Regulatory Affairs, and it is listed on the D.C. 
Inventory of Historic Sites. Some of the best known historic 
landmarks and open spaces in Washington, D.C., are adjacent to 
President's Park and contribute to its setting. The Washington 
Monument, the Jefferson Memorial, the Corcoran Gallery, the 
Daughters of the American Revolution Memorial Continental Hall, 
the Capitol, the Chamber of Commerce Building, East and West 
Potomac Parks, and the Mall border upon or are within view of 
President's Park. 

Study Methodology 

Research for this project began in 1993 and resulted in a draft docu­
ment prepared in 1995. 1 The current report, largely based on the 
information included in the 1995 document, is divided into three 
main parts. The first part (chapters 1 through 8) is a history of the 
evolution of the site; the second part (chapter 9) describes existing 

• 

conditions as of 1994; and the third part (chapters 10 and 11) • 
evaluates the significance and the integrity of President's Park, using 
the criteria for the National Register of Historic Places. The document 
concludes with a brief summary of findings and recommendations 
for further study in chapter 12. 

Soon after the author started to work on this study, a decision was 
made to concentrate on the accuracy of the information presented 
and to omit an analysis and evaluation of contributing features. This 
made sense given time and financial constraints. However, it is 
important to note that a systematic analysis of individual landscape 
characteristics (such as views and vistas, spatial organization, circu­
lation, use, vegetation, and cluster arrangements) and an evaluation 
of their evolution over time would greatly enhance the quality and 
value of the present document. 

The landscape of President's Park is extremely complex. The site's ex­
tensive history, its association with all the American presidents and 
their families (as well as with many leading designers and architects), 
its symbolism, and its evolving character require familiarity with 

1. EDAW, Inc., Land and Community Associates, Cynthia Zaitzevsky & .Associates, 
John Milner Associates, "President's Park Cultural Landscape Rl'port: Site History, 
Existing Conditions, Analysis and Evaluation" (May 1995), on file at White: House 
Liaison, National Park Service. • 
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large numbers of written records and visual materials, such as draw­
ings, sketches, photographs, and plans. Most of the pertinent official 
records, such as the annual reports of the commissioner of public 
buildings and the chief of engineers, were examined in preparing this 
document. However, it has not been possible to conduct the massive 
additional research of other official sources, published documents, 
and private collections that might contain relevant information. 

Difficulties associated with historic research have affected this 
project. The annual reports of the commissioner of public buildings 
are the most important source for the evolution of the grounds. 
However, the format of these reports changed periodically, and cer­
tain topics were not consistently addressed. Sometimes the informa­
tion in one year's report contradicts previous ones. In some cases 
crucial documents have been lost or are not available; others contain 
incorrect information, or are not accurately labeled or dated. Perti­
nent data related to this site is being discovered on a regular basis, 
and it is likely that this will continue. The integration of this new 
information into this report has not been possible at this time. A 
strategy will have to be developed to allow for the inclusion of newly 
uncovered records in future updates of this document . 

Part I of this document - the evolution of the site - has a dual 
objective. First, it provides a general interpretation of the evolution of 
the landscape of the White House and President's Park. Second, it 
presents extensive details that current managers can consider when 
questions arise. This is the first attempt to systematically integrate a 
substantial amount of previously unpublished information into a 
cohesive, interpretive framework. 

Several aspects of the history of this landscape need further analysis, 
such as details on the installation and removal of fencing and light 
fixtures, and the change from oil lights to gaslights to incandescent 
fixtures. Some information for commemorative plantings is missing, 
particularly for trees that have died and the date and type of replace­
ment; at times the available information is contradictory.' Once these 
topics are clarified, it would then be possible to prepare historic site 
plans for each of the eight periods identified in this document. 

How President's Park has been used is one of the most difficult facets 
to document systematically because judicious analysis of a broad 
spectrum of historical data would be required. Ceremonial functions 

2. The use of botanical names has been limited to commemorative plantings that arc 
listed in chapter 9. Names are based on 1-Jortus Third: A Concise Dictionary of Plants 
Cultivated in the United States and Canada (New York: Macmillan 1976) . 

Study Methodology 

5 
Introduction 
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and uses are probably among the most important aspects of the site. 
However, the information available is fragmentary and needs to be 
pieced together to provide a systematic perspective of how cere­
monial uses changed with time. Public use of the grounds has also 
changed. The site is synonymous with the idea of a democracy, and 
it has always been necessary to maintain the notion of accessibility 
to the president. However, security issues have often prevented 
public access, and information on this topic needs more systematic 
development and interpretation. 

Finally, the relationship between the landscape of President's Park 
and the surrounding neighborhoods needs to be carefully analyzed. 

Context of this Report 

For the purpose of this document President's Park has been defined as 
a designed historic landscape encompassing the White House, 
Lafayette Park, the Treasury Building, the Old Executive Office 
Building, and President's Park South.' The National Park Service's 
Cultural Resource Management Guideline describes a designed historic 
landscape as: 

• significant as a design or work of art; 

• consciously designed and laid out by a master gardener, 
landscape architect, architect or horticulturist according to a 
design principle, or an owner or amateur using a recognized 
style or tradition; 

• 

• 

associated with a significant person, trend, or event m 
landscape gardening; or 

has a significant relationship to the theory or practice of 
landscape architecture. 

A cultural landscape report is the primary document to guide the 
treatment of cultural landscapes. It presents the historical back­
ground of the property, describes existing conditions, analyzes and 
evaluates the resource's significance and integrity, and provides 
guidance for future treatment. Recommendations for the treatment 
of cultural landscapes aim only to provide a broad framework for 
management. They are based on the analysis and evaluation of the 

3. The White House, in turn, can he subdivided into component landscapes. For 
example, the north lawn is a component landscape of the White House; others include the 
cast and west gardens and the upper and lower south lawn. 

• 

• 

• 
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landscape characteristics that contribute to the significance of the 
resources. The purpose of the recommendations is to clarify preser­
vation treatment for significant landscape resources and to provide a 
framework for new development that is compatible with the salient 
qualities and character of the cultural landscape. The preservation of 
landscape characteristics is usually the recommended management 
approach for properties that are mtionally significant, but this does 
not prevent new development. 

The special nature of the site has precluded the development of 
treatment recommendations. Current management practices at the 
White House and President's Park follow the central prescription of 
the Frederick law Olmsted Jr. 1935 report - preserve the historic 
aspects of the landscape, but at the same time adapt them to current 
needs. 4 

4. Olmsted Brothers, Landscape Architects, "Report to the President of the United 
States on Improvements and Policy of Maintenance for the Executive Mansion Grounds" 
(Oct. 24, 1935), Olmsted Associates Papers, Manuscripts Division, Library of Congress . 
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The White House 
and President's Park 

1-1 
Part I: The Evolution of President's Park 
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Chapter 1. The I:Enfant Plan and the 
Beginning of President's Park: 1 791-1814 

C
hapter 1 addresses the first two decades in the development 
of President's Park. The chief formative influence on the 
landscape of the site was the plan for the city of 
Washington conceived and drawn in 1791 by the French 

artist/architect Pierre Charles L'Enfant. Important features of the 
L'Enfant plan are its simplicity and dignity, the location of the city's 
main spaces and buildings, a plan for the dimensions and founda­
tions of the President's House, and a general conceptual scheme for 
its grounds. L'Enfant also appears to have been the first one to use 
the term "President's Park."' 

American presidents have had major influence on the evolution of 
the landscape of President's Park. George Washington selected the site 
and its original designer. Thomas Jefferson suggested important 
modifications to the L'Enfanl plan and developed a conceptual design 
for landscape changes that was partially implemented. As president, 
Jefferson made the first concerted effort to landscape the grounds. To 
a lesser degree both John Adams and James Madison helped to estab­
lish the tradition of presidential participation. 

After L'Enfant's departure from the project in February 1792, other 
talented designers refined and somewhat altered his general plan. 
Surveyor Andrew Ellicott drew the first engraved version of 
L'Enfant's plan, and Benjamin Henry Latrobe collaborated with 

1. The most complete summary of the city's initial physical history, derived from the 
earliest plans, maps, and views, as well as from textual sources, is found in John W. 
Reps, Monumental Washington: The Planning and Development of the Capital Center 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1967), especially chapter 1: "Washington: The 
Founding and the Founders," 1-25. See also figure 1-2, Plan of the City Intended for the 
Permanent Seat of the Government of the United States, copy by the United States Coast and 
Geodetic Survey in 1887 of the manuscript plan for Washington, D.C., drawn by Pierre 
Charles L'Enfant, 1791, at the Library of Congress, Geography and Maps Division. 
William Seale also discusses L'Enfant and his plan in volume I of The Pre..'iident's Ho11se: A 
History (Washington, DC: The White House Historical Association, with the cooperation 
of the National Geographic Society, 1986), 2 vols., 1-21. For a recent interpretation of the 
L'Enfant plan and its sources as well as of early 19th century plans for Washington, sec 
Pamela Scott, "'This Vast Empire': The Iconography of the Mall, 1791-1848," in Tile Mall 
in Wa'ihington, 1 791-1991, n..lited hy Richard Longstreth (Washington, DC: The National 
Gallery of Art, 1991), 36-58 . 
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Jefferson in drawing plans for architectural and landscape improve­
ments at the White House. 

From the early years balancing the use of the site as private living 
quarters and as symbol of the presidency and the nation - the 
public seat of the executive branch of government - became a 
concern. There was a degree of tension between the need for privacy 
for the first family and the need for the president to appear accessible 
to the people. During this period a picket fence was installed (ca. 
1803). It was later removed when the substantial Jefferson wall was 
built, making a clear distinction between the private and the public 
space. The construction of the east and west terraces provided addi­
tional privacy for the occupants of the President's House and allowed 
the public grounds to the north to be separated from the more 
private grounds to the south. 

Location of the Capital and President's Park 

During the 1780s the location of the nation's capital was the subject 
of considerable debate. As a result of the compromise regarding the 
national debt, the new Congress passed the Residence Act, which was 
approved by President Washington on July 16, 1790. This act did 
not specify an exact site for the capital; instead, it authorized 
Washington to select a location not more than 10 miles square on 
the Potomac River "at some place between the mouths of the Eastern 
Branch and the Connogcochegue." It also empowered the president to 
appoint three commissioners who were to arrange for the purchase 
of land.2 

2. The selection of a site composed of land from Maryland and Virginia was the result 
of a l 790 political compromise. Secretary of the Treasury A1exandcr Hamilton proix,sed 
that the federal government assume the states' Revolutionary War debts - an estimated 
$25 million - an important offer to the New England states that had not repaid their 
debts. Southern states, with the exception of South Carolina, had repaid 83 percent of 
their debt and were upset at the prospect of hailing out their northern neighbors. A 
compromise began with Virginia legislators who opposed the assumption of debt, but 
had a strong desire to host the national capital. The Residence Act refined the process by 
authorizing President Washington lo select a location. Hamilton convinced New York 
congressmen to vote for the Potomac River site, and in return he secured enough support 
from Virginians to win. Pennsylvania and Virginia congressmen meanwhile negotiated a 
deal whereby Philadelphia would serve as the temporary capital, while the permanent site 
of Washington was developed for occupation in 1800. Paul S. Boyer et al., ed., The 
Enduring Vision: A History of the American People, vol. 1: To 1877 (Lexington, MA: D.C. 
Heath and Co., 1990); Joseph R. Conlin, The American Past, Part 1: A Survey of American 
History to 1877 (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1984), 161; National Park 
Service, U.S. Department of the Interior (hereafter NPS), "L'Enfant Plan of the City of 
Washington, District of Columbia," by Sarah Amy Leach and Elizabeth Barthold, 

• 

• 

• 
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In October 1 790 Washington visited the various sites that had been 
suggested for lhe capital, including Jefferson's first choice, the one 
near Georgetown that was ultimately selected. In November 
Washington and Jefferson discussed the matter in Philadelphia. At 
this meeting Jefferson recommended that two full blocks be set aside 
for the President's House and garden. The sketches he made showed a 
plan for a small town with a grid system of streets between the 
Potomac and the Anacostia Rivers. 3 

An accurate survey was needed before anything further could be 
accomplished. Washington turned to Andrew Ellicott, an experienced 
engineer, who began work early in 1791 to survey the boundaries of 
the city and to determine major features of topography. In March 
1791 Washington also engaged L'Enfant to lay down "the hills, 
valleys, morasses, and waters between that (the eastern branch], the 
Potomac, the Tyber, and lhe road leading from Georgetown to the 
eastern branch, and connecting the whole with certain fixed points of 
the map Mr. Ellicot (sic( is preparing."' 

Pierre Charles L'Enfant (1754-1825) was the son of Pierre L'Enfant, 
painter-in-ordinary to the king of France, and Marie Charlotte Lullier 
L'Enfant. Between 1758 and 1766 the L'Enfant family lived at 
Versailles, where the elder L'Enfant helped decorate the Ministry of 
War Building. The young Pierre Charles thus came to know the city, 
the chateau, and the grounds of Versailles extremely well. In 1771 he 
entered the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture in Paris, where 
he appears to have studied under his father.' In 1777, like many 
other young Frenchmen, L'Enfant volunteered to serve on the side of 
the colonists in the American Revolution. L'Enfant met George 
Washington at Valley Forge in the winter of 1777-78, where he 
drew a portrait of the general at the request of Lafayette. 

National Register of Historic Places, registration form, 1994, sec. 8, p. 6; Reps, Monu­
mental Washington, 1-2. The first three commissioners - Daniel Carroll, Thomas John­
son, and David Stuart - were appointed in January 1791. In June 1802 Jefferson abol­
ished the office of the commissioners and established a superintendent of public buildings, 
to be appointed by the president. Seale, The President's House, 15. See also Frederick 
Doveton Nichols and Ralph E. Griswold, Thomas .Jefferson: Landscape Architect 
{Charlottcsvilk, VA: Unive:rsity Pn::ss of Virginia, 1978), 38-75. 

3. Both the sketches and notes Jefferson took at this rnreting have survived; Reps, 
Monumental Washington, 2-4. 

4. Quoted in Reps, Monumental Washington, 5. 

5. H. Paul Caemmerer, The L;fe of Pierre Charles L'Enfant: Planner of the City Beaut~ful: 
The City of Washington (Washington, DC: National Republic Publishing Company, 1950), 
1-11. The Caemmerer biography is especially useful because it includes kxts {although 
not always complete ones) of many of L'Enfant's letters. See also Rl'ps, Monumental 
Washington, 5-8 . 
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Washington then asked him to design a medal for the Society of the 
Cincinnati. L'Enfant went back to Paris in 1783-84 but returned to 
this country to practice architecture in New York. In September 
1789 he wrote a letter to Washington asking to be employed on the 
design of the new capital city.' 

By this time, progress was being made on determining the precise 
location of the city within the 10-square-mile district. Initially it was 
assumed that the capital city would be relatively small and that it 
could be located at various sites within the extensive tract of land 
being examined. Wtimately, however, the entire area between the 
proposed towns of Carrollsburg (on the Anacostia} and Hamburg (or 
Hamburgh, near Georgetown} was incorporated into the final plan.' 
In 1791 Jefferson drew another sketch plan for the capital city, 
between the Potomac and the Tiber. The plan covered a very limited 
area, but the relationship between the capitol building and the 
President's House was similar to what was finally implemented. At 
about this time, L'Enfant was entrusted with the design of the entire 
city between Rock Creek and the Anacostia River. Figure 1-1 shows a 
retrospective map made in 18 7 4, which illustrates the division of 
land within the city, the tracts owned by individual landholders, and 
the platted towns of Georgetown, Hamburg, and Carrollsburg; the 
L'Enfant plan is superimposed. As it evolved, L'Enfant's plan had 
marked differences from Jefferson's; L'Enfant disliked the grid street 
system and favored several nodes of development rather than a 
single concentrated settlement. At this juncture L'Enfant went to 
Jefferson and requested maps of the best planned and "grandest" 
European cities. Jefferson responded by sending him 10 maps from 
his personal collection. Among these were several French cities, 
including Marseilles, Lyon, Bordeaux, and Orleans, as well as Paris. 
In addition, there were maps of Frankfurt and Karlsri.ihe in Ger­
many, Turin and Milan in Italy, and Amsterdam in the Netherlands.' 

6. Cacmmcrcr, L'Enfant, 25, 38-39, 43-46, 69-130. See also Reps, Monumental 
Washington, 8-9. In 1789, L'Enfant remodeled New York's Old City Hall, which was 
renamed Federal Hall and served as the scat of Congress beginning in 1789, when New 
York City was the capital of the nation. 

7. Carrollsburg and Hamburg were very sparsely populated, however, the land had 
been platted in both areas in the expectation of future development. Reps, Monumental 
Washington, 9-13. 

8. Reps, Monumental Washington, 13-15. Contemporary plans of these cities (possib]y 
even the same plans that Jefferson sent L'Enfanl) are illustrated in Nichols and Griswold, 
Thomas Jefferson, Landscape Architect, figs. 21-32. The plans for Karlsriihe, Turin, Paris, 
and Amsterdam are illuslrated in John W. Reps, Washington On View: The Nation's Capital 
Since 1790 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991 ), 19. 

• 

• 

• 
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By June 1791, L'Enfant had completed a draft plan and a memo­
randum, which he presented to Washington. Although this first plan 
has been lost, the accompanying memorandum has survived. 
Among his recommendations was a long diagonal avenue, today's 
Pennsylvania Avenue, connecting the "Presidential Palace" and the 
"Federal House." The President's House and its "garden park and 
other improvements" were to overlook the Potomac at approxi­
mately their present locations. "Public walks" connected the 
President's House and the Capitol. L'Enfant stated that 

it will see 10 or 12 miles down the Potowmack [sic] front 
the town and harbor of Alexandria and stand to the view of 
the whole_ city .... I placed the three grand Departments of 
State contigous [sic] to the principle [sic] Palace and on the 
way leading to the Congressional House the gardens of the 
one together with the park and other improvement on the 
dependency are connected with the publique [sic! walk and 
avenue to the Congress house in a manner as most (sic) 
form a whole as grand as it will be agreeable and 
convenient to the whole city.11 

ln this same memorandum, L'Enfant vividly described Jenkins Hill, 
site of the future Capitol, as a "pedestal waiting for a monument."'° 

On August 19, 1 791, L'Enfant sent another plan and another memo­
randum to the president. The plan (which may be the document in 
the Library of Congress's Geography and Map Division and generally 
called the "Map of Dotted Lines") was a simple schematic outline 
map of the projected city showing principal streets and open spaces. 11 

Part of the August 1791 memorandum is especially descriptive: 

The grand avenu (sic] connecting both the palace and the 
Federal House will be magnificent and most convenient, the 
streets mnning west of the upper square of the Federal 
House and which terminate in an easy slope on the canal 
through the tiber which it will overlook for the space of 

9. L'Enfant to Washington, Jun1: 22. 1791, published in "L'Enfanl's Reports to 
President Washington, Bearing Dates of March 26, June 22, and August 19, 1791," in 
Records of the Cohimbia Historical Society, vol. 2, 1899, 35-36. 

10. "L'Enfant's Reports," 35. 

11. "L'Enfont's Reports," 17. The 1791 "Map of Dotted Lines" is illustrated in Reps, 
Monummtal Washington, fig. 8. There has been considerable question as to whether this 
"Map of Dotted Lims" actually is by L'Enfant, although L'Enfant used the term in his 
letter of Aug. 19, 1791, to Washington. See J. L. Sibley Jennings Jr., "Artistry as Design: 
L'Enfant's Extraordinary City," The Qµ_arterly Journal of the Library of Congress, 36, no. 3 
(Summer 1979), 249. Richard W. Stephenson has suggested that the map may have been 
drawn by Ellicott. Sre Richard W. Stephenson, "The Delineation of a Grand Plan," Journal 
ofthf' Library of Congress, 36, no. 3 (Summer 1979), 207-24 . 
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about two mile [sic! will be beautifull [sic! above what may 
be imagined - those other streets parallel to that canal, 
those crossing over it and which are as many avenues to 
the grand walk from the water cascade undrr the Federal 
House to the President [sic) park. 

The making of the publik [sic) walk from under the federal 
House as far as it is carried on the potomac [sicJ and 
connected with the palace ... will be productive of as much 
advantage . in giving to the City . . . a superiority . . . 
over most of the city [sic) of the world." 

Later in August, L'Enfant went to Philadelphia and presented his final 
plan to Washington. The explanatory references that accompanied 
the plan included another mention of President's Park: "L. President's 
park and the K. well improved field, being a part of the walk from 
the President's _house of about 1800 feet in breadth, and ¾ of a mile 
in length."" Although the August 1791 plan has survived, the paper 
has darkened, and the lines and writing have faded and become 
almost illegible.14 For this reason, L'Enfant's final manuscript plan 
for the city is rarely published. It is best known from several later 
versions and reprints, of which the most accurate is the 188 7 
facsimile copy made by the United States Coast and Geodetic Survey 
(figure 1-2). 

After his plan was accepted, L'Enfant made arrangements to have it 
engraved. It was supposed to be ready before the sale of lots of land 
in the city began in October, but the engraving was not completed 
on time. L'Enfant then arranged with Benjamin Ellicott, Andrew's 
brother, to make the engraving before the next sale of lots in the 
spring. Benjamin Ellicott turned the engraving over to Andrew, and 
L'Enfant discovered that numerous changes had been made from his 
original, including the removal of his name. Because of these delays 
and because L'Enfant was unable to develop a good working 

12. L'Enfant to Washington, in "L'Enfont's Reports," 39, 43. 

13. Quoted in Caemmcrer, L'Enfant, 164. 

14. L'Enfant's original manuscript plan is illustrated in color in Stephenson, "The 
Delineation of a G_rand Plan," 212-13. The 1887 Coast and Geodetic Survey facsimile is 
discussed in the same article, 218-21. The Geography and Map Division of the library of 
Congress now holds the original L'Enfant plan, but because of its extreme fragility, 
viewers who ask to sec it are generally shown the 1887 facsimile. A very detailed 
discussion of the original L'Enfant plan, with numerous illustrations of details, can be 

. found in Jennings, "Artistry as Design," 225-78. 

• 

• 

• 
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relationship with the three commissioners, Thomas Jefferson, at 
Washington's request, dismissed L'Enfant on Fehruary 27, 1792." 

The L'Enfant plan, incorporating the changes made by the Ellicotts, 
was finally engraved in November 1 792. This is the plan that is 
generally referred to as the Ellicott plan (figure 1-3). A detail of the 
central portion of the Ellicott plan, showing President's Park as 
envisioned by L'Enfant, is illustrated in figure 1-4. The chief differ­
ence between the manuscript L'Enfant plan and the engraved Ellicott 
plan is that, on the latter, the outlines of many of the major build­
ings, including the president's mansion, are indicated by heavy dark 
lines. These may reflect preliminary designs by L'Enfant for the 
foundations of these buildings, for he is known to have been work­
ing on such designs early in 1792. It is almost certain that, if he had 
not been dismissed, L'Enfant would have designed the President's 
House. If it had been constructed as shown on the L'Enfant plan, the 
President's House would have been four times larger than it was 
ultimately built. L'Enfant also proposed channeling Tiber Creek into 
the Washington City Canal, along the line of the present Consti­
tution Avenue. This was ultimately done, but the canal was not 
completed until about 1815. 16 

On the 1 792 Ellicott plan, the executive mansion stands in the center 
of a large open space at the intersections of two major diagonal 
boulevards (Pennsylvania and New York Avenues) and two minor 
ones not yet named. On either side of the shaded area to the south, 
which indicates the park, are flanking executive office buildings. The 
Ellicott plan depicts the executive mansion in a way that, if executed, 
would have made the building completely open and visible from all 
sides and from a considerable distance down the diagonal 
boulevards. 17 

15. The engraving was done by Thackara and Vallance of Philadelphia and by Samuel 
Hill of Boston. Caemrnerer, L'Enfant, 169-247. L'Enfant was never paid in full for the 
Washington plan. In appendix A, 367-410, Caemmerer reproduces L'Enfant's numerous 
"memorials," or petitions, to the federal government for payment. See also Reps, 
Monumental Washington, 209-14, and Reps, Washington on View, 24-27. 

16. Seale, The President's House1 7-18; Reps, Monumental Washington, 16, 29. 

17. Reps, Monumental Washington, 22-25. The Presidenl's Park section of the L'Enfant 
manuscript plan, which, because of faintness and an erasure, can barely be seen, is 
illustrated in Jennings, "Artistry as Design," 257. A similar but much larger arrangement 
is shown for the Capitol. 
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In 1 792 the government purchased the approximately 83-acre parcel 
allocated to the presidential palace on L'Enfant's plan and designated 
it as Appropriation Number 1 or Reservation Number l. Its 
boundaries were H Street on the north, 17th Street on the west, Tiber 
Creek on the south, and 15th Street on the east. Excluded were city 
blocks 167 and 221 to the east and west of today's Lafayette Park, 
which were allocated for private development. At that time, the land 
had two owners: the southern part was the farm of David Burnes 
and the northern part the farm of the Peerce family, which had 
recently been purchased by Samuel Davidson. There was a cottage on 
the former Peerce property, near the northwest corner of today's 
Lafayette Park, which was soon taken down. 18 

Within the boundaries of today's President's Park, several elements 
survive from the L'Enfant plan: the general location of the White 
House and the flanking buildings, although not their dimensions and 
precise sites, and the major vistas, especially along the north/south 
axis. In addition, most of the land indicated by L'Enfant for parks or 
gardens is used as such today, but in different configurations." 

The Grounds of the White House 

On the 1792 Ellicott plan (detail in figure 1-4), the grounds south of 
the executive mansion were arranged according to L'Enfant's plan to 
frame a vista of the Potomac. The land was shaped to form 
descending terraces with a pool in the center of the southernmost 
terrace. There was no indication of a path system, plantings, or other 
landscaping that represents a park and gardens. 

In December 1791 L'Enfant staked out the foundations of the 
executive mansion. Early in 1792 some foundation stones were laid 
according to his plan. The huge scale of this projected building 
became obvious, and to many it seemed excessive and unsuitable for 
a democracy.'° At about this time, the term "presidential palace" 

18. Seale, The President's House, 23-24. New evidence shows that the Peerce cottage was 
more likely to have been near the northweslern comer of the present Lafayette Park, 
rather than the southeastern corner. as formerly thought. See NPS, "Archeological 
Evaluation, President's Park, Washington, D.C., 90% Draft," by John P. Pousson and 
Christine Hoepfner (Eastern Applied Archeology Center, Feb. 1995), 17-18. 

19. The L'Enfant plan also depicts features on the south lawn that may have been 
intended as a pair of mounds, although it was several years before these were 
constructed. 

20. In a similar vein, one of the commissioners of the District of Columbia is quoted as 
having written aboul the surroundings of what would be the President's House: "It may 

• 

• 

• 
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began to fall out of use, and the "President's House" became the 
more accepted term. In March 1792, after L'Enfant's dismissal and at 
Thomas Jefferson's urging, a competition was held to choose a 
design for the house. 

Although the projected size of the building was not indicated in the 
announcement of the competition, it was stated that the preference 
was for a plan of which the central part could be constructed first 
and added to later. Irish-born architect James Hoban, who had 
immigrated to Charleston, South Carolina, won the competition. 
Hoban's initial plan was more modest than Washington wanted. The 
dimensions were enlarged at Washington's request, but they still fit 
well within the excavations already made for the projected L'Enfant 
structure. The north entrance of the building, according to the 
Hoban plan, was in the same spot as on the L'Enfant plan. However, 
the reduction in scale from the L'Enfant plan meant that the 
executive mansion was no longer on a direct axis from the Capitol 
along Pennsylvania Avenue. Hoban began to lay foundations in July 
1 792, and the cornerstone was laid October 13, 1792. Huts for the 
workmen were built just to the north of the building site. On the 
low-lying land to the south of the site, a clay pit was dug and a 
small sawmill was erected, as well as saw pits. 21 

A distant view of the President's House from the southeast is illus­
trated in figure 1-5. In this sketch, which documents the rural 
surroundings of the site at this time, Blodgett's Hotel is the large 
structure in the right foreground. The White House is the building in 
the distance, and the building immediately to its right is the 
Treasury. 

At the end of 1800 the President's House was sufficiently complete to 
allow the first family to move in. President John Adams took up 
residence on November 1, 1800, followed by his wife Abigail two 
weeks later. During the previous summer, Adams had William 
Thornton plant a vegetable garden on the northeast side of the 
President's House, near or within the former stoneyard. Except for 
this vegetable garden, the grounds were still ungraded and un­
planted; there were no specimen trees or ornamental gardens. 

suit the genius of a despotic government to cultivate an immense and gloomy wilderness 
in the midst of a thriving city [but! I cannot think it suitable in our station." Quoted on a 
board in the permanent exhibition on "Washington, Symbol and City" at the National 
Building Museum, Washington, DC. 

21. Preparations for constmction had been made before Hoban was selected. As a result 
of a shortage of funds one floor had to be eliminated during construction and the north 
elevation modified. Reps, Monumental Washington, 33-36, 38-39, 66 . 
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Access was through the south entrance where temporary wooden 
steps were built. The Adamses lived in the President's House for only 
four months." 

In March 1801 Thomas Jefferson took up residence in the President's 
House. In his first recorded action concerning the grounds, he 
ordered the removal of an outdoor privy built for the Adamses. 
Instead, he had two water closets installed - one at each end of the 
upper floor. Another early improvement to the site was the 
construction of a rail fence surrounding at least the north side of the 
President's House. It was in place at least by 1803, as evidenced in an 
ad from the National Jntelligencer. 23 

Jefferson planned so many architectural changes, most of them to 
the interior of the building, that Hoban was called back to implement 
them. In 1803 he appointed the British-born architect and engineer, 
Benjamin Henry Latrobe, to the newly created position of surveyor 
of the public buildings. Latrobe's principal duty was to complete the 
Capitol, but he became an important contributor to the post-Hoban 
designs for the President's House and its grounds.24 

The most important of the exterior changes that Jefferson proposed 
was a plan for extensive terraces to connect to the executive office 
buildings on both sides of the President's House. According to 
Jefferson's conceptual scheme, the relationship between the 
President's House, the terraces, and the executive office buildings was 
sim.ilar to that in many of the designs by the Italian Renaissance 
architect Andrea Palladio for villas in 16th century Vicenza, which 
often had arcades connecting to service buildings." Jefferson had also 
used a similar technique at Monticello. At the President's House, 
Jefferson sank the connecting terraces into the natural north/south 

22. Reps, Monumental Washington, 78-81. For Thornton's garden plans, see also George 
McCuc, The Octagon: Being ,m Account of a Famous Washington Re.sidence, Its Great Years, 
Decline and Restoration (Washington, DC: American Institute of Architects Foundation, 
1976), 49. 

23. Reps, Monumental Washington, 89-91, 109-11; Marilyn K. Parr, "Chronicle of a 
British Diplomat: The First Year in the 'Washington Wilderness,"' Washington History 12, 
no. 1 (Spring/Summer 2000), 79-89. 

24. Reps, Monumental Washington, 89-91, 109-11. 

2:S. See, for example, Palladio's Villa Barbaro, Maser, exterior, plan and landscape 
illustrated in James S. Ackerman, The Villa: Form and ldeo/ogy of Country Houses 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990), figs. 4.lG-4.13. Palladio's elevation for the 
Villa Barbaro, as well as lhe plan, is illustrated in plate XX.XIV of Andrea Palladio, The 
Four Books of Architecture {New York: Dover Publications, 1965). The Villa Barbaro is 
somewhat unusual in that the wings were actually built; Palladio's clients frequently 
elected to leave them oul. 

• 
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slope of the land, so that they would be barely visible from the north 
side of the building. On the south, they were to be fronted with 
colonnades and would be on the same level as the exposed basement 
or ground floor of the house. Construction began on the terraces, 
but they were never extended all the way to the executive office 
buildings. 26 

Plans for the east and west terraces seem to have led Jefferson to 
formulate a comprehensive layout for the President's Park landscape. 
He returned the main entrance to the north. Temporary wooden 
steps provided access; eventually they were rebuilt in stone. A picket 
fence enclosed at least part of the site. An important drawing that 
has survived shows a projected scheme for landscaping the grounds 
in the vicinity of the President's House (figure 1-6). The drawing, 
probably made by Latrobe and annotated by Jefferson, called for a 
formal entryway, or at least a substantial set of piers or gatehouses 
at the north entrance. On March 17, 1807, Latrobe wrote to 
Jefferson referring to a drawing that apparently has not survived 
(but which seems to be quite similar to figure 1-6): 

I herewith submit to your consideration a project for laying 
out the grounds around the President's house. The present 
enclosure together with the buildings already erected and 
those projected are also laid down in their proper 
sih1ations . ... 

My idea is to carry the road below the hill under a wall 
about 8 feet high opposite to the center of the President's 
house. At this point I should propose, at a future date to go 
through an arch or arches, in order to provide a private 
communication between the pleasure ground at the 
President's house and the park which reaches to the river 
and which will probably be also planted, and perhaps be 
open to the public." 

26. Seale, The President's I-louse, 109-17. In his design for the terraces as well as some 
aspects of the development of the grounds of th._. President's House, Jefferson followed, as 
he had at Monticello, the established European tradition of the ferme ornt!e, a type of 
residential landscape that incorporated farm or utilitarian structures blended into an 
ornamental setting. NPS, Administrative History: The White House and President's Park, 
1791-1983; Epilogue 1983-1997, by William Patrick O'Brien (Denver Service Center, 
2001), 45. The report cites William L. Beiswanger, "The Temple in the Garden: Thomas 
Jefferson's Vision of the Monticello Landscape" (Charlottesville, VA: Thomas Jefferson 
Memorial Foundation, 1981 ), 170-73, 175, 181, 185. The Beiswanger publication has 
not been located in the Harvard Library System (HOWS). 

27. Latrobe to Jefferson, March 17, 1807, quoted in Olmsted Brothers, "Report to the 
President," 62-64. Frederick Law Olmsted .Jr.'s historical consultant was Professor 
Morley Williams of Harvard University's Department of Landscape Architecture . 
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A letter from Latrobe to Jefferson dated April 29, 1807 documents 
the ongoing design process for the White House grounds, on which 
Latrobe and Jefferson were cooperating. 16 Figure 1-6 illustrates how 
the horizontal extension of the building, made possible by the two 
terraces, allowed a complete separation between the public grounds 
to the north and the more private grounds to the south. This 
situation still holds today, although the north grounds are now open 
only to the eye. 

Another feature of the Latrobe/ Jefferson plan to increase privacy 
was a high stone wall to be built around the entire perimeter (with 
the exception of the site of the future Lafayette Square and the 
executive office buildings) to replace the rail fence then in place. On 
the north, four tree-lined allees were to converge on the front 
entrance of the residence. The principal approach was to be a straight 
road, starting at a central gate in the perimeter wall, then passing 
between the two central allees and ending at a circle in front of the 
north entrance. Informal meandering paths, one of them marked "15 
feet wide," are also shown in the northern section. To the south, the 
main entrance was to be at Pennsylvania Avenue through a triple­
arched gate and onto a drive that would curve picturesquely toward 
the east terrace and pass through an arch in the pavilion at the end 
of this terrace. On this part of the plan, a second hand seems to have 
drawn the line of the drive on top of a winding path drawn by the 
first hand. There are also annotations for a garden to the north just 
inside the gate, a wooded area just to the south and a "clump" 
between the two. The annotations seem to have been made by the 
second hand. A formal tapis vert, or rectangular panel of grass, the 
same width as the main block of the house and extending almost all 
the way to the wall, is depicted, probably by the first hand, along the 
main axis to the south. There is a strip marked "Border of Flowers" 
to both the east and west sides of the tapis vert. No landscape detail is 
shown for the southwestern part of the grounds.29 

It is unclear just how much of President Jefferson's plan was carried 
out, since the records for this period do not show much landscape 

28 Latrobe to Jefferson. Apr. 29, 1807, quoted in Olmsted Brothers, "Report," 64-65. 

29. This drawing is discussed in Seale, The President's House, 112-13 and is also 
illustrated in Nichols and Griswold, Thomas Jefferson 1 Landscape Architect, 74. Seale 
suggests that the clumps are rhododendrons, but these do not appear to be specified on 
the drawing. If rhododendrons were used on lhe White. House grounds in this period, 
they would probably have been native rhododendrons, since few rhododendrons from the 
Orient were introduced before the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Sec Donald Wyman, 
Shrubs and Vines for American Gardens (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1977), 
352-87. The Olmsted Brothers in their 1935 report illustrated this drawing as their 
figure 32 and date it as after 1808. 

• 
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activity. Jefferson completed the drives to the north and south, as 
well as the southern entrance gate from Pennsylvania Avenue. He 
also planted trees. The 8-foot-high stone wall recommended by 
Latrobe was built to the north and south of the grounds and 
probably also to the east and west. A carriage gate in the east 
pavilion was constructed but collapsed around Christmas 1806, 
when the wooden centering was removed prematurely. 30 President 
Jefferson likely also maintained a garden of mixed vegetables, herbs, 
and annuals. 31 Most of this work may have been done in 1807, but 
the surviving survey conducted that same year does not contain 
enough detail to show the progress of the work." 

The "Jefferson mounds," two of the most significant features 
associated with the south lawn, might also date from this period. 
The April 29, 1807, letter from Latrobe to Jefferson is sometimes 
cited as evidence, 

At the President's house I have laid out the road on the 
principle of the plan exhibited to you. A small alteration of 
the outline of the enclosure to the south was necessarily 
made, which renders the whole ground infinitely more 
handsome, and accommodates the public with easier access 
from Pennsylvania Avenue to New York Avenue . 

In the plan submitted to and approved by you a semi-circle 
was struck to the south from the center of the bow of the 
house. This semi-circle carried the enclosure too far to the 
South. Mr. King, surveyor who laid out the city streets, will 
lay before you the new plan which differs from the other in 
being of oblong figure instead of a semi-circle, thus.33 

At this point in the letter, Latrobe drew a sketch showing the new 
placement of the road. No landscape detail within the south grounds 
is depicted. Latrobe went on to list several advantages of the new 
plan, including the following: 

The Nature of the ground is consulted so far as to obtain 
the best level for the road with the least removal of earth. 

30. Seale, The President's 1 Juusc1 116-1 7. 

31. Scale, The President's House, 113-17. 

32. NPS, "Archeological Evaluation," fig. 7. The survey is not dated, although it 
includes features that were not on the site until 1807. Elevations and topography are 
indicated throughout the area of the ca. 1807 survey and the "hachure" style of 
topographic rendering extends along the entire south enclosure wall. The survey is 
located in the Geography and Map Division, Library of Congress. 

33. Latrobe to Jefferson, Apr. 29, 1807, quoted in Olmsted Brothers, "Report to the 
President," 64-65 . 
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The road nms in such a manner that the President's house 
is not overlooked from below and is covered by rising 
knowlls (sic] as the road rises. 3~ 

It is this last statement that is usually interpreted to refer to the 
Jefferson mounds, but Latrobe could also have been describing an 
embankment created by the new cut of the road. No "knowlls" on 
the south lawn are shown in his sketch.35 

Latrobe's April 29, 1807, letter to Jefferson is also valuable because 
of the detail concerning the construction of the road: 

The next step was to get down to the foot of the wall on the 
south side by cutting out the road to its proper width, 
leaving the internal dressing of the grounds until last. The 
building of the wall rendered it necessary to go to the per­
manent depth of the road, otherwise I should have con­
tented myself with laying it down on its right place, 
removing only so much earth as would have made the 
declivities convenient to the carriages. But this could not be 
done, and I contracted with Wheeler and Stame to level the 
ground from the great Walnut S. E. of the President's house 
to the War Office the width of the road footpath and wall." 

On December 27, 1805, President Jefferson reported to Congress 
that, in addition to the domestic sections of the east and west ter­
races, a smokehouse with fireproof vaulting, a liquor cellar, and 

34. Olmsted Brothers, "Report lo lhe Presidrnt," 65. 

35. A slrong case can be made from other sources to date the mounds to the Jefferson 
period. or at least only a few decades later. In October 1991 the John Quincy Adams elm, 
which stood on the southern slope of the eastern mound, had to be taken down, and its 
rings were counted. As a result, it was conclusively dated to 1826. According to the 
topographical map in the Olmsted Brothers 1935 report, the rim was located at an 
elevation of 46 feet, about 6 feet above the level of the adjacent lawn. The mound would 
obviously had to have existed at the time the tree was planted. Information on ring 
dating and replanting of the John Quincy Adams elm was kindly provided by Dale 
Haney, office of Irvin Williams, The White House, Oct. 24, 1994. The John Quincy 
Adams dm was replaced by a clone of the original tree grafted to a seedling, also from the 
original tree, which was planted in the same location by First Lady Barbara Bush in the 
first week of December 1991. See also Olmsted Brothers, "Report," Plan no. 1. See also file 
on "Mounds on the South Grounds," Office of the Curator, The White House {hereafter 
abbreviated as OC/WH), WGA, Mar. 19, 1991. This file was compiled before the John 
Quincy Adams elm was taken down in 1991. Pousson and Hoepfner argue that the 
mounds are not shown on the ca. 1807 survey and it is unlikely to have been an 
oversight by the author. A comparison of the 1807 topography and the area's modern 
contours suggests that the mounds were created ca. 1818-24 by the removal of soil 
around them as well as by filling. This argument would he supported by the conclusive 
1826 dating of the John Quincy Adams elm, NPS, "Archeological Evaluation," 32. 

36. Latrobe to Jefferson, Apr. 29, 1807, quoted in Olmsted Brothers, "Report to the 
President," 66. 

• 

• 
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cellars for wood and coal had been completed. 37 In 1806 a stable and 
a cowshed were added on the east side of the existing terrace, and in 
1809 a carriage house." 

On March 4, 1809, James Madison became president, and about two 
weeks later he and his wife moved into the White House. Madison's 
steward, Jean-Pierre Sioussat, supervised new plantings in the 
garden area designated by Jefferson.39 A watercolor painting of the 
President's House, dated September 1811 and probably done by 
Latrobe, is illustrated in figure 1-7. This depiction may be idealized, 
since it is unclear whether the stone wall had been constructed at this 
time on the north side of the White House.40 Although the stone 
eagle ornaments are not depicted anywhere else except in this draw­
ing, apparently Sioussat purchased them from James Traquair in 
Philadelphia.41 The straight approach road from the north leading to 
a semicircular forecourt is somewhat as shown in the Latrobe/ 
Jefferson drawing (figure 1-6), although the four tree-lined allees 
and meandering paths are absent. By 1811, and possibly as early as 
1796, some kind of roadway probably existed in front of the Presi­
dent's House, where Pennsylvania Avenue is now.42 A stone arch on 
the southeastern side of the grounds, designed by Latrobe and con­
structed in 1807, appears in an 1820 drawing by the Baroness Hyde 
de Neuville, wife of the French minister to the United States (figure 
1-8)_43 

On June 18, 1811, President Madison declared war on Great Britain, 
initiating the War of 1812. The British invaded Washington on 

37. In 1807 Jefferson was given tvvo grizzly bear cubs, which he displayed for a time in 
the circle in front of the north entrance to the White House. The cubs were eventually 
sent to Charles Willson Peale's museum in Ballimore; Seale:, The President's House, 97, 
115. 

38. File on "White House Stables and Garages," OC/WH, Aug. 10, 1992. There appears 
to be no further information about the 1806 stable/cowshed, although reportedly there 
was an earlier stable associated with the President's House at 14th and G Streets, NW 
(information courtesy of John Pousson, NPS). 

39. Seale, The President's House, 119-22. 

40. William Seale, The White House: The History of an American ldea (Washington, DC: 
The American Institute of Architects Press and the White House Historical Association, 
·1992), 41. According to Seale, the high slone wall was never built north of the 
President's House. This seems to contradict another statement in The President's House, 
·t66, where he states that President Monroe ha<l the yvall cut down to parapet height. 

41. Seale, The President's House1 122. 

42. See H. P. Caemmerer, Washington, the National Capital (Washington, DC: n.p.; n.d.), 
229. 

43. Seale, The White House, 47 . 
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August 24, 1814, and burned the President's House, as well as the 
adjacent office buildings, leaving only their shells." An engraving by 
William Strick.land shows that the approach road and fenced fore­
court to the house do not appear to have been affected by the fire, 
and there was no damage to the grounds. However, the image 
depicts a bleak landscape, at least on the northeast side, which is the 
only part of the grounds that can be seen in any detail. No trees of 
any size are visible. Low-growing trees or shrubs and small clumps 
of ornamental plantings occupied the foreground. None of the plants 
is shown in sufficient detail for identification." Figure 1-9 shows 
another 1815 view of the shell of the building, this time from the 
southwest, a drawing by the British artist George Heriot. A curving 
carriage drive is shown south of the President's House, and the arch 
at Pennsylvania Avenue is clearly visible. 

Lafayette Square 

The area that would become Lafayette Square and finally Lafayette 
Park has been described as "the panhandle to an otherwise long and 
rectangular tract."46 L'Enfant refined his design so that the north 
corners would meet radial avenues that would extend through the 
"rectangular tract," converging on the north entrance of the 
President's House.47 This was never implemented. On the 1792 
Ellicott plan (detail in figure 1-4) this space is shown simply as a 
plaza or forecourt in front of the President's House. This space was 
not yet separated from the executive mansion by the continuation of 
Pennsylvania Avenue. 

The center of the present Lafayette Park was occupied by a large 
temporary structure that served as the carpenters' workshop when 
construction on the President's House began. By the time the White 
House was completed in 1800, a temporary workmen's village had 

44. Scale, The President's Hottse, 130-37. 

45. William Seale, in The \,t.'hite House, 59, suggests that the low trees may be tree-of­
heaven (.Ailanthus altissima), a tree introduced from China in 1784 that spreads very 
rapidly, especially in waste areas. This is possible:, but the trees in the Strickland 
engraving do not really resemble tree-of-heaven and seem too neatly planted to have 
grown spontaneously. See Donald Wyman, Trees for American Gardens, 3rd ed. (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1990), 150-52. 

46. William Scale, "The Design of Lafayette Park." White House History. 2, no. 1 (June 
1997), 6. 

47. Seale, "The Design of Lafayette Park," 6. 

• 

• 

• 
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grown up around it.48 After the workmen's huts were removed 
when the President's House was completed, a market was established 
at this site. Thomas Jefferson decided that the space was too large to 
be part of the grounds of the President's House and authorized its 
separation into a public park. 

While this area was briefly the site of the first city market, it 
functioned mostly as an unembellished town commons, and grazing 
was allowed throughout this period. During the War of 1812 the 
site was used for an encampment and a ground for military musters, 
and cannon were placed there. After the war it was used to store 
materials while the White House was being rebuilt. 49 

Pennsylvania Avenue was apparently not formally extended between 
the square and the grounds of the President's House until early in the 
1820s, but there was a pathway in this location at a much earlier 
date, as figure 1-7 illustrates. Access to the north side of the 
President's House appears to have been provided by way of a short, 
straight drive making a perpendicular egress off the public road and 
ending in an elongated semi-circle at the north door of the house.50 

President's Park South 

Prior to 1791 the southern three-quarters of President's Park was 
part of the David Burnes farm. There is no indication that this area 
was used for anything except pasturage. Small parcels adjacent to 
Tiber Creek would have been sufficiently elevated and level to have 
been cultivated, but their small size and possibly poor drainage 
might have discouraged such use. 51 

During construction of the White House, the section of the south 
lawn nearest the house would have been subjected to considerable 

48. In 1797 a racetrack, which extended westward to 20th Street beyond the limits of 
the reservation, was laid out on the western side of the fuhrre park site. Seale, The 
President's House, 38, 66-67; Seale, "The Design of Lafayette Park," 6-19. 

49. Seale, ''The Design of Lafayette Park,'' 8-9; NPS, Lafayette Park, Washington, D.C., by 
George J. Olszewski (Washington, DC: National Park Service, 1964), vii, 7. 

SO. For information regarding the possibility that the opening of Pennsylvania Avenue 
might have been as early as 1796, see H. Paul Caemmerer, Washington, the National 
Capital, 229 as quoted in "Historical Study of the Buildings along Madison Place, 
Lafayette Square, Washington, DC (DoHy [sic! Madison House, Benjamin Ogle Tayloe 
House, Belasco Theater and Wilkins Building)," 11; H34 National Landmarks 68A-3201, 
box 20, ARD/WHVNPS; NPS, "Archeological Evaluation," 29. 

51. NPS, "Archcological Evaluation," 22. 
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disturbance. Clay for making brick was secured from this area, as 
well as from the site of the house itself. Apparently the site was 
deemed too wet for substantial construction activity, but there was 
at least one tempering pit, as well as some saw pits." 

The Ellipse did not exist as a distinct space during this period. On the 
1792 Ellicott plan (detail in figure 1-4) it is incorporated into the 
park between the President's House and the projected Tiber Canal. In 
1804, Latrobe prepared a plan for a canal and locks at the mouth of 
the Tiber (figure 1-10). Work was not started, however, on what 
became the Washington Canal until 1810, and the canal opened five 
years later."' 

The Grounds of the Treasury Building and 
the War Building 

In October 1796, during the last year of his presidency, Washington 
himself sited the buildings for the Treasury and the War Office, to 
the east and the west, respectively, of the President's House. 
(Congress had wanted them to be located closer to the Capitol.) The A 
following year designs by George Hadfield, an English architect who W 
was then engaged at the Capitol, were accepted for these buildings, 
and after a two-year delay due to lack of funds, they were con-
structed between 1798 and 1800, under the administration of John 
Adams. They were brick buildings that were two and one-half stories 
in height and designed in the Georgian style." Some of the work 
done during the construction of the War Office building was of poor 
quality and was removed in November 1799 under James Hoban's 
supervision. 55 

In 1800, 130 federal employees moved into the Treasury and War 
Buildings in time for the opening of the first legislative session in 
November.56 The nature of the early landscaping around these build­
ings is unknown. 

52. NPS, "Archeological Evaluation," 22; Seale, The President's House, 66. 

53. Reps, Monumental Washington, 29. 

54. Seale, The President's House, 72~73. 

55. Scale, The President's House, 74. 

56. Andrew Delk.art, The Old Executive Office Buifding: A Victorian Masterpiece 
(Washington, DC: The Executive Office of the President, Office of Administration, 1984), • 
4-6. 
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Around 1805 Benjamin Latrobe designed a separate building for the 
U. S. Treasury known as the Treasury vault. It was constructed 
shortly afterwards. 57 

In 1814 during the War of 1812 the executive office buildings and 
the Treasury vault were gutted by fire, along with the White House 
and the Capitol. 

Summary 

In 1 791 L'Enfant designed a grand conceptual plan for the new 
capital of the United States. Despite his early departure from the 
project, L'Enfant's urban vision for the city of Washington was 
realized in its most essential features. Two elements survive from his 
plan: the general location of the White House and the flanking 
executive office buildings, although not their dimensions and precise 
sites, and the major vistas, principally along the north/south axis. 
The simplicity and dignity of the original L'Enfant design, although 
disregarded during the first half of the 19th century, again became 
the guiding principles for landscape decisions in President's Park, 
particularly after 19 35 when they received the full endorsement of 
Frederick law Olmsted Jr. 

Providing privacy for the president became a concern from the 
beginning. The east and west terraces, the Jefferson wall (which 
would not be completely removed until 1871), and the Jefferson 
mounds, which still stand today, are important features that reflect 
an effort to address this concern. 

Major factors contributed to the development of the landscape during 
this period - the participation of incumbent presidents in designing 
and making modifications to the site; the use of the site both as 
private living quarters and public seat of the executive branch of 
government; the concept that the White House as a symbol of the 
presidency and of the nation; and the relationship of the White 
House to other executive offices, as well as to the legislative and 
judicial branches. Finally, designers like Pierre Charles L'Enfant, 
James Hoban, George Hadfield, and Benjamin Latrobe all contributed 
their talent and imagination to the evolution of President's Park. 

5 7. Information provided by David R. Krause (Executive Support Facility, Office of White 
House Llaison, National Park Service; hereafter abbreviated as ESF/WHL/NPS) . 

Summary 
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Figure 1- 1: Sketch of Washinston in Embryo, Viz .. Previou:, to the Survey by Major J.:Enfant Compiled from the 1aJ·c historical 
researches of Dr. Jo~epli M. foncr. Compilers E. F. M. F;ichtz and F. W. Prall, 1874. Library of Congress. Geography and 
Maps D1v1sion . 
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Figure 1 4 Detail of Ellicott's Plan !>liowi11g the Presiclcnl 's I louse. From f'fo11 of the City of Washington in the Territory of 
Columbia. Andrew Ellicott. Engraved hy Tharkara and Vallancr, Philadelphia, 1792 Library of Congrcs~. Geography and 
Maps Division. 
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figure 1-5: While /louse, 1799: After a Sketch by N. King. Huntington Library, S..in Marino, California. 

The Whitr I louse is the building in the dbla11t·c, with 1hr Treasury Building im111cdia1ely lo its right. Blodgctt's I lotcl is the 
large buikling on the right. 
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Figure I 6 Sketch Pl,111 for Improving the Grounds. Attributed lo "1 liorna~ Jefferson, Bcajamin Latrobe, Robert Mills, n.d. 
(ca. 1802- 1805?). Lihrary of Congrrss, Grogrnphy ;md Maps Division 
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Figure 1-7: The President's I louse in the City of W.1Sl1i11gto11. Allribulc<l lo BmJamin Latrobe (watercolor), September 1811 . 
Mrs. John M. Scott, Jr., Mobile, Alabam11 . 
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Figure 1 8: Pennsylvania Avenue, Washington et La Porte du Jardin c/u Prcsidmt (Pcr,n:,ylv.initi 11vcnuc, Washington and the Gate 
of Prl'.sident's G,1rrle11). Baroness Hyde de Nc11ville (drawing). 1821 © C'ollcction of The New York Historical Society 
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figure 1-9: Palace oj tlir Presirlmt George Hcriol (:.ketch), July 1815 0 Collection of I hf New York H1stonc;il Society 
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Figure 1-1 O· Map of thl' Proposed Washington Canal an,/ Locks Benjamin He111 y Latrobe, 1804. Library of Congr~ss, 
Geography and Maps Division. 
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Chapter 2. The Shaping of President's Park: 
1815-1850 

C
hapter 2 traces the history of President's Park during the 
first half of the 19th century. Throughout this period the 
grounds around the President's House slowly began to take 
shape as design and construction progressed in a more 

complete and elaborate form than lhal envisioned by L'Enfant.' 
Charles Bulfinch prepared a plan for Lafayette Park that was 
partially implemented in the early 1820s. Progress in the Ellipse was 
slower, but by the late 1840s improvements on the public grounds 
were taking place. The State and Treasury Buildings were recon­
structed after the War of 1812 and two new ones - War and Navy 
- were added. Less than two decades later, the Treasury Building 
was destroyed by fire in 1833. Construction began on the newly 
designed structure on 1836, but it would not be finished until 1869. 

During the first part of this period attention was focused on rebuild­
ing the President's House and adjacent buildings after being burned 
by the British. President James Madison adopted the policy that all of 
the buildings that were destroyed or damaged should be rebuilt 
exactly as they had been before the fire. John Quincy Adams, James 
Monroe, Andrew Jackson, and Martin Van Buren continued the 
tradition of presidents playing an important role in the evolution of 
the landscape. 

President James Monroe was instrumental in attracting both Charles 
Bulfinch and Paulus Hedi to design important features that have 
characterized the landscape at President's Park. Robert Mills put 
forward a comprehensive plan for the Mall and designed the 
Treasury Building, llSing a fireproof construction method that he 

1. In 1816 Congress passed an act reestablishing the Office of the Commissioner of 
Public Buildings that had been abolished by Jefferson in 1802. During the period covered 
by this chapter, the commissioners of public buildings were Samuel Lane (1816-22), 
Joseph EJgar (1822-34), William Noland (1834--46), Andrew Brnumont {1846--47), 
Charles Douglas (1847--49). and Ignatius Mudd (1849-51). In 1849 the United States 
Department of the Interior was established. The commissioner of public buildings 
remained responsible for President's Park and other public buildings and spaces, but the 
office was placed under the jurisdiction of the Department of the Interior until 1867. 
Mary-Jane M. Dowd, comp., Records of the Office of Public Buildings and Public Parks of the 
National Capital, Record Group 42, Inventory No. 16 {Washington, DC: National Archives 
and Records Administration, 1992), 29-30 . 

43 
Chapter 2. The Shaping of President's Park: 1815-1850 

Case 1:25-cv-03969-DLF     Document 16-19     Filed 12/02/25     Page 66 of 579



The Grounds of the White House 

44 
PART I: THE EVOLUTION OF PRESIDENT'S PARK 

had pioneered. John Quincy Adams set an important precedent by 
treating the grounds of the President's House as a kind of arboretum 
for American trees and plants. During the presidency of Andrew 
Jackson the grounds were extensively graded, paths laid, and drives 
realigned, both on the north and south grounds. Large quantities of 
trees and shrubs were planted, particularly on the south lawn. It was 
during the Jackson administration that the general form of the 
grounds of the President's House took on an appearance that would 
be recognizable today. Jackson's successor, Martin Van Buren, was 
keenly interested in horticulture and continued the type of landscape 
improvements his predecessors had begun. John Tyler initiated the 
practice of Marine Band concerts on the south lawn. 

Improvements during this period included lighting the grounds, first 
with oil lamps and by the late 1840s with gaslights. Ornamental 
anthemion fences were installed on the north grounds between the 
columns of the north portico, lining the southern edge of the 
carriageway, and serving as a parapet on both side of the north 
portico to prevent possible falls. 2 

The Grounds of the White House 

After the British burned the President's House in 1814, President 
James Madison and First Lady Dolley Madison lived in the Octagon 
House at 1799 New York Avenue. They never returned to the White 
House. 3 In 1815 James Hoban was brought back to reconstruct the 
President's House and also to rebuild the two executive office build­
ings. At the same time Latrobe returned from Pittsburgh, primarily 
to supervise the rebuilding of the Capitol (also damaged by the 
British), although he soon began making plans for the President's 
House. Latrobe's 1817 plans called for the north and south porticoes, 
but also envisioned a complete new plan for the interior of the house. 
Latrobe's plan was contrary to Madison's mandate to rebuild and 
repair, and by the end of 181 7 Latrobe left Washington for New 
Orleans. Meanwhile, Hoban undertook the actual work on the 
President's House. Hoban's plans also included north and south 
porticoes, but they would be completed at a later date. The initial 
structural assessment of the building after the fire had proved 

2. Anthcmion is a Greek ornamental motif based on the honeysuckle or palmette. It 
consists of floral or foliated forms arranged in a radiating cluster, but always flal. 

3. McCue, The Octagon, 58-62; Pamela Scott and Antoinette J. Lee, Buildings of the 
District of Columbia, Buildings of the United States Series, Society of Architectural 
Historians (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 216-17. 
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optimistic, and some of the exterior walls had to be taken down. In 
order to finish the rebuilding quickly, Hoban substituted timber for 
brick in some of the interior partitions, one of the factors that forced 
the massive rebuilding of the President's House some 135 years later 
during the Truman administration.' 

On March 4, 1817, James Monroe became president and by the end 
of that year, the rebuilding of the President's House was complete. It 
was officially opened to the public on New Year's Day, 1818. 
Jefferson's terraces were rebuilt as they had been at the end of his 
presidency, but the planned extensions of the terraces to the 
executive office buildings were never made. In 1818 Monroe added a 
stable to the west terrace but had it turned south at right angles to 
the main block of the President's House, so that it was not visible 
from the north. Between the President's House, the west terrace, and 
the new stable was a brick courtyard. In 1818 Monroe also had the 
New York ironworker Paulus Hedi construct entrance gates for the 
north side, possibly designed by Hoban, Hedi himself, or Charles 
Bulfinch, and mounted on a parapet wall. 5 This ornamental fencing 
remained on the grounds until the 1970s, when the last remaining 
section was reproduced in heavier materials and securely anchored in 
concrete. Monroe wanted to complete Jefferson's terraces as he had 
planned them, but the Panic of 1819 prevented it.' 

In December 1819 Hoban reported that the pedestal work, coping, 
iron gates, and iron railings "circular and straight" at the President's 
House had been completed. He also reported that the area north of 
the house had been "graduated" (graded) and the carriageways and 
footways laid out and graveled. Additionally, posts were built that 

4. The south portico was a feature of Hoban's 1793 floor plan, although in Hohan's 
plan the portico extended across the entire fa\'.ade; Seale, The President's House, 138--43. Also 
see Seale, The INhite House. 59--63. 

5. The present entrance gates arc replicas of Hedl's; the originals are in museum 
storage; Seale, The President's House, 144, 149, 151-52; Seak, The White House, 88. 

6. The Panic of 1819 was the first major depression to affect the emerging nation. The 
years of prosperity following the War of 1812 had witnessed sharp price increases and 
uncontrnllt:ll lan<l speculation. Both the state banks and the Bank of the United States 
extended generous credit to business promoters and land speculators. However, by the 
en<l of the decade an accumulation of adverse economic forces brought a sudden end to 
these activities. A decline in European demand for American products and a shrinking 
market for textiles, combined with lhe Bank of the United States calling in loans. 
produced a financial panic that forced many state banks to close. Prices fell dramatically; 
farmers and planters saw their lands sold at public auction, speculators and business 
promoters forfeited property for failing to pay their loans, and more than half a million 
workers lost their jobs when foctories, offices, and shops dosed or curtained operations. 
John M. Blum, et al., The National Experience: A Hi.story c!f the United States {New York: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Publishers, 1989), 189, 201-2 . 
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were to be connected with iron chains for the protection of the 
footways. 7 However, in January 1820 it was reported that "repair­
ing and finishing the wall, gates, railing, etc. north of the President's 
House" had not yet been completed.' In 1824 Monroe had Hoban 
build the long deferred south portico in Seneca stone.' 

Numerous drawings and engravings show the President's House as it 
appeared shortly after its rebuilding. Perhaps the most vivid is the 
watercolor by the Baroness Hyde de Neuville in 1820 (figure 2-1 ), 
which illustrates the reconstructed President's House looking almost 
diminutive between the two rebuilt and the two new red-brick 
executive office buildings. By the time the baroness made her 
watercolor, the wall, fence, and gates had been completed, and some 
neat but very small plantings appear near the north boundary on 
either side. The group of five buildings seems to sit in the middle of a 
barren plain, at least in this view, since Pennsylvania Avenue does 
not yet seem to have been cut through between the grounds of the 
President's House and Lafayette Square. No planting whatsoever is 
visible in Lafayette Square. 10 

In the summer of 181 7 Monroe visited Boston where Charles 
Bulfinch, Boston's foremost architect, greeted him. During Monroe's 
week.long visit, Bulfinch was his constant companion. Bulfinch's son 
Stephen Greenleaf Bulfinch recalled that Monroe "was pleased with 
the public buildings ... and found that the architect of them was the 
gentleman at his side." A few months later, Monroe offered Bulfinch 
the position of architect of the Capitol with a salary of $2,500 a year 
and relocation expenses. Bulfinch accepted and stayed in Washington 
until 1829, when he retired to Boston." 

7. "Report of James Hoban in Report of the Commissioner of the Public Buildings," 
Dec. 23, 1819. 

8. "Report of the Committee on So Much of the President's Message as Relates to the 
Public Buildings, January 6, 1820," in Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Nov. 27, 
1820, 2. 

9. Seale, The President's House, 159-60. 

10. A photograph of another painting by Anne-Marguerite Hyde de Neuville shows the 
President's House from the southeast in 1821, OC/WH. No landscape dt:tail is shown. 
The painting itself is in an unidentified collection in Paris. The whole ensemble has an 
eerie but probably accidental resemblance to Inigo Jones's Queen's House in Greenwich, 
England, as seen from the London side of the Thames, framed by Christopher Wren's 
later Royal Naval Hospital buildings; John Summerson, Architecture in Britain, 
1530-1830 (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1977). 130-32, 247-50. 

11. Harold Kirker and James Kirker, Bulfinch's Boston, 1787-1817 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1964), 264-271. Bulfinch's letters relating to his period in Washington 
are published in Ellen Susan Bulfinch, ed., The Life and Letters of Charles Bu(finch, Architect 

• 

• 

• 
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Like Latrobe, Bulfinch became involved in plans for the President's 
House and grounds. In January 1818 he wrote to his wife, "I have 
visited with the superintendent all parts of the President's house. 
This building does not form any part of my concern or impose any 
duties upon me; but I thought it best to become acquainted with 
it." 12 He also visited "the kitchens, out grounds and intended 
improvements. 1113 

Bulfinch appears to have made plans, now lost, for laying out the 
grounds, which were not implemented (possibly because of the Panic 
of 1819). unless the improvements made later by John Quincy 
Adams and Andrew Jackson were derived from them." 

Toward the end of 181 7 Monroe engaged Charles Bizet, a French 
immigrant to Virginia, as gardener. His duties are difficult to docu­
ment, especially in view of the fact that visitors to the President's 
House during the Monroe administration described no evidence of 
any landscaping activities. Bizet may simply have maintained a 
vegetable garden." Few landscape activities were documented for the 
remaining years of the Monroe administration, allhough in 1824 the 
road near the president's gate (probably the southeast gate) was 
surfaced with a mixture of sand, tar, and gravel, the first known 
attempt to pave driving surfaces at the site. 16 

During this period lighting of President Park's became a reality. The 
1820s drawing by the Baroness Hyde de Neuville (figure 2-1) shows 
five lighting fixtures (quite likely wrought iron oil lamps) along the 
Pennsylvania Avenue fence - one on the central panel and one at 
each of the four gate piers. 

(New York: Burt Franklin, 1973), 191-269. Bulfinch and President Monroe had met for 
the first time six months earlier when Bulfinch was touring the country inspecting 
hospitals before submitting his design for Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston. 
Monroe had never been to Boston, however, and thus had not seen Bulfinch's architec­
ture, nearly all of which is in Massachusetts. See Kirker and Kirker, Bulfinch's Boston, 265. 

12. Charles Bulfinch to Hannah Apthorp Bulfinch, Jan. 7, 1818, in Bulfinch, Charles 
Bulfinch, 215. There are no other Bulfinch letters in this book, originally published in 
1896, that relate to President's Park. Bulfinch's papers were then in the posst"ssion of the 
family, but the manuscript materials seem to have been lost since that time, except for 
some family letters that were owned by Comdr. Charles Bulfinch in 1969. See Harold 
Kirker, The Architecture of Charles Bulfinch {Cambridge, MA: Haivard University Press, 
1969). 389. 

13. Kirker, Charles Bulfinch, 389. 

14. Seale, The President's House, 167. 

15. Seale. The President's House, ·167. 

16. NPS, Administrative History, 59, cites "Journal of the Commissioner of Public 
Buildings, 1824," p. 9, RG 42 . 
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In 1825 John Quincy Adams became president. Adams, whose prin­
cipal hobby was horticulture, had a special interest in raising trees 
from seedlings and in growing mulberry trees for silkworms. When 
he moved to Washington, he helped to establish the city's first 
botanic garden. Throughout his life, he maintained a library on 
gardens and tree culture. 17 

As president, Adams hired John Ousley to replace Charles Bizet; 
Ousley stayed at the White House as head gardener until 1852. 
Adams's diary records his numerous activities on the grounds of the 
President's House. During his one-term presidency, Adams set the 
precedent for treating the grounds of the President's House as a kind 
of small arboretum of American trees and plants. Among the native 
trees that he grew from seed were walnuts, oaks, chestnuts, 
catalpas, honey locusts, and the American elm that survived on the 
eastern of the two Jefferson mounds until 1991. 18 When they 
reached a sufficient size, Adams's seedlings were transplanted to a 
nursery area on the southwest part of the grounds. Undoubtedly, 
some were eventually planted permanently on the grounds. 1

' Adams 
also expanded the ornamental, vegetable, and herb gardens designed 
by Jefferson just inside the south entrance gate to 2 acres. Enclosed 
with a wooden fence, the garden area was equipped with its own 
water supply and two cold frames. Among the vegetables that 
Adams grew were carrots, parsnips, and Jerusalem artichokes. It 
was not unusual for Adams to mix in the same bed fruit trees, 
spring bulbs, perennials and annuals, ground cover plants and 
berries. Adams used Jefferson's Treasury vault, which was in 
disrepair and fire damaged, as a tool shed. 20 

In the summer of 1827, Adams wrote: 

17. At his family home in Quincy, Massachusetts, Adams planted several American 
elms, the last of which survived until 1981. No trees planted by Adams appear to survive 
today at the Adams National Historic Site, but after the move to Washington Louisa 
Catherine Adams took a yellowwood tree to Quincy. It still grows in the garden at 
Quincy. NPS, "The President's Garden: An Account of the White House Gardens from 
1800 to the Present," by Eleanor M. McPeck (Washington, DC, 1971), 14-16. 

18. Seale, The President's House, 168-69. See also Barbara McEwan, White House 
Landscapes: Horticultural Achievements cf American Presidents (New York: Walker and 
Company, 1992), 81-95. The John Quincy Adams elm was ring dated and proved to be 
165 years old in 1991; meaning it was planted in 1826. If Adams planted this elm in the 
fall of 1826, it might have been to commemorate his father John Adams and Thomas 
Jefferson, both of whom died on July 4, 1826. See chapter 1, footnote 35. 

19. NPS, "The President's Garden," 15. 

20. NPS, "The President's Garden," 15; Seale, The President's House, 168-69. 

• 

• 

• 
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In this small garden of less than two acres, there are forest 
and fruit-trees, shrubs, hedges, esculent vegetables, kitchen 
and medicinal herbs, hot-house plants, flowers and weeds, 
to the amount, I conjecture, of at least one thousand. One 
half of them perhaps common weeds, most of which have 
none but the botanical name. I ask the name of every plant 
I see. Ousley, the gardener, knows almost all of them by 
their botanical names. . From the small patch where the 
medicinal herbs stand together I plucked this morning 
leaves of balm and hyssop, marjoram, mint, rue, sage, tan­
sy, tarragon, and wormwood, one-half of which were 
known to me only by name - the tarragon not even by 
that.21 

On May 23, 1828, Adams noted the following tree seedlings sprout­
ing in his nursery: 50 Spanish cork-oaks, several black walnuts 
planted two months earlier, almond trees, ashes, and ash-leafed 
maples. 22 

Figure 2-2 presents an 1826 watercolor sketch of the President's 
House and its grounds from the southwest made by Anthony St. 
John Baker. In the foreground is Adams's fenced-in tree nursery. The 
stone wall built around the southern part of the grounds during the 
Jefferson administration is clearly visible, although Latrobe's road 
seems roughly cut, especially to the west. Adams's 2-acre enclosed 
garden is out of view to the east, but a clump of trees on a low 
mound can be seen near the southern edge of the lawn. 

Between 1822 and 1859 John Sessford published yearly reports of 
improvements in the city of Washington in the National Intelligencer. 
Reprinted in l 908 by the Columbia Historical Society, these reports 
provide a valuable source for activities on the grounds of the 
President's House since the administration of John Quincy Adams." 

21. John Quincy Adams, Memoirs of John Quincy Adams (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott and 
Company, 1876), 8:141, quoted in NPS, "The President's Garden," 15. 

22. John Quincy Adams, The Diary of John Quincy Adams, 1794~1845, edited by Allan 
Nevins (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1951), 374-75. This one-volume 
edition gives only a small sampling from John Quincy Adams's diary, and even the 12-
volumc edition of the Memoirs (cited above) is a selection as well. For the Spanish cork 
oak, which Thomas Jefferson also used al an early date, sec Wyman, Trees for American 
Gardens, 411. 

23. John Sessford emigrated from Northumberland, England, as a young man and 
settled in Washington about 1802. A printer by trade, he was at one time foreman of the 
composing room of the National lntelligcncer. /\bout 1808 he received an appointment in 
lhe Treasury Department, where he remained until his death on February 23, 1862, at 
the age of 86. Between 1822 and 1859, Sessford published his accounts of construction 
activity in the District of Columbia in the National lntelligencer. See "The Sessford 
Annals," Records of the Columbia Historical Society, vol. 11, 1908, 271-72 . 
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In 1826 Sessford wrote that the grounds attached to the President's 
House were nearly ready for laying off in walks. The following year 
he added that, "the grounds around the President's House have 
received the form required for laying off into walks, etc. "24 

Andrew Jackson became president on March 4, 1829. Like his 
predecessor, Jackson was a devotee of horticulture and garden art 
and his home at the Hermitage near Nashville, Tennessee, reflected 
his interest.25 Whether because of the recent death of his wife or for 
other reasons, most grounds improvements date from his second ad­
ministration, except for the construction of the north portico in 
1829. 

Up to this time there was a small fence to keep the carriages off the 
north lawn. After the north portico was finally built the area became 
better defined as three anthemion railings were installed. 26 One was 
located between the columns of the portico and was mostly orna­
mental. The second served as a parapet on both sides of the portico to 
limit accidents and prevent falls; the third along the inner (northern) 
edge of the semicircular carriageway limited access and damage to 
the north grounds. By this time the north side of the President's 
House was relatively well illuminated, with at least eight light 
fixtures, three had been added to the five lighting fixtures already 
present when the ornamental anthemion railing was installed 
between the columns." During the Jackson administration both the 
line of the northern entrance drive and the fence line were realigned. 
The fence line along Pennsylvania Avenue still bowed in slightly at 
this time. 

Jackson may also have had two milk cooling troughs installed under 
the portico, one of which still survives today although not in its 
original location. In 1830 an estimate was given for "closing of the 
public grounds between the circular road and the Tiber." Presumably 
the circular road was the one built for President Jefferson by Latrobe 
that appears in the 1826 watercolor illustrated in figure 2-2." 

24. "The Sessford Annals," 284,287. 

25. Stanley Horn, The Hermita,ge1 Home of Old Hickory (New York: Greenberg Press, 
1950), 74-75, cited in NPS, "The President's Garden," 1 7. 

26. The anthemion railings in the front of the President's House can be seen in figures 
2-5, 2-6, 3-5, 3-12, and4-6. 

27. Scale, The President's House, 202-3. 

28. Seale, The President's House, 172-76; file on "Water Trough on South Grounds," 
OC/WH, June 5, 1991. For the circular road, sec Journal of the Commissioner of Public 
Buildings, 7 (1830): 19, cited in NPS, Administrative History, 88-89. 

• 
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In 1833-34 a new stable of stuccoed brick with Aquia stone trim 
was built just outside the Latrobe/ Jefferson arched entrance gate and 
technically off the grounds of the President's House. It had a brief 
existence, being taken down when the Treasury was extended in 
1851, and no view of it seems to have survived." In 1833 a new 
water supply system was installed for the President's House. Fresh 
water was piped from natural springs in City Square no. 249 (now 
Franklin Square) to three reservoirs on the grounds: one between the 
Treasury and State Buildings on the east and the others between the 
War and Navy Buildings on the west. 30 

During his second administration, President Jack.son returned to his 
interest in landscape and horticulture. He retained John Ousley, but 
in the early 1830s he also hired Jemmy Maher, public gardener of 
the city of Washington. Maher, who owned a nursery in the city, 
had experience in large-scale public works and look over earth 
moving and tree planting activities on the grounds. Ousley, whose 
title became "gardener to the president," retained his horticultural 
duties. A third gardener, William Whelan, was in charge of the 
vegetable garden. 

In 1833 a writer praised the condition of the President's House, but 
he commented that, "the grounds . . . have an unfinished and 
neglected appearance; we hope they will not long remain so rude and 
uncultivated."31 During the summer of 1833 and into 1834 extensive 
work, especially grading and the laying of paths, was done on both 
the north and south grounds. If this work was done according to a 
prepared plan, the plan has been lost.32 

To the north of the President's House, a new straight iron railing 
along Pennsylvania Avenue replaced the curving fence built by 

29. Scale, The President's House, 197-98; file on "White House Stables am.I Garages," 
OC/WH, Aug. 10, 1992. The stable added by Monroe in 1818 to the end and at right 
angles to the west terrace probably lasted until at least 1853, although it woukl not have 
served the same function after the Jackson stable was constructed. In an 1853 drawing 
by Thomas U. Walter, this structure appears to have an open front with a colonnade on 
its east side and may have been used for storage. (Thomas U. Walter, drawing of the 
floor plan of the President's House, 1853, Division of Prints and Photographs, Library of 
Congress.) A local builder, William P. Elliot, completed the drawings for the Jackson 
stables. 

30. Seale, The President's House, 199-200. 

31. The People's Magazine, 1, no. 7 (June 15, 1833). 

32. Large quantities of trees and shrubs were ordered from local nurseries and from the 
famous Prince Nursery and Bloodgood Company, both on Long Island, New York. Robert 
Mills, architect of the new Treasury Building, was brought in to measure walks. Seale, 
The President's House, 200-5 . 
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Monroe in 1819 (see figure 2-1). The two gates and piers were 
moved farther apart, realigning the curving entry drive into a wide 
horseshoe form. In the spring of 1834 grading continued, but there 
was also considerable planting of grass seed and ornamentals. After 
an assassination attempt on .Jackson's life at the Capitol on .January 
30, 1835, a sentry box was installed on the grounds, but its location 
is unknown. 33 

On the south side of the President's House even greater changes were 
made. Apparently for the first time the south lawn was thoroughly 
graded. The Latrobe/ Jefferson road was also leveled and graded, and 
the .Jefferson wall remained in place. Descriptions of the property 
during the Jackson administration sometimes identify several trees 
near the arched entrance gate at the southeastern edge of the 
grounds. If these trees were planted, they could have been put in no 
earlier than the Jefferson administration. However, there may have 
been some existing native trees on the grounds at the time the 
President's House was built, possibly including the "great walnut" 
southeast of the building, as described by Latrobe in a letter of April 
29, 1807, to Jefferson.34 During the Jackson era, two weeping 
willows near the gate were described as "ancient" and presumed to 
date from the colonial period, but weeping willows can grow very 
fast.·" Tradition dates the two southern magnolias located west of 
the south portico to the Jackson administration, but documentation 
is lacking for a precise planting date. 36 

In the fall of 1834, a hothouse, benches, fences, and trellises were 
built. Some of the trellises were specified for roses, and a long arbor 
was also put in for vines. Maher continued to order numerous trees, 
including sugar maples, elms, oaks, silver-leaf maples, and horse 
chestnuts. On the grounds were also several altheas; some of them 
possibly brought by John Quincy Adams, for this had been a 
favorite plant of his mother, Abigail Adams. 37 In 1835 many more 

33. Seale, The President's House, 200-5. 

34. Latrobe to Jefferson. Apr. 29, 1807, quoted in Olmsted Brothers, "Report," 64-65. 

35. Seale, The President's House, 203, note 59. The weeping willow was introduced to 
the United States from China in 1730. See Wyman, Trees for American Gardens, 419-20. 

36. The southern magnolias do not show up clearly in photographs until the Lincoln 
administration, but southern magn6lias grow very slowly, particularly when young 
{Information on growing habit of southern magnolias provided by Dale Haney, Office of 
Irvin Williams, The White House, Oct. 24, 1994). 

37. Seale, Tht PrESidmt's House1 203-5, notes 62 and 63. Around the turn of the 
century, Abigail Adams planted an allhea (Hibiscus syriams) at the family home in 
Ch1incy, Massachusetts, which John Quincy Adams had to cut down after her death. See 
NPS, Adams National llistoric Site1 A Family's LJ'8acy to America, by Wilhelmina S. Harris 
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plants were purchased, including dwarf tree roses. In 1835 the 
former Treasury vaull, then John Quincy Adams's tool shed, was 
turned into an orangery for President Jackson, housing a sago palm 
from Mount Vernon and other plants. While work continued on the 
grounds of the President's House for the remainder of Jackson's 
administration, it appears to have been mostly maintenance, but 
new trees and shrubs were purchased. 38 

John Sessford recorded the progress on the grounds during the 
Jackson era. In 1833 he described the mounds with new walks either 
on, or more likely, around them: 

The improvements made by the United States have been 
considerable. Those around the President's Mansion, as far 
as done, are of a permanent nature; the entrances and lawn 
on the north front being greatly enlarged by the removal of 
the gates farther east and west, connected by an iron 
railing, and the outer circle of the road, and cast iron fancy 
railing around the lawn. This improvement would have 
been better if the gates had been placed opposite the streets 
on the east and west side of the enclosed ground north, 
with proper lodges at each. The walks on the south front, 
and the mounds, are also completed." 

It was during the Jackson administration that the general form of 
the grounds of the President's House took on an appearance like that 
of today, although later changes would modify it. Photographs and 
plans from this period illustrate what is sometimes referred to as the 
"fiddle-shaped" or "bell-shaped" configuration of the south lawn 
that was created by the walks established during the 1830s. Andrew 
Jackson, who admired George Washington, probably patterned this 
arrangement after Mount Vernon, which had a similar "bell-shaped" 
pattern of walk.s, lawns and flanking gardens.'0 

(Washington, DC, 1983), 50. Shrub althea was introduced into this country from China 
before 1790. Sec Wyman, Shrubs and Vines, 239-40. 

38. Seale, The President's House, 206-7, notes 64-67. In 1835, $3,828.57 was spent "for 
alterations and repairs of the President's house, for gardener's salary, and for keeping the 
grounds and walks in on.ler, including the cost of trees and shrubs." See Report of the 
Commissioner of Public Buildin,gs, Feb. 4, 1836. An important city map from this period is 
"City of Washington," drawn by Henry S. Tanner in his 11 New Universal Atlas 
(Philadelphia: H. S. Tanner, 1836). The map unfortunately gives no detail of the internal 
layout of President's Park. Tanner's map is illustrated in Reps, Washington on View, 79. 

39. "The Sessford Annals," 304. 

40. Seale, The President's House, 206, note 66. Mount Vernon is discussed in Norman T. 
Newton, Design on lhe Land: The Development of Landscape Architecture (Cambridge, MA.: 
Harvard University Press, 1971 ), 253-5 7 . 
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The best view of the grounds of the President's House, probably 
dating from the Jackson era, is an engraving illustrated in figure 2-
3. Unfortunately it presents many problems since it went through 
numerous editions, often with small changes in content and com­
position, from at least 1829 through 1833. Furthermore, an elab­
orate ornamental garden appears in the foreground (southwest) part 
of the south grounds, when it is well documented that such a garden 
was located at the opposite end (southeast). It has been suggested 
that this engraving was made from a reverse print of a daguerreo­
type. 4 1 The engraving is illustrated here, because, despite these prob­
lems, it gives an excellent sense of the grounds immediately south of 
the President's House during the Jackson era. 

In March 1837 Martin Van Buren became president. Like John 
Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson, he was interested in horti­
culture. While ambassador to England in 1831, he had visited 
English gardens with Washington Irving.'' He continued the type of 
improvements John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson had begun, 
and he retained both Maher and Ousley.43 At the end of 1837 it was 
reported that "the grounds at the Capitol and the President's house 
have been faithfully attended to by the public gardener; and choice 

• 

trees and shrubs, selected with care from the most celebrated nur- • 
series, have been planted under his direction." New fruit trees were 
added in the orangery. The lawns were regularly rolled and watered, 
and paths were graveled. Cast-iron benches and settees were also 
purchased, including circular benches around some of the trees. 44 

As Van Buren sought a second term in 1840, his love of fine living 
made him the object of attack, led by Congressman Charles Ogle of 
Pennsylvania. Ogle ridiculed every expenditure made at the Presi­
dent's House, comparing it to Versailles and some of the royal 
palaces of England. Ogle singled out the grounds for special attack, 
enumerating the more sinister sounding of the flowers: "false fox 
glove, enchanter's nightshade, dragon's head, lizard's tail, adder's 
tongue, monkey flower, and touch-me-not." He observed that one 
grounds employee was paid to do nothing more than "pick up falling 
leaves."" Among Ogle' s accusations was that Van Buren had been 

41. Seale, The White Hottse, 82. The engraving was published in The People's Magazine 1, 
no. 7 (June 15, 1833). Sec also the memo by Bernard Reiley (curator, Div. of Prints and 
Photographs, Library of Congress), Mar. 29, 1979, OC;WH. 

42. NPS, "The President's Garden," 20. 

43. Seale, The President's J-Jouse1 217. 

44. Seale, The President's House, 217. 

45. Seale, The President's House, 223; chapter 9, note 1 ·1. • 
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"constructing fountains, paving footways, planting, transplanting, 
pruning, and dressing horse chestnuts, lindens, Norway spruce and 
Balm of Gilead."46 

William Henry Harrison was inaugurated in March 1841 but died 
only a month later, when John Tyler assumed the office of president. 
Little is recorded in the way of landscape improvements during 
Tyler's administration." Tyler initiated the practice of Marine Band 
concerts on the south lawn. Initially the band played on the south 
portico, and the public sat on the south lawn. The grounds were 
open for visitation during Saturday evenings in the summer." 

In 1842 Charles Dickens visited the President's House and observed: 

The President's mansion is more like an English club-house, 
both within and without, than any other establishment 
with which I can compare it. The ornamental ground about 
it has been laid out in garden walks; they are pretty, and 
agreeable to the eye; though they have that uncomfortable 
air of having been made yesterday, which is far from 
favorable to the display of such beauties. 49 

Early in the Tyler administration (1841 ), public architect Robert 
Mills put forward a major planning proposal. Mills designed a build­
ing for the National Institution for the Promotion of Science, what is 
now known as the Smithsonian Institution, and also planned a 
botanical garden on the Mall between 7th and 12th Streets. He 
expanded this project into a comprehensive landscape design for the 

46. Quoted in NPS, "The President's Garden," 21. The 1838--40 annual reports of the 
commissioner of public buildings appear to be missing. Under 1841, there is listed only a 
memorial about macadamizing Pennsylvania Avenue, dated Jan. 20, 1840. 

47. An expenditure of $2,544.69 was reported in 1842 "for annual repairs of the 
President's house, gardener's salary, cartage, laborers, tools, and top dressing for plants," 
for repairs of the fence on Pennsylvania Avenue and the "President's garden" and for 
repair of flag footways at the Capitol and the President's House. Sec Annual Report, 
Commissioner of Public Bui.ldings1 Jan. 12, 1843, 1-2. For the 18 months preceding June 
30, 1844, $2,377.78 was expended "for annual repairs of the President's House, garden­
er's salary, etc." In addition, flag footways were still being repaired. Sec Annual Report, 
Commissioner of Public Buildings, Jan. 8, 1844, 2. Tyler was also unpopular with Con­
gress, another possible reason for the relative lack 'Of landscape work during his term. 

48. NPS, "The President's Garden," 23; Scale, The President's House, 243; Elise K. Kirk, 
Music al the White House: A History of the American Spirit (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1986), 56. 

49. Charles Dickens, American Notes (Nl"W York: St. Martin's Press, 1985), 112 . 
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Mall, including the grounds of the Capitol and the Washington 
Monument but excluded President's Park.50 

James Polk became president in 1845. During his one-term presi­
dency, John Ousley and Jemmy Maher immaculately maintained the 
grounds. Maher remained gardener of all the public grounds and 
continued to be in charge of larger projects, while Ousley tended to 
fine gardening, caring for the plants in the cold frames and orangery, 
raking gravel walks, and other such tasks. By this time the trees that 
Ousley and John Quincy Adams had planted were substantial, but 
still not large. The grass on the lawns was allowed to grow until a 
local livery stable keeper could scythe it. A farmer then drove in 
sheep, which cropped it close. After that, Ousley flattened the lawn 
with the roller. Flower and vegetable gardens were planted south of 
the President's House and were neatly fenced. Ousley raised about 
100 varieties of roses, some of which grew over the long arbor or 
were trained over trellises. Traces of this "old garden," with its 
typically mid 19th century plantings, furnishings, and landscape 
effects, lasted until about 1859.51 

Polk's presidency coincided with the first widespread use of photog­
raphy, in the form of the daguerreotype. An important early photo­
graph probably dating from the Polk administration is illustrated in 
figure 2-4. Taken by John Plumbe about 1846, it shows the south 
side of the President's House with the neatly maintained grounds 
described in the commissioners' annual reports. Taken apparently in 
winter or early spring (there is a bit of snow on the grounds), the 
daguerreotype shows newly planted trees and shrubs near the 
foundation of the building. Not visible, however, are the Jackson 
magnolias, although the spot where they would be located can be 
clearly seen. One trellis also appears, to the far left. 

In 1848 a new iron fence was built on the north side of the 
President's House and painted. At the northeast and northwest cor­
ners interior gates were constructed to control access to lhe south 

SO. Scott. "'This Vast Empire,"' 48-53; Cynthia R. Field, Richard E. Stamm. and 
Heather P. Ewing, The Castle: An lllustratcd History of the Smithsonian Building 
(Washington, DC: Smilhsonian Institution Press, 1993), 4-8. 

51. Scale, The President's House, 269-72, note 41 cites commissioners' vouchers, etc. The 
1845-49 annual reports of the commissioner of public buildings provide only the total 
figures for "repairs to the President's house," and such very general statements as, "The 
public grounds at the capitol and President's house have been kept in good order by the 
public gardener and the hands under him" (Annual Report, Commissioner of Public 
Buildings, Jan. 8, 1846, 3). See also Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings and 
Grounds, Jan. 16, 1849, 2. Thl" long arbor was in the flower garden, probably on the 
southwest side of the house. 

• 

• 

• 
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grounds.52 The same year a bronze statue of Thomas Jefferson by 
sculptor Pierre-Jean David d' Angers was moved from the grounds of 
the Capitol to the center of the lawn at the north side of the 
President's House and was enclosed by a small circular path. 53 An 
1848 lithograph from the north side of Pennsylvania Avenue (figure 
2-5) shows this statue and also several small trees at the front of the 
President's House. Wrought iron oil lamps were the norm until 1848 
when gas lighting was introduced. The 1848 lithograph (figure 2-5) 
shows the first gas streetlights along Pennsylvania Avenue." 

Zachary Taylor became president in 1849 but died in July 1850; 
Millard Fillmore succeeded him.55 During this period apparently no 
important landscaping changes were made except for the installation 
of gaslights. Even though Robert Mills had documented to Congress 
in 1840 that carbureted hydrogen gas was safer, more manageable, 
and more economical than oil, Congress waited until 1848 to pur­
chase lampposts. At the President's House, contractors installed 
gaslights both inside and out. By January 22, 1848, 76 lamps 
lighted the way from the President's House to the Capitol, and 42 
more lamps lighted the Capitol grounds. Officials expanded the sys­
tem to 1 76 lamps. Commissioner Ignatius Mudd reported that gas 
lighting for the President's House and Pennsylvania Avenue had been 
completed and had been operating since June 1849. lampposts were 
located erratically in front of federal buildings until after the Civil 
War, when Alexander Shepherd instituted a lighting program." 

In 1850 Fredrika Bremer, a Swedish novelist and friend of A. J. 
Downing, visited Washington and recorded her impressions of the 
city. On July 1, 1850, she visited the President's House: 

In the afternoon, the senator from New Hampshire took 
Miss Lynch and myself to the White House, the residence of 
the president, General Taylor, just outside the city. There in 
the park, every Saturday afternoon, is military music, and 

52. Expenditures listed under the appropriation for annual repairs to the President's 
House from Jan. 12, 1848, to Jan. 8, 1849, Stanley McClure Files, ESF/WI-IL/NPS. 
Information on the inside gates courtesy of Krause (ESF/WHL/NPS). 

53. Seale, The White House, 105. 

54. The lights apparently were installed during 1848-49. See Annual Report, 
Commissioner of Public Buildings, 1849, Jan. 21, 1850, Ex. Doc. no. 30, 14. 

55. Seale, The President's House, 278-89. 

56. Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, 1851, 11; Sarah Pressey Noreen, 
Public Street Illumination ln Washington, D.C.: An Illustrated History, GW Washington 
Studies, no. 2 (1975), 15-18. At this time Shepherd was the commissioner of public 
works for the city of Washington. U. S. Grant would later appoint him territorial 
governor of the city. Information from Krause (ESF/WHL/NPS) . 
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the people walk at pleasure. The president was out among 
the crowd. I was introduced to him, and we shook hands. 
He is kind and agreeable.57 

Lafayette Square 

After the War of 1812 new buildings were erected around the still 
undesignated Lafayette Square. St. John's Church, based on designs 
by Latrobe, was constructed in 1815-16 on the corner of 16th and H 
Streets. An 1816 perspective sketch of the church by Latrobe (figure 
2-6) shows a distant view of the burnt-out President's House and the 
absolutely unadorned expanse between the two. In 1817 Latrobe also 
designed a house for Stephen Decatur on Lafayette Square, which 
was completed about two years later." (An 1822 painting of Decatur 
House by Mme. E. Vaile is illustrated in figure 2-7.) While Congress 
appropriated funds in 1819 to open 16-1/2 Street, later Jackson 
Place, only a narrow dirt road appears in this painting. 

On April 30, 1818, Congress appropriated $10,000.00 for 
"Graduating and Improving the President's Square," and by June 
workers were busy clearing the land with hoes, shovels, and 
pushcarts. Charles Bulfinch, who received $25.00 for a plan for 
improving the square, first turned his attention to grading, as the 
site varied dramatically in level. 50 Although Bulfinch's plan has not 
survived, enough evidence exists to describe the design in general 
terms - a plantation of alternating elms and red cedars planted close 
together and forming allees. 

5 7. Fredrika Bremer, America of the Fifties: Letters of Fredrika Bremer, selected and edited 
by Adolph B. Benson (New York: The American Scandinavian Foundation, 1924), 
171-72. Bremer had attended debates in Congress, which may account for her describing 
the White House as "outside the city." A later translation of Bremer's letters may be re­
sponsible for the use of the term "White House." 

58. Bremer, America of the Fifties, 160--61. 

59. In 1824 an account of expenditures between 1818 and 1821 was issued. Most of 
the 1818 work must have been grading, because the largest expenditures ($1,537.55 in 
September, for example) were for laborers' pay and carts. Beginning in September 1818 
Charles Bizet was paid quarterly as a gardener at the rate of $450.00 per year. Except for 
orchard grass seed in 1820 and clover seed in 1821, nothing was spent for plants. 
"Message from the President of the United States Transmitting an Account of the 
Disbursement of the Sums Appropriated by the Acts of 30th April 1818 and 3rd March 
1819 for Improving the President's Square:, dc.,ff Apr. 20, 1824. Abstracts are included of 
disbursements made by Samuel Lane for grading and improving President's Square 
between 1818 and 1821. In addition to these abstracts, Seale (The President's House, 168, 
note 13) cites field notes by F. C. DeKrafft, plus numerous warrants and bills that indicate 
the site was poorly drained and full of mudholes and gullies. 

• 

• 
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By January 1820 work was underway on improving the square 
according to the Bulfinch plan. It was anticipated that considerably 
more money would be required to complete the work, but a further 
appropriation was not recommended."' In Madame E. Vaile's 1822 
painting (figure 2-7), little is visible in the way of improvements to 
the park, except for a narrow, beaten dirt path. 

Bulfinch based his plan on the concept that the cedars would grow 
fast; by the time the elms reached maturity the cedars would be large 
and old trees that would be cut down, allowing the elms sufficient 
room to grow.61 The park was kept closed most of the lime in the 
first years, but as the cedars grew, paths were cleared. There might 
have been a post-and-chain fence all around the square for a while, 
but it did not deter the livestock that ran free or the people who took 
shortcuts across the park in several places. 

In 1824 the Marquis de Lafayette visited Washington, an event that 
is generally credited with spurring improvements to the grounds." 
That was the year when Pennsylvania Avenue was formally 
extended in front of the President's House, probably leading to a 
redesign of part of Lafayette Square.63 Sessford provides some 
information about Lafayette Square during this period. In 1826 he 
wrote that the square north of the President's House was nearly 
leveled and enclosed, but "the view of the President's House is still 
obstructed by unsightly frame sheds and stables, which ought to be 
removed, as unsightly to the eye and offensive to the senses."" In 

60. "Report of the Committee on So Much of the President's Message as Relates to the 
Public Buildings, January 6, 1820," in Report, Commissioner of Public B11ildinss, Nov. 27, 
1820, 2-3. Commissioners' reports indicate that Bulfinch's plan, now lost, was not fully 
carried out in 1820 for lack of funds. There is no way to lell from the financial records 
alone whether the post-1824 expenditures were used for a belated realization of his plan. 

61. Seale, "The Design of Lafayette Park," 10. 

62. NPS, Lafayette Park, 7. 

63. Apparently early attempts to formalize Pmnsylvania Avenue can be dated to 1800, 
when stone debris from construction of the Capitol and perhaps the White House began 
to be used to pave Pennsylvania Avenue; see Bob Arnebeck, Through a Fiery Trial: Building 
Washington, 1790-1800 (Lanham, MD: Madison Books), 566, 573, 582, cited in NPS, 
"Archeological Evaluation," 23. The yearly financial records indicate that money was 
spent on Lafayette Square only between 1818 and 1821, in 1827, and in 1832-33. The 
annual report of the commissioner of public buildings for 1825 appears lo be missing, 
but in February 1825 an appropriation of another $5,000.00 is recorded, again for 
"graduating and improving the President's Square, Report, Commissioner of Public Building.'>, 
March 22, 1826. At the end of 1827, $2,891.92 of this amount had been expended, but 
lhe work done is not specified. Report, Commissioner of Public .Buildings, Dec. 31, 1827. Scott 
and Lee, Buildings of the District of Columbia, 158. 

64 "The Sessford J\nnals," 284. 

Lafayette Square 

59 
Chapter 2. The Shaping of Pre.sident's Parle 1815-1850 

Case 1:25-cv-03969-DLF     Document 16-19     Filed 12/02/25     Page 82 of 579



Lafayette Square 

60 
PART 1: THE EvOLUTION Of PRESIDENT'S PARK 

182 7 he reported that the square was completely enclosed with a 
fence and "paved around it."" 

It is difficult to reconstruct with certainty the development of 
Lafayette Square between 1818 and 1833." It was likely fenced 
about 1826 with a simple split-rail fence of the type used south of 
the President's House at this time (see figure 2-2). In 1837 Robert 
Mills, the public architect, proposed enclosing it with "an iron railing 
of suitable dimensions" with a granite curb and two gateways, but 
the wooden fence remained until 1845. In 1836 Alexander Jackson 
Davis sketched a proposed office building in lhe center of Lafayette 
Square. 67 

There seems to be no clear visual representation of the whole area 
until about 1845-50, when an isometric view of the President's 
House, grounds, surroundings and public buildings was published 
(figure 2-8). 68 In this unsigned lithograph the site appears as a simple 
rectangle planted with grass and surrounded by a double row of 
trees. Down the center are two more double rows of trees along the 
line of 16th Street, although the street does not cut through the 
park. Other than this broad alley, there are no internal paths in the 
park, not even the one shown on the Vaile painting. 

In 1845 a program was initiated to improve many of the "streets, 
avenues, and public reservations" in the city of Washington. The 
reservations designated were "Lafayette square, the reservation south 
of the President's mansion, Fountain square, the mall, and the vacant 
ground adjoining the capitol." In 1845, as part of this program, an 
estimate was given to enclose Lafayette Square with posts and 

65. "The Sessford Annals," 287. 

66. No expenditures on Lafayette Square are rernn.le<l in 1828 or 1829. The report for 
183] is again missing, but on Decemhcr 13, 1832, Commissioner Joseph Elgar reported 
an expenditure of $3,000.00 on the improvement of the President's Square out of an 
appropriation of the previous session. Again, the work is not specified. Report, 
Commissioner of Public Buildings, Dec. 13. 1832, 1. In 1833 an expenditure of $14,660.00 
was recorded for President's Squarl.'. Although a brief report follows describing 
improvements to the Capitol and President's House, there is no explanation of what was 
done with the money spent for the square. Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Dec. 20, 
1833, 1. 

6 7. Seale, "The Design of Lafayette Park, " 11. 

68. The isomdric vit'W was dated as ca. 1845 in the Olmsted Brothers rqx,rt and in many 
later publications. Since at least 1991, a date of ca. ]857 has been given to the view. See 
John Guidas, The White Hou5e: Resources for Research at the Library of Congress (Washington, 
DC: Library of Congress, 1992), figure 10, page 43; and also thr- file on the "Mounds on the 
South Ground," OC/WH, WGA, Mar. 19, 1991. This date seems problematical, since the 
isometric view does not reflect the 1851 Downing plan, and it does not indicate the Andrew 
Jackson equestrian statue, erected in 1853. 

• 
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wooden railings "of the best materials," possibly to replace the 
existing rail fence built in 1826-27.69 

President's Park South 

Between 1815 and 1851, the area now known as the Ellipse was still 
not defined as a clistinct space. In 1815, the Washington Canal, 
which had been proposed by L'Enfant in 1 792 to replace Tiber Creek, 
was opened after years of construction. However, it never attracted 
the expected commercial traffic and gradually stagnated.'° 

In the 1845 annual report the commissioner of public buildings 
noted that work was underway for "enclosing reservation south of 
the President's house with posts and railing of wood of the best 
material."" This is probably a reference to the Ellipse, and in partic­
ular the white picket fence that surrounded the unimproved 
common. That same year Commissioner of Public Builclings William 
Noland reported that it was intended that the reservation south of 
the President's House and the Mall should be enclosed and planted 
with ornamental shade trees. He added that gravel walks and 
carriageways should be completed to allow people to exercise on 
foot, on horseback, or in carriages for their health and recreation. 71 

At the end of 1848 Commissioner of Public Buildings Charles 
Douglas noted that the improvements being made on the public 
grounds south of the President's House were successfully progres­
sing. He hoped that when finished they would meet the approval of 
Congress and the citizens of Washington. He went on to add, 

After the necessary observations were made upon these 
grounds, the plan of terracing them was preferred to the in­
clined plane - it being most economical; best adapted to 
their shape and condition and best calculated to beautify 
them. The low ground will be reached by two terraces, each 
fifteen hundred and eighty feet long, four feet high, and 
seventy feet wide from bank to bank. From the foot of the 

69. [An_nual] Report, Commissioner of Public Buildinss, Dre. 12, 1845, 2. The cost for 
enclosing Llfayelte Square was $803.60. See also NPS, Administrative History, 124-25. 

70. Reps, Monumental Washington, 29. 

71. [Annual] Report, Commissioner of Public Buildi"85, Dec. 12, 1845, 2. The cost was 
$2,235.80. 

72 Seale, The President's House, 279 . 
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second terrace to the surface of the low ground the earth 
will be gently sloped. 

Fifteenth Street on the east, and Seventeenth Street on the 
west of these grounds, will be graded to their full width, 
and the grounds fenced as soon as the embankments have 
been completed, and are sufficiently settled to firmly sustain 
the fence posts. 73 

What Douglas seems to have had in mind for the south grounds was 
something very similar to the terraces indicated on L'Enfant's 1791 
plan but shown most clearly on a detail from the 1792 Ellicott plan 
(figure 1-4)."The terraces under construction in 1848 were probably 
located in what later became the southern enlargement of the 
grounds of the President's House (upper south lawn), not in what 
today is the Ellipse. 75 

Douglas's proposal was not just concerned with aesthetics. It also 
aimed to eliminate the unhealthy surroundings of Presidents' Park 
due to lack of good drainage along Tiber Creek. Congress appropri­
ated the money and work was begun at once." 

At the end of 1849, Ignatius Mudd, the new commissioner of public 
buildings, reported: 

The unoccupied ground ... lying between the south wall of 
the President's enclosures and the Washington canal, con­
tains about forty-nine acres, a portion of which presents an 
irregular, uneven surface. The last Congress made an 
appropriation for 'grading, enclosing, and planting it with 
trees'; and considerable progress had been made in the work 
of grading by my predecessor when I entered upon the 
duties of this office. The greater part of the appropriation 
was thereby exhausted, so that l was only able, with the 
means which came into my hands, to make such gradings 
around the marginal lines as were necessary to its being 
enclosed. I also planted it with trees, so far as was deemed 

73. Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings and Grounds, Jan. 8, 1849, 9. 

74. Scale, The President's House, 279. 

75. Information courtesy of John Pousson (NPS). 

76. It is possible that lhe city's primitive water and sanitation system was partially 
responsible for the health problems affecting the occupants of the White House -
President James Polk died a few months after leaving the White House, President Zachary 
Taylor probably died of cholera, and President Franklin Pierce came down with malaria 
during his term, McEwan, White House Landscapes, 121, 124. 
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expedient, in advance of the grading yet required to be 
done. 77 

As Mudd noted, the existing system of sewerage at the south 
grounds was inadequate: 

To facilitate and perfect these improvements, as the appro­
priation referred to indicates they should be made, it will be 
necessary to increase the sewerage by which waste water is 
conducted from the President's house and the adjacent 
public buildings. These sewers now discharge from their 
present terminus all the water, to stagnate upon the surface 
of, or render marshy 'the grounds lying south of the 
President's house.' To extend them to the Washington 
canal, and to cut down a part of Seventeenth street to its 
proper level, becomes, therefore, a work indispensable in 
connexion [sicJ with the improvement of the southern 
portion of President's square. The sum requisite for these 
ohjects is included in the estimates with which I furnished 
the Treasury Department, and will, I trust, obtain the 
favorable consideration of Congress. 7s 

The Grounds of the State and Treasury Buildings 

In 1816 the rebuilding of the two damaged executive office buildings 
began. James Hoban supervised the repairs and reconstruction and 
added some architectural embellishments of his own. The structure 
of these brick buildings was still sound, but repairs were so hasty 
that the scars from the fire were simply painted over in red with 
white painted lines to simulate brick and mortar. In 1818 Monroe 
added two more buildings, one in front of each of the two existing 
ones: a new State Department building in front of the Treasury and a 
new War Department building in front of the Navy Department. 
Each of the four buildings had a great portico of Aquia stone, two 
facing north and two facing south. 79 The effect of this group can be 
seen in the Baroness Hyde de Neuville' s 1820 watercolor (figure 2-1). 

In 1833 the Treasury Building, with the exception of Latrobe's fire­
proof vault, was destroyed by fire. Robert Mills was asked to write a 

77. Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Jan. 24, 1850, 6. 

78. Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Jan. 24, 1850, 6. 

79. Report of James Hoban, in Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Dec. 23, 1819, 
6-7; "Report of the Committee on So Much of the President's Message as Relates to the 
Public Buildings, January 6, 1820," in Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Dec. 27, 
1820, 2-3; Scale, The President's House, 151 . 
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report on the fire damage and was eventually retained to design a 
new Treasury Building on a site selected by President Andrew 
Jackson.'0 Mills's winning competition design was for an E-shaped 
building with its spine along 15th Street and three porticoed wings 
facing the White House. Construction on the new Treasury Building 
did not get underway until 1836, when the foundations of the build­
ing were complete and part of the front range of rooms was begun. 81 

Construction continued in 183 7, but there was difficulty in obtain­
ing materials. 82 By the end of 1842 the colonnaded east front along 
15th Street and the central wing had been completed. No visual 
documentation survives for this period, but a lithograph from the 
1860s provides a good illustration of the south and east sides of the 
building (see figure 2-9). 

The Treasury Building is remarkable for its early use of fireproof 
construction, a technique that Mills had pioneered in a records build­
ing (now the Fireproof Building) in Charleston, South Carolina.83 The 
isometric view dated ca. 1845-50 (see figure 2-8) shows the 
Treasury as if completed with a suggested landscape treatment. Ulti­
mately, the entire Treasury complex would be built in four stages 
between 1836 and 1869. Mills's design for the Treasury has been 
frequently criticized because it blocked the view of the White House 
along Pennsylvania Avenue from the Capitol. 

The Grounds of the War and Navy Buildings 

The War Building, which was reconstructed after the fire in 1814, 
and the new Navy Building lasted longer than the State and Treasury 
Buildings. Robert Mills prepared plans for a proposed new War and 
Navy complex, and a competition was held in 1845--46. Among the 
entrants in the competition in addition to Mills were the distin­
guished architects William Strickland, Ammi B. Young, John 
Notman, and Isaiah Rogers. However, the outbreak of the Mexican 

80. The most complete architectural analysis of Mills's Treasury Building is found in 
William H. Pierson Jr., American Buildings and Their Architects: The Colonial and Neoclassical 
St)'les (Garden City, NY: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1970), 404-17. See also Scott and 
Lee, Buildings of the District of Columbia, 154-5 7; Seale, The President's House, 207-8. 

81. Robert Mills, "Report," in Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Dec. 8, 1836. 

82. Robert Mills, "Report," in Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Dec. 15, 1837, 3-6. 

83. Scott and Lee:, Buildings of the District of Columbia, 154-55. 
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War kept any of these competition plans from being realized, and the 
two early brick buildings remained for almost three more decades." 

The ca. 1845-50 isometric view shows a proposed new War and 
Navy complex identical to the Treasury, with the same kind of 
landscape treatment (see figure 2-8). It is probable that this 
illustration was related in some way to the 1845-46 competition for 
a new War and Navy complex. There is little information about the 
actual landscaping of these buildings between 1815 and 1851. One 
exception is a general description of the grounds of the War and 
Navy Buildings, along with those of the State Building on the east, 
found in an 1850 guidebook: 

State Department, War Department, and Navy Department 
are but ordinary brick buildings, two stories above the 
basement, which is built of freestone, fire proof; the 
dimensions of each building are nearly the same, that of the 
War Department being 130 feet long by 60 wide. The War 
and State both have a portico, facing north, of the ionic 
order. In each there is also a hall running the whole length 
of the buildings, having offices on each side for the 
accommodation of Clerks of the several Departments, and 
are all located near the President's house, and surrounded 
by neat iron fences, the grounds of which are ornamented 
with numerous shade trees.85 

Summary 

The period between 1815 and 1850 witnessed important develop­
ments in the evolution of the landscape of President's Park. The 
buildings destroyed by the British in 1814 were reconstructed. 
President John Quincy Adams set an important precedent by treating 
the grounds of the President's House as a kind of arboretum of 
American trees and plants. During the presidency of Andrew Jackson 
extensive work, particularly grading, laying of paths, and realigning 
drives, was completed both on the north and south grounds, and 

84. Dolkart, The Old Executive Office Building, note 1 ·1; Donald J. Lehman, Excr:utive Office 
Building, Historical Study No. 3 (Washington, DC: General Services Administration, 
1970), 9-18. Robert Mills's diaries include sketches for a new War and Navy complex, 
which show that he began thinking about such a project some years before his first 
official proposal and th(' competition. Sec Robert Mills, "1834-1840 Journal," Robert 
Mills Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress. See also John Bryan, ed., Robert 
Mills, Architect (Washington, DC: The American Institute of Architects Press, 1989), 184. 

85. E. S. Streeter, comp., Thi: Stranger's Guide, or the Daguerreotype of Washington, D.C. 
(Washington, DC: C. Alexander, Printer, 1850), 22-23 . 
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large quantities of trees and shrubs were planted. President Van 
Buren continued the improvements began by John Quincy Adams 
and Andrew Jackson. The grounds of the President's House began to 
assume an appearance still recognizable today. Improvements in­
cluded lighting the grounds, first with oil lamps and by the late 
1840s with gaslights. Ornamental anthemion fences were installed 
on the north grounds between the columns in the north portico, 
lining the southern edge of the carriageway, and serving as a parapet 
on both sides of the north portico to prevent possible falls. 

At this time commemoration began to influence the evolution of the 
landscape with the relocation of the Thomas Jefferson statue from 
lhe Capitol to the center of the lawn on the north grounds of the 
White House. The need for increased security became evident with 
the installation of a sentry box on the White House grounds. 

Important new buildings were being erected around Lafayette Park, 
hut a landscape plan by Charles Bulfinch was apparently only 
partially executed. Preliminary construction work, such as filling 
and grading, was also underway in the area now known as the 
Ellipse, but it was not until the second half of the 19th century that 
these last two components of President's Park would be fully 
developed. 

President's Park continued to attract talented designers. Charles 
Bulfinch, Robert Mills, and Paulus Hedi developed distinctive features 
that have characterized the site for many years. Bulfinch's gate­
houses still stand today. Mills's design of the Treasury complex and 
its fireproof construction were remarkable. The Hedi fence was 
removed in the 19 70s and replaced with a sturdier one of the same 
design. 

The reconstruction of the State and Treasury Buildings was hastily 
done. Scars from the fire the British had set were simply painted over 
to simulate brick and mortar. During the Monroe presidency two 
buildings were added - a new State Department in front of the 
Treasury and a new War Department in front of the Navy 
Department. In 1833 the Treasury Building was destroyed by fire. 
Robert Mills designed the new Treasury Building. Construction, 
however, did not get underway until 1836 and was not finished 
until 1869. 

• 

• 

• 
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Figure 2-1 • Waslii11gto11 City. Baroness Hyde de Ncuvillc (walcrcolor), June 1821; Esq11issc en 1820 (sketched in 1820). The 
!'helps Stokes Collection, The Miriam 11nd Ira D. Wallach Division of Ari, Prints, and Photography, The Nrw York Public 
Library, Astor, Lenox, and rildm foundation . 
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figure 2- 2: View of the President's House from the Southwest. Anthony St. John Baker (watercolor), 1826. Huntington 
Library, San Morino, California 
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Figure 2-3: The President's I louse Joseph Andrews aftcr H. Brown (engraving), ca. 1827-33. Office of the Curator, 
J'hc White House . 
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Figure 2 4· View from lhl' Southwest of the President's /louse. John Plum be (daguerreotype}, 18'16. Library of Congress, Prints 
and Photographs D1v1Sion. 
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Fig11rr 2-5· Tlie President's /louse Augustus Kollncr (lithograph), 18'18. Drawn from N11lurc by Augustus Kollncr; litho­
graph by Isidore-Laurent Deroy; published by Goupil, Vihfrt and Company, Nrw York . 
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rig11re 2-6: St John's (Church/ and the Neighboring White /-louse. Be1uami11 I lcnry Latrobe (watercolor, ink, and pencil on 
paper). 1816. St. John's Church, W;ishington. D.C 
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Figure 2- 7: Maison du Commodore Stephen Decatur (House of Commodore Dec«tur). Madame E. Vaile (pain ling), 1822. Decatur 
House Collection . 
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Figure 2-8. lscmetric View of the President's House, tlte Surroumli11g Public Builcli111::, .ind Private Rcsidcrrccs. Lithugraf)h, 
ca.1845-1850. Library of Congress, Geography and Maps Division. 
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Figure 2- 9: U.S. 1h:a:,ury. Lithograph, 1:a. 1863- 67. Printed by Sachse & Co., Baltimore; p11hlishcd by C. Bohn, Washington. 
Lihrary of Congress, Prints .ind Photographs Division . 
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Chapter 3. President's Park and the 
Influence of the Downing Plan: 1851-18 65 

The years between 1851 and 1865 were difficult for the 
United States. The impending secession crisis and the 
eventual conflict between the North and South greatly 
affected the outlook of the nation and the evolution of the 

landscape at President's Park. The important role that presidents had 
played up to that time in influencing the evolution of the landscape 
diminished. However, the health, privacy, and safety of the president 
and the first family continued to be an important consideration in 
making modifications to the grounds. The most substantive land­
scape changes involved fencing and massive plantings. Alterations 
and additions, such as the new stables or the conservatory, were 
relatively small.' 

Andrew Jackson Downing's plan for the public grounds of 
Washington prepared in 1851 greatly influenced development during 
this period. It was the first plan for a large-scale public park in the 
United States. His untimely death precluded him from developing a 
detailed plan for the White House grounds, but some of his ideas are 
still evident in Lafayette Square, and to a lesser degree in the Ellipse. 
In general, his landscape designs have not fared well, and Lafayette 
Park and the Ellipse, both of which have since been redesigned, may 
be the only Downing landscapes that survive in any condition.' It 
has been argued that Downing's picturesque plan for Washington 
was inappropriate and revealed a profound misunderstanding of the 
ideas of L'Enfant for the capital. 

1. The commissioners of public buildings in these years were Ignatius Mudd 
(1849-51), William Easby (1851-53), Benjamin B. French (1853-55), John B. Blake 
(1855-61), William S. Wood {1861), and Benjamin B. French (1861-67). Dowd, Records 
of P11blic Buildings and Public Parks, 30. 

2. Claims are frequently mode that Springside, the Matthew Vassar estate in Pough­
keepsie, New York, was designed by Downing, but there is no evidence that Downing did 
anything more than make suggestions to Vassar. (Information courtesy of George 
Talum.) See Harvey K. Flad, "Matthew Vassar's Springside: 'The Hand of Art, when 
Guided by Taste,'" in Prophet with Honor: The Career of Andn.w Jackson Downing, 1815-
1852, ed. George B. Tatum and Elisabeth Blair MacDougall (Washington, DC: The 
Athenaeum of Philadclphia and Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1989), 
219-57. For Downing's landscape commissions and their relationship lo the evolution of 
English and American landscape design, see Tatum, "Nature's Gardener," in Prophet with 
Honor, ed. Tatum and MacDougall, 43-80. 
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In his writings Downing acknowledged the need to provide privacy 
for the first family. Although he allowed for a degree of public use of 
the White House grounds, he proposed that the gate allowing access 
to the current upper south lawn be open only during reception days, 
making the "President's grounds on this side of the house private at 
other times." He also recommended plantings to afford more privacy 
for the president's family. Downing was a strong advocate of the 
public use of President's Park. He planned for the Ellipse to be used 
for public festivities and celebrations, and his design provided pedes­
trians the opportunity to enjoy an "agreeable shaded promenade." 

However, the grounds of the President's House continued to be open 
to the public on Saturday evenings in the summer, with the Marine 
Band providing musical entertainment. Modifications to the grounds 
were rather limited during this period. A fence and two gates were 
installed on the north grounds, probably in the early 1850s. 

• 

Commemoration began in earnest with the unveiling of the Andrew 
Jackson statue in Lafayette Square in 1853. The square was laid out 
according to a Downing plan that apparently has not survived. In 
1853 gaslights were also installed in the square. During this period 
the Ellipse underwent extensive development, and by the 1850s was 
planted following Downing's design. During the Civil War the site • 
was occupied by barracks and used to graze cattle. Presumably, most 
of the landscape improvements were destroyed. 

Substantial progress was also made on the construction of the 
Treasury Building, and although it would not be completed until 
1869, landscape plans were made public. 

The Downing Plan 

A Biography of Andrew Jackson Downing 

Andrew Jackson Downing was born on October 31, 1815, the fifth 
and last child of Samuel Downing, owner of a nursery in Newburgh, 
New York, and Eunice Bridge Downing. As a youth, Downing 
studied at an academy in nearby Montgomery, New York, and then 
joined his brother Charles in the nursery that their father had 
bequeathed to them. After his marriage to Caroline De Wint in 1838, 

• 
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Downing built his own home in Newburgh and established a model 
garden on the grounds." 

Downing's Career 

There were three different aspects to Downing's career: the nursery 
business; horticultural, landscape and architectural writing; and 
landscape design. Although he took these activities up more or less in 
succession, each one grew logically out of the preceding interest, and 
frequently they overlapped. Writing was perhaps the most consis­
tent activity in his career. Except for the garden of his own 
Newburgh house, most of Downing's known landscape designs date 
from the last part of his brief life. Earlier commissions tend to be 
documented only through brief references.' 

In summer 1850 Downing left for England, hoping to find someone 
with professional experience with whom to set up an architectural 
office in Newburgh. Downing found his partner, the 26-year-old 
architect Calvert Vaux, in London. While Vaux's role was as an 
architect, the new firm also received important landscape commis­
sions. In February 1852 Downing took on a second English architect, 

3. In 1837 Downing continued the nursery under the name of A J. Downing and Co., 
although his brother seems to have retained some sort of an interest in the business. In 
1839 Andrew Saul, a native of County Cork, Ireland, became manager of the nursery. 
George B. Tatum, "Introduction: The Downing Decade (1841-1852)," in Prophet with 
Honor, ed. Tatum and MacDougall, 1-20. See also George William Curlis, "Memoir to A J. 
Downing," in Andrew Jackson Downing, Rural Essays (New York: Da Capo Press, 1974, 
reprint of 1853 edition), xi-xxiii. John A Saul, "Tree Culhire; or a Sketch of Nurserles in 
the Dishict of Colwnbia," Records of the Columbia Historical Society, 10 (1907): 51-62; 
George B. Tatum, "Nature's Gardener," in Prophet with Honor, ed. Tatum and MacDougall, 
44, note 5. 

4. At 17 Downing began writing artidt':s for contemporary farming and gardening 
periodicals, such as The New-York Farmer and Hovcy's Magazine of Horticulturr:; Tatum, 
"The Dovming Decade," in Prophet with 1-Ionor, ed. Tahim and MacDougall, 20-2. 
Dovming's first book, and his most influential in terms of landscape gardening and 
design, was published in 1841: A Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardenin,g 
(New York: Wiley and Pulnam, 1841 ). His first architectural book, which featured many 
of the designs of his friend the architect Alexander J. Davis, was Cottage Residr:nccs (New 
York: Wiley and Putnam, 1842). Downing continued to write strictly horticultural books 
and articles; for example, his book The fruits and Fruit Trees of America (New York: Wiley 
and Putnam, 1845). In 1846 Downing became the editor of a new monthly, '/he 
Horticulturist, and about this time he sold the nursery to Andrew Saul and two others. 
Downing's editorials in this publication were as influential as his books. He also took the 
trouble to maintain an active correspondence with his readers. Downing's personal 
charm, attested to by all who knew him, seemed to communicate itself through his 
writing. Tatum, "The Downing Decade," in Prophet wit.h Honor, ed. Tahlm and MacDougall, 
24-36, 34, note 70. Andrew Saul became the sole proprietor of Highland Nurseries in 1859 
and ran the business until his death in 1862. On April 14, 1863, the nursery stock was sold 
at auction and the land subdivided into lots . 
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Frederick Withers, and enlarged his home/office to accommodate his 
"Bureau of Architecture."' 

Downing's Work in Washington 

One of Downing's landscape clients was banker and art collector 
William Wilson Corcoran of Washington, D.C. 6 Through Corcoran 
Downing was asked to do the plan for the public grounds of 
Washington.' By November 1850 Downing had gained the support 
of Commissioner of Public Buildings Ignatius Mudd, as a letter from 
Joseph Henry, first secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, 
indicates: 

The same evening I called a meeting at the office of the 
mayor, of Mr. Mudd the commissioner of public buildings, 
Mr. Corcoran and the Mayor. After some conversation it 
was at length concluded to send for some competent land­
scape gardener to give a general plan-of the improvements 
to be made and on the suggestion of the Mayor it was 
resolved to request the President to direct that Mr. Downing 
from Newbourgh )sic) be requested to examine the grounds 
and report a plan of improvement. We (the Mayor, Mr. 
Mudd and myself) called next day on the President, pre-

5. Downing visited many English parks and gardens, such as the Royal Horticultural 
Gardens at Kew near London and the Duke of Devonshire's estate, Chatsworth, in 
Derbyshire, about which he contributed interesting articles to The Horticulturist, 36-39. 
Tatum, "The Downing Decade," in Prophet. wirh Honor, ed. Tatum and MacDougall, 36--39. 
See also Curtis, "Memoir," xlvii. For Vaux, see William Alex and George B. Tatum, Calvr:rt 
Vaux: Architr:ct and Plannr:r (New York: Ink, lnc., 1994). 

6. In 1849 Corcoran had Downing landscape the grounds of his house (now demol­
ished) at 1611 H Street on the north side of Lafayette Square, which James Renwick was 
in the process of renovating and enlarging. Scott and Lee, Buildings of the District of 
Columbia, 30-31; see also James M. Goode, Capital Losses: A Cultural History of Washington's 
Destroyed Buildings (Washington, DC Smithsonian Institution Press, 1979), 34--56. For 
Corcoran, see Dictionary of Amr:rican Btography1 1930, s.v. "Corcoran, William Wilson." 

7. Corcoran undoubtedly made overtures on the subject, but as a Idler written by 
Calvert Vaux shortly after Downing's death makes clear, Downing did not want to 
promote himself actively for the project. "He was solicited by the Government to 
undertake the arrangement and superintendence of the Park at Washington. I-le refused 
lo lake any steps lo push himself forward when'the matter was talked ahout and it was 
not till he received an official request that he took the matter up. His arrangements once 
made however, he devoted himself with immediate energy lo the work," Vaux to 
Marshall P. Wilder, Aug. 18, 1852, J. Jay Smith Papers, Library Company of Philadelphia, 
now on permanent deposit at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania. Wilder, a prominent 
Boston horticulturist, had asked various people for information on Downing for a eulogy 
to be read before the Pomological Congress. Information courtesy of George B. Tatum . 

• 
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sentcd the matter and received the sanction for writing to 
Mr. Downing_H 

There was apparently some delay in contacting Downing, but on 
November 25, 1850, he made his first visit to Washington, which 
was also recorded in Mudd's annual report for 1850. After referring 
to his report for the previous year and saying that "litlle care or 
attention had been previously bestowed" upon the public grounds of 
Washington, Mudd continued: 

At the suggestion, however, of several prominent gentle­
men of this city, and by the approbation of the President, I 
invited A. J. Downing, esq., of Newburg (sic], New York, to 
examine and inspect the public grounds with reference to 
their more decorative and artistic improvement. Mr. Down­
ing, who is a gentleman of the first accomplishments in the 
art of landscape formations, readily accepted the invitation, 
and upon a recent visit to Washington for that purpose, 
made a thorough examination of their surface, soil, and 
features. From his own observation, and the plats and pro­
files furnished him from this office, he will be able to 
submit at a convenient period a general pla.:-1 for improving 
the public grounds, which I shall probably communicate to 
Congress. 9 

On March 19, 1851, Henry wrote to President Fillmore, strongly 
supporting Downing and his plan and urging his appointment as 
superintendent. He went on to say: 

It is a work which requires the direction of a person, who 
has been as it were educated to the business. The 
preparation of the soil, the adoption of a system of 
drainage, the procuring and planting the proper trees, all 
requires a peculiar skill and experience which no person in 
the country possesses in a higher degree than Mr. 
Downing.10 

By March 27, 1851, Congress formally authorized President Fillmore 
to engage Downing as "rural architect" to landscape the entire area 
from the Capitol to the President's House. 11 Initially he was offered a 

8. Joseph Henry, "Locked Book," entry of Nov. 25, 1850, Smithsonian Institution 
Archives. Record Unit 7001, Box 39, M151 023323. {Transcription courtesy of the Henry 
Papers, Smithsonian Institution.) 

9. Annual Report, <;ommissioner of Public Buildings, 1850, Ex. Doc. no. 47, Feb. 6, 1851, 9. 

10. l·lenry lo Fillmore, Mar. 19, 1851, Buffalo and Erie County Historical Society, Buffalo, 
NY. Copy courtesy of the Henry Papers, Smithsonian lnstituticn. 

11. William Easby to Downing, Mar. 27, 1851, microcopy 371, Letters Sent, Conunis­
sioncr of Public Buildings, 1791-1867, RG 42, National Archives (NA). Hereafter cited as 
"Commissioner's Lclters Sent." 
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yearly "salary" (actually a commission, figured on a yearly basis and 
paid monthly) of $1,500, but it was ultimately raised to $2,500. 
Downing's professional responsibilities for the Washington public 
grounds were to provide the design and be involved in a general 
supervisory capacity. He was not required to live in Washington, but 
he came down for several days each month at times of the year 
when the work was actively progressing. 12 Superintending the work 
in Washington was William D. Brackenridge, a native of Scotland 
who came to the United States about 1837. 13 To assist him in the 
Washington project, Downing sent to England for John Saul, the 
brother of Andrew Saul, who at that time was manager and part 
owner of Downing's former nursery in Newburgh." 

Downing's experience in the Washington project was not entirely 
positive. Some members of Congress and the general public seemed 
under the impression that he had been hired as a full-time employee, 
but because he spent little time in Washington, they began to 
question his employment. The problem escalated after William Easby 
replaced Mudd as commissioner. In June 1851 an unidentified person 
went directly to President Fillmore and complained that the last time 
Downing had been in Washington he stayed only long enough to 

12. Mr. Jones of Tennessee, in debate of Mar. 24, 1852, The Congressional Globe: New Seri.es, 
Containing the Debates, Proceedings and LaJtVS of the First Session of the Thirty-second Congress, 
vol. 24, part 2 (Washington, IX: John C. Rives, 1852), 853. 

13. In 1838 Brackenridge was appointed the botanist of the government-sponsored 
Wilkes expedition, which traveled to the south Pacific under the direction of Capt. Charles 
Wilkes between 1838 and 1842. In 1850 Brackenridge was put in charge of the National 
Botanic Garden. Tatum, "The Downing Decade," in Prophet with Honor, ed. Tatum and 
MacDougall, 39; Dictionary of American Biography, 1929, s.v. "Brackenridge, William D."; 
W. D. Brackenridge "Editorial Notes," The Gardeners' Monthly and Horticulturist 26, no. 312, 
(Dec. 1884): 375-76. Brackenridge moved to Baltimore in 1855 and became a nurseryman 
and landscape: designer, laying out the grounds of many of the estates around the city. For 
Robert Buist's nursery, which supplied some plants for President's Park in the 1850s, see U. 
P. Hedrick, A History of Horticulture in America to 1860, With an Addendum of Books Published 
from 1861-1920 (Portland, OR: Timber Press, 1988). 

14. John Saul was born at Carey's Wood, County Cork, Ireland, on December 25, 
1819, and died in Washington, D.C., on May 11, 1897. His early professional experience 
was in England and Wales. Between 1836 and 1841 he assisted his father in the gardens 
of East Cowes Castle, on the Isle of Wight. The castle had been built in 1798 by architect 
John Nash as his own residence, and its original landscape design is thought to have been 
the work of Hwnphrey Repton, Nash's frequent partner. Saul's next position was as 
foreman at Uanlarnam Abbey in Gwent, Wales, where he stayed for two years. In 1843 • 
Saul went to Durdham Down Nurserit:s in Bristol, where he had been briefly employed 
earlier. He was made manager in 1844 and remained there until February 1851, when he 
was summoned by Downing; Saul, "Tree Culture," 53; Vicky Basford, Historic Parks and 
Gardens of the Isle of Wight (Isle of Wight: Isle of Wight County Council, Cultural Services 
Dept., 1989), 54; Elisabeth Whittle, Jh.e Historic Gardens of Wales, An Introduction to Parks 
and Gardens in the History of Wales (London: Her Majesty's Stationery Office, 1992), 65, 70 . 
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draw his pay." Henry reported the incident to Downing, who 
responded forcefully that he did not want interference from the 
commissioner and that the work was going well." 

On June 12, 1851, Downing wrote to President Fillmore. He 
explained that he had every confidence in his foreman to do the work 
correctly and that the time he was spending in Washington was 
sufficient until planting and other work would require more of his 
time and personal attention. 17 A few weeks later Downing and Henry 
met again with President Fillmore to settle the matter as to who had 
the jurisdiction of the grounds - Downing or Easby. Henry reported 
that, 

After much difficulty and perseverance Mr. Downing was 
called to give a plan of the grounds and afterwards to take 
charge of the improvement. . . The city is susceptible of 
great improvement, and all the squares at the intersection 
of streets should be laid out tastefully, and surrounded with 
iron railing. This can be best effected under the direction of 
Mr. Downing. If some one of his character is not employed, 
the whole will be badly accomplished - one superintendent 
will make it his business to undo what the other has done, 
and so on. I am to see the Secretary of the Interior on the 
subject. 1e 

A few days later Henry noted that improvements of the public 
grounds were progressing and that Downing was "to take charge of 
the small open spaces, formed by the intersection of streets and 
avenues, and is to enclose them with iron fences, and plant them 
with trees."" Apparently, steps were taken in this direction. In 
addition to the Mall, the grounds of the Smithsonian Institution, the 
grounds surrounding the President's House, the grounds south of 
the President's House, and Lafayette Square, Franklin Square, and an 

15. Henry lo Corcoran, Corcoran Papers, Library of Congress, Manuscripts Division. 
Copy courtesy of the Henry Papers. 

16. Downing to Henry, June 114?1, 1851, Smithsonian Archives, record unit 7001, M101 
00 9951. Copy courtesy of thl.' Henry Papers. 

17. Downing to Fillmore, JW1e 12, 1851, microcopy 371, 1£:llers Received, Commissioner 
of Public Buildings, 1 791-1867, RG 42; hereafter cited as "Commissioner's Letters Received." 

18. Henry, Locked Book Diary, entry of July 1, 1851, record unit 7001, box 39, M151 
023325, Smithsonian Archives. Transcription courtesy of the Henry Papers. 

19. Henry to AJexander Dallas Bache, July 10, 1851, Locked Book Diary, record unit 
7001, box no. 39, M151 023326, Smithsonian Archives. Transcription courtesy of the 
Henry Papers . 
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unidentified triangular intersection on Pennsylvania Avenue became 
Downing projects.'° 

On July 28, 1852, Downing set out for one of his regular visits. The 
first leg of his journey was a steamboat trip down the Hudson River 
on the Henry Clay. The Henry Clay began racing with its rival, the 
Annenia; the Henry Clay's overheated engine room caught fire. 
Seventy lives were lost, including that of A. J. Downing. 21 

Specific Plans 

Downing had been asked to develop a plan for the land between the 
Capitol and the President's House, an area that had been set aside as a 
public space in the L'Enfant/Ellicott plan. The interior layout for the 
land between the Capitol and the Mall had never been clearly worked 
out, and the President's Park section was very much in the process of 
evolution. Downing's design for the city's public grounds was the 
first plan for a large-scale public park in the United States. 

The original Downing drawing is in poor condition and is best 
known from an 1867 copy shown in figure 3-1; a detail of the plan 
for President's Park is shown in figure 3-2. As is readily apparent, 
the Ellipse is very fully designed, even though at this point it is a true 
circle and not an ellipse. The grounds around the White House are 
indicated only in a schematic way, and Lafayette Park appears as an 
empty rectangle. Accompanying the plan and report was a sketch of 
a new arch from Pennsylvania Avenue and also a sketch for a 
proposed suspension bridge over the Tiber Canal. 22 

20. "Disbursement: Franklin Square, A. J. Downing's roll for Superintendent." Oct. 4, 
1851; "Disbursement: Triangular Space on Pennsylvania Avenue, to Corcoran and Riggs for 
advances made by them on bills approved by A J. Downing, including payment to Robert 
Wood for Iron Railing, N. Acker, granile coping, etc., totaling $5,019.49," Sept. 16, 1852. 
Both entries are found in Daybook 13, 1851-53, 67-Cashbooks, Financial Recortls 1817-83, 
RG 42, NA. See also Easby to Downing, Aug. 25, 1851, Commissioner's Letters Sent. The 
Franklin Square project is also referred to in the congressional debate of .March 24, 1852, The 
Congressional Globe, New Seri.es, Proceedings and ~lNS of the First Se.ssion q_f the Thirty-second 
Congress, vol. 24, part 2 (1852), p. 854. 

21. Tah.Im, "The Downing Decade," in Prophet -with Honor, ed. Tah.Im and MacDougall, 
39--41; .John Clagett Proctor, "The Trngic Death of Andrew Jackson Downing and the 
Monument to His Memory,n Records q_f the Columbia Historical Society, 27 {1925): 248--61. 
Curtis in his "Memoir" also describes Downing's death (Rural Essays, liii-lvii). See also the 
account of the Henry Clay in The New-York Daily Times, July 29-August 4, 1852. 

22. The sketches for the arch and suspension bridge are illustrated in David Schuyler, 
"The Washington Park and Downing's Legacy to Public landscape Design," in Prophet 
1-Vith Honor, ed. Tatum and MacDougall, 299. See also Seale, The President's House, 292-
301. 

• 

• 

• 

Case 1:25-cv-03969-DLF     Document 16-19     Filed 12/02/25     Page 107 of 579



• 

• 

• 

Downing's plan for the space between the Capitol and the White 
House was ambitious. He divided the site into six areas, the first of 
which was the President's Park or parade to the south of the White 
House. For the parade, Downing wrote: 

This comprises the open Ground directly south of the 
President's House. Adopting suggestions made me at 
Washington I propose to keep the large area of this ground 
open, as a place for parade or military reviews, as well as 
public festivities or celebrations. A circular carriage drive 40 
feet wide and nearly a mile long shaded by an avenue of 
Elms surrounds the Parade, while a series of foot-paths, 10 
feet wide, winding through thickets of trees and shrubs, 
forms the boundary to this park, and would make an 
agreeable shaded promenade for pedestrians. 

I propose to take down the present small stone gates to the 
President's Grounds, and place at the end of Pennsylvania 
Avenue a large and handsome Archway of marble, which 
shall not only form the main entrance from the City to the 
whole of the proposed new Grounds, but shall also be one 
of the principal Architectural ornaments of the city; inside 
of this arch-way is a semicircle with three gates 
commanding three carriage roads. Two of these lead into 
the parade or President's Park, the third is a private 
carriage-drive into the President's grounds; this gate should 
be protected by a Porter's lodge and should only be open on 
reception days, thus making the President's grounds on this 
side of the house private at all other times. I propose to have 
the exit of guests on reception days on this side of the 
house, the entrance, as now, on the other side.23 

Downing explained the m,son for the lack of detail m the White 
House grounds part of the plan: 

I have not shown on the plan several ideas that have 
occurred to me for increasing the beauty and seclusion of 
the President's grounds, because I would first wish to 
submit them for the approval of the President." 

Initially President Fillmore authorized the adoption of Downing's 
plan only for a portion of the Mall area west of Seventh Street. In the 
spring of 18S 1 work began on grading, draining, and clearing the 
area near the Smithsonian. Downing's death in August 1852 dealt a 

23. A. J. Downing, "Explanatory Notes to his Excellency the President of the Unitrd States 
to accompany the plan for Improving the Public Grounds of Washington," 1851, reprinted 
in Wilcomb E. Washburn, "Vision of Life for the Mall," American Institute of Architects 
Journal (March 1967). 

24. Downing, "Explanatory Noks." 
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severe blow to the project, although Brackenridge and Saul continued 
with construction and planting until the appropriation approved by 
Congress was exhausted. President Fillmore approved the design and 
authorized an appropriation for the eastern part of the grounds in 
February 1852.25 A detail of a map of Washington drawn by 
surveyor James Keily in 1851 is illustrated in figure 3-3. This 
appears to reflect the Downing plan, since the Ellipse and grounds of 
President's House are shown as he proposed them. 

The design concept behind Downing's plan for the Mall, although 
never fully realized, persisted as an ideal and served as a model for a 
national public ground incorporating a museum of horticulture. 26 

Downing's picturesque plan for Washington, at least the Mall portion 
of it, has frequently been criticized as being "grossly inappropriate for 
this unique site and indicates Downing's complete misunderstanding 
of the imperatives so clearly dictated by the L'Enfant plan."27 

The Grounds of the White House 

The portion of Downing's plan that deals with the grounds of the 
President's House (figure 3-2) is not very detailed. Among the 
(presumably) existing features are two clumps of trees at the loca­
tion of the Jefferson mounds. From a debate that was held in Con­
gress shortly after his death to discuss compensation to his widow, it 
is clear that Downing produced many plans, specifications, and 
drawings for the project, but all of them have disappeared." Since the 
detailed drawings were lost, and since many of his ideas for the 

25. Schuyler, "The Washington Park." 301-3. See also NPS,Administrative History, 94. 

26. Therese O'Malley, '"A Public Museum of Trees: Mid-Nineleenth Century Plans for the 
Mall," in The Mall in Washington, 1791-1991, ed. Richard Longstreth (Washington, DC: The 
National Gallery of Art, 1991), 66-74; Reps, Monumental Washin,gton1 53. Since Downing 
(and later Bruckenridge) was the government's agent for the work done under this plan 
for the Mall and Prr'sidcnt's Park, the commissioner of public buildings never reported in 
detail on the execution of the Downing projects, explaining that the agent would file 
independent reports. Except in the form of correspondence, no such reports appear to 
have been filed hy either Downing or Brackenridge. Brackenridge resigned by 1854. 

27. Reps, Monumental Washington, 53. 

28. The Congressional Globe: The First Session c?f the Thirty-second Congress, vol. 24, part 3 
(Washington, DC: John C. Rives, 1852), 2374--75. Brackenridge sent a letter lo Congress 
attesting that the drawings, etc., most of which were apparently still in Newburgh and not 
in Washington, were worth $5,000 above and hcyond Downing's salary, since it would cost 
at least lhat much to obtain new dravvings. The govemmmt eventually paid Mrs. Downing 
the $675 in arrears on her husband's salary, but there is no evidence that they paid anything 
further. Whether the drawings remained in Newburgh or were sent by Vaux or Mrs. 
Downing to Washington, no trace of them has ever turned up. 

• 

• 

• 

Case 1:25-cv-03969-DLF     Document 16-19     Filed 12/02/25     Page 109 of 579



• 

• 

• 

grounds of President's House were not incorporated into the 1851 
plan, it is difficult to analyze what Downing may have intended for 
this part of the plan. It is possible, however, that he might have 
eliminated much of the landscape that existed in 1851. The new 
marble archway he envisioned at the Pennsylvania Avenue entrance 
on the east and the drives connected with it would have altered the 
southern part of the grounds.29 

In a letter written to a friend in .June 1851 Downing described how 
he found the state of the grounds: 

The Public grounds already planted about the Capitol & 
Presliden]ts House show a firm and luxuriant growth of 
trees, but it would entertain you to see how far behind us 
at the North they are here in all matters of horticulture. 
The President has a gardener at 1200 a year (a stupid 
Irishman) and the government pays about 10,000 a year to 
men employed as gardeners, and yet there is no fruit of any 
kind for the President's table, no greenhouse, and only a 
miserable kitchen garden. Trees & grass are the sole luxuries 
of the gardening art known hy our chief magistrate, be he 
whig or democrat. 30 

Although Downing's criticisms focus on the shortcomings of the 
kitchen garden, his account differs significantly from a description of 
the south side of the President's House given in an 1850 guidebook: 

This front overlooks the promenade garden, which is 
beautifully ornamented with three artificial hillocks, forest 
trees, garden shrubbery, various flowers, blooming from 
early spring to late foll, and serpentine walks. The grounds 
of this mansion are surrounded, on the north by an iron 
fence; on the west, by the War and Navy Departments; on 
the south, by a sexangular stonewall; and on the east, by 
the Treasury and State Departments. 31 

In June 1851 William Easby, the new commissioner of public build­
ings, purchased "wire" (iron) fencing, on Downing's recommenda­
tion, "to inclose (sic] the border around the President's House." It is 
probable that a portion of this fence was used to line the southern 
edge (outer side) of the semicircular carriageway on the north 

29. Seale, The President's J-low>e, 294-301. 

30. Downing added, "Foreign grapes are a lhing unknown in this meridian." Dm-vning 
had persuaded Corcoran to put up two vineries, and he also wanted the president to have 
fresh fruit all season. Dm-vning to Roswell Colt, June 2 7, 1851, Roswell Colt Collcdion, 
Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia. 

31. "Three" artificial hillocks must be a misprint or an error. This guidebook is not 
illustrated; Streeter, The Stranger's Guide, 20----21 . 
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grounds. This fence was higher and built of lighter material than the 
anthemion railing installed in 1829, which lined the northern edge 
(inner side) of the semicircular carriageway. Two gates facing east 
and west (the enclosed northeast and northwest portion of the north 
grounds) were placed where the anthemion railing at the parapet met 
the lighter and higher fence that edged the carriageway.32 The gates 
controlled access to the grounds of the Executive Mansion. 

In 1851-52 work was done on the grounds of the President's House, 
as well as on the Mall. In 1851 Easby reported that the stables had 
been repaired, a new cow barn built, and new drains and paving put 
in around the stables and stable yard. In addition, a new watch 
house was built, new iron gates were installed at the northeast and 
northwest entrances, and roads were paved and repaired. 33 In 1852 
iron settees (portable benches normally taken in for the winter) were 
purchased for the President's House as well as the Capitol.34 

In January 1852 John Ousley was discharged, presumably at 
Downing's request.'-' Asked to recommend a replacement as a 
"vegetable gardener," Downing chose John Watt, a market gardener 
whom Downing had employed for a short time and whom John 
Saul, his foreman, had known for years. 36 

In 1853, just before Franklin Pierce's inauguration, Congress appro­
priated an additional $12,000 for the "grounds south" of the Presi­
dent's House. In June 1853 President Pierce appointed Benjamin B. 
French, a New Hampshire native, to be the commissioner of public 
buildings. During the Pierce administration French supplied the 

32. Downing to Eashy, June 4. 1851, and June 5, 1851, Commissioner's Letters Received. 
Correspondence Vvith the same firm in 1853 about the same "pattern" of fencing mentions 
pickets and ornaments, so il could not have been literally wire. Annual Report, Commissioner 
of Public Buildings, Feb. 17, 1852, Ex. Doc. no. 79, 16-17. 

33. Ann11al Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Feb. 17, 1852, Ex. Doc. no. 79, 16-17. 

34. The setters wen." purchased from James Beebe & Co. of New York City. Annual 
Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Feb. 12, 1853, 6; James Beebe & Co. to Richard H. 
Staunton (chainnan, Public Buildings and Grounds), Aug. l?I, 1852; Alexander H. H. Stuart 
(sec. of the int.) to Easby, Oct. 14, 1852; both in Commissioner's Letters Received. Easby to 
James Beebe & Co., Oct. 18, 1852, Commissioner's Letters Sent. The Beebe company sent a 
"pattern" of the kind of settee the company recommended, which E.asby ordered, but this is 
not included with the letkrs. The Beebe & Co. catalogues could probably be located in some 
repository in New York City, such as the Avery Library al Columbia University. The circu~ 
Jar settees, which wrapped around a tree trunk, may not have been a type that was taken 
inside in the winter. 

35. Easby to Ousley, Jan. 19, 1852, Commissioner's Letters Sent. 

36. Downing to Fillmore, Jan. 7, 1852, Millard Fillmore Papers, ed. Frank H. Severance, 
Publications of the Buffalo Historical Society, vol. 10-11 (Buffalo, NY: The Buffalo Historical 
Society, 1907); Easby lo Walt, Jan. 31, 1852, Commissioner's Letters Sent. 
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White House with orchard trees, including 12 pear trees and 11 apple 
trees, from his own grounds. It is difficult to tell how much of the 
$12,000 was actually used for the grounds and greenhouses of the 
President's House. later records suggest that most of it went for the 
Ellipse. John Watt obtained approval from President Pierce to 
overhaul the gardens, but Downing's plan may have been disre­
garded in favor of a general sprucing up of the existing arrangement. 
Watt demolished the old orangery down to its brick walls in order to 
expand it into a greenhouse, which was constructed between May 
and August or September 1853. The original orangery remained as 
the centerpiece of the new structure and was used as a private solar­
ium for the president; this greenhouse stood for only four years." 

In the flower garden a new picket fence was put up and gravel was 
spread on the walks. The old arbor was rebuilt and painted white, 
and as many as possible of the old roses growing on it were 
preserved. Benches under the arbor were painted dark green. In 1853 
Watt ordered several varieties of camellias, as well as star jasmines 
and lemon and orange trees, undoubtedly for the orangery." That 
same year 500 additional feet of iron railing was ordered, of the 
same type as recommended by Downing, but it is unclear where it 
was placed." 

During the Pierce and Buchanan administrations the grounds at the 
President's House continued to be open to the public on Saturday 
evenings in the summer, with musical entertainment by the Marine 
Band. These events were extremely popular and drew large crowds.4° 

37. Seale, The President's House, 310-13, notes 9-15; NPS, "The President's Garden," 29, 
plates 42 and 43-. French's first annual report lists an expenditure of $7,848.24 to complete 
the improvements on the square south of the President's House, as well as an expenditure 
of $3,499.23 for annual repairs of the President's House, an item that usually included 
maintenance to the grounds. Salaries of the public gardener {Maher) and of laborers were 
additional items, as were materials such as tools, trees, and manure. See Annual Report1 

Commissioner qf Public Buildif18S, Jan. 30, 1854, House of Representatives misc. doc. 11, 23. 
The tvvo 185 7 photographs in "The President's Garden" show the first greenhouse in the 
background, partly hidden by the west wing of the Treasury, then under construction. 

38. Some of these were supplied by the Philadelphia nursery of Peter MacKenzie; Seale, 
·1ne President's House, 313-14, note 16. 

39. ll is difficult to see how Watt could have stocked so much plant material so 
quickly, including hundreds of trees mature enough to set out in parks. One possibility is 
that Saul may have worked out some sorl of an arrangement with his brother, Andrew, 
then part owner of Downing's former nursery, so some of this plant material may 
actually have come from Newburgh, New York. Easby to J. B. Wickersham, Apr. 23, 
1853, Commissioner's Letters Sent. 

40. Kirk, Music at the White House, 72, 74 . 
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On January 2, 1854, Sessford reported that the grounds south of the 
President's House (possibly referring to the Ellipse rather than the 
president's grounds) had been further improved." 

After leaving as superintendent of construction and planting, John 
Saul established a nursery that became a major supplier for Presi­
dent's Park and other government grounds. Another nursery sup­
plied flowering shrubs and annuals, including camellias, azaleas, 
begonias, china pinks, and sweet alyssum, for the president's gar­
den.42 In spring 1854 fruit trees, camellias, dogwood, quince, and 
redbuds all bloomed." An 185 7 photograph of the southwest 
grounds shows trees and several trellises (figure 3-4). The Jackson 
magnolias are not evident." One of the earliest known photographs 
of the north side of the White House, taken before 185 7, shows the 
Jefferson statue and its encircling path (figure 3-5). A later photo­
graph from the same period but taken during a different season 
reveals substantial changes in the vegetation planted on the north 
lawn. The evergreens paralleling the anthemion railing are gone, and 
two substantial trees have been added, framing the north portico 
(figure 3-6).45 

In October 1854, Benjamin French prepared a plan to realign the 
original wall and carriage road south of the President's House 
"agreeably to the plan of A. J. Downing, for improvement of said 
road and grounds." The new alignment would extend the southern 
boundary of the White House grounds by about 15 feet. 46 

Work resumed on the Treasury Building in 1855. Earth removed 
during excavation appears to have been used to create a mound just 
to the south of the Jefferson wall, in preparation for removing the 

41. "The Sessford Annals," 362. 

42. "Disbursement, President's House, John Wall for John Saul for trees of various kinds 
for the use of the President's Garden from October 27, 1853 to March 1854, $198.50," 
June 10, 1854; "Disbursement, President's Garden, to Robert (Halliday?), camellias, etc., 
Oct. 28, 1854." Both items are in Daybcok 14, 67-Cashbooks, RG 42, NA. See also NPS, 
"The President's Garden," 29. 

43. Seale, The President's House, 324-326, note 32. 

44. Another print from the same point of view and dated to the 1850s appears to show 
the grounds in full summer, with much more elaborate planhng than can be seen in figure 
3-4, with many plants in tubs, etc.; OC/WH. 

45. These two trees had not been planted and the evergreens were still along the 
anthemion fence ca. 1853 (see figure 3-13). 

46. NPS, "The President's Carden," 29. 
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wall and the southern extension of the grounds.47 By October 1855 
the Jefferson wall still had not been removed." In a photograph 
dated about 1861 and attributed to Matthew Brady (figure 3-7), the 
wall is ve1y visible in the foreground. An 1858 report from 
Commissioner John B. Blake suggests that it would be some time 
before the wall came down and the road was realigned, 

The grounds never looked better. Owing to the extension of 
the Treasury building they have been very much com­
pressed and ought to be enlarged. Congress made an appro­
priation for taking down the south wall and reconstructing 
it in such a manner as to give the house the benefit of the 
grounds south of it. The plan adopted for the Treasury 
extension interfered with the plan for the improvement of 
the President's grounds, and the latter was abandoned. 

Congress subsequently authorized the adoption of a new 
plan, such as the President might approve; but the street 
immediately south of the wall being occupied by the 
workshops and materials of the Treasury building no new 
plan has been submitted. My own opinion is, that the 
grounds south of the house ought to be added to the 
President's grounds without any intervening wall.49 

The extension of the Treasury Building necessitated the removal of 
the existing stables south of the grounds of the President's House. In 
1856-57 a new stable with stalls for 12 horses was built even far­
ther south, well into the area that would become the Ellipse. The 
stable and greenhouse had to be removed, and a new conservatory 
was constrncted on the west terrace, the major activity affecting the 
landscape during James Buchanan's administration. Another factor 
that may have contributed to the removal of the earlier greenhouse 
was severe damage from a hailstorm on June 21, 1857, when more 

47. Seale, The President's House, 343, note 32; correspondence between Secretary 
McClelland, John P. Blake, and James Guthrie, July 6 and July 13, 1855. The two new 
mounds south of the Whitt' House and south of the wall appear to have been Blake's idea. 
See file on "Mounds on the South Grounds," OC/WH. The Stanley McClure Files 
(ESF/WHL/NPS) include a partial copy of the leller from McClelland to Blake of July 6, 
1855, "I transmit to you, herewith, a copy of a letter this day received from the Secretary 
of the Treasury on the subject of constructing a mound, in the grounds south of the 
President's house, out of the dirt to he excavated in making the foundation of the South 
Wing of the Treasury Building." This documentation does not seem to indicate whether 
this "mound" (singular) was ever even constructed. Seale cites hills for moving earth, 
describes two mounds being built just outside the Jefferson wall in the summer and fall of 
1855. 

48. Annual Rcport1 Commissioner of Public Buildings, Oct. 11, 1855, 597. 

49. Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Oct. 18, 1858, 692 . 
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than 5,000 panes of glass were destroyed.50 In 1857, as a result of the 
expansion of the Treasury, the "old garden" and conservatory, and 
ultimately the Latrobe/ Jefferson gate, also had to be removed." 

Albert Boschke, a surveyor for the United States Coast Survey, 
published a map of the District of Columbia based on surveys he 
conducted between 1856 and 1859.52 A detail of the 1857 Boschke 
map showing President's Park has been frequently reproduced (figure 
3-8). Boschke has a reputation for being very accurate, but it is not 
clear if the President's House grounds section of the plan is a survey 
or a projection of proposed plans. 53 

In 1858 gasolier porch lamps were mounted in the stone columns in 
the north portico. Similar lighting fixtures are still extant on the 
north gate piers.54 

During 1859, $11,542.90 was spent on annual repairs of the 
President's House and the grounds. In May Blake ordered horse­
drawn mowing machines from Robert Buist of Philadelphia. Before 
that time, the public grounds had apparently been either scythed or 
mowed by hand. Blake also purchased a large-size garden roller. 55 

During the Abraham Lincoln administration, John Watt remained 
gardener and ordered many new plants, especially roses and camel­
lias; gardening, however, was not a top priority during the Civil 
War. Since the screening plantings recommended by Downing had 
never been installed, the grounds were too open to provide any 
seclusion. The Lincolns had little privacy inside the President's House, 
and they frequently resorted to the conservatory for that purpose. 
On February 10, 1864, the new stables caught fire, destroying 

50. Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Oct. 15, 1857, 718, 719. See also Blake 
to McClelland, Feb. 5, 1857, and file on "White House Stables and Garages," Aug. 10, 1992, 
OC/VVH. Seale, The President's House, 343--45, notes 32-38; NPS, "The President's Garden," 
31. See also file on "Greenhouses," OC/WH. 

51. AnnualReporl,CommissionerofPublicBuildings,Oct. 15, 1857, 718,719. 

52. For background on this plan, see Reps, Washington on ViLw, 118--19. 

53. A fountain is included on the northern part of the south lawn, where such a 
fountain is known to have existed from at least 1861; see file on the "White House 
Fountains," OC/WH. 

54. Seale, The White House, 88. 

55. In spring 1859 James (Jemmy) Maher, thl.' long-time public gardener, died and was 
replaced by T. J. Sutter; [Anmial] Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Oct. 13, 1859, 
842, 850. [Anmwl] Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Oct. 13. 1859, 850. Blake to 
Robert Buist, May 6, 1859, May 7, 1859, May 21, 1859, and Aug. 19, 1859; Commis­
sioner's Letters Sent. In 1860, $3,378.62 was spent on repairs of the President's House, 
grounds, etc.; [Annual] Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Nov. 16, 1860, 493. 
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nearly all lhe horses that were housed there. Later that year, new 
stables were built near the Navy Building on the western part of the 
grounds. The new stables are usually described as being south of the 
Navy Building, but they may have been located closer to West 
Executive Avenue. A small structure shown in this location on the 
Boschke map may have been a cottage.56 Figure 3-9 shows the 
stables as they appeared in an 1869 publication. 

In 1861 Commissioner Benjamin French reported that because of the 
extension of the Treasury Building, it would be necessary to change 
some of the walks and fences to the south of the President's House 
and requested an appropriation to do so.57 Between November 1, 
1861, and June 30, 1862, $6,261.23 was spent on annual repairs to 
the President's House. Most of the work seems to have been to fix 
defective arrangements for pumping water out of the basement and 
grounds of the building." During the next fiscal year the commis­
sioner was again primarily concerned with the comlition of the 
house, especially its rat-ridden ground floor. He asked Congress to 
consider building a new presidential mansion in a healthier location. 
He reported that even though the new public gardener, James Nokes 
(who had replaced Sutter) was extremely efficient, a large part of the 
president's garden suffered from standing water and that without 
new drains it was almost futile to attempt to grow fruit trees or 
cultivate a garden.59 

Relatively little was accomplished on the landscape of the President's 
House during the Lincoln administration. However, several prints 
and photographs provide a good idea of its appearance in the early 
1860s. By 1861 a small fountain with a shaft sea serpent had been 
set into place on the northern part of the south lawn a short distance 
from the portico. This was the first time that an attempt was made 
to carry out the L'Enfant idea of locating some body of water in 
President's Park.60 This fountain, which was replaced by another in 
1869, can be seen clearly in the print illustrated in figure 3-10. In an 
1861 photograph of the Clay Battalion in front of the south facade 
of the White House (figure 3-11 ), many fewer trees appear than in 
figure 3-10. However, to the left of the portico, two good-sized trees 

56. Annual Report, Commissioner uf Public Buildings, Nov. 8, 1864, 683-84; Scale, The 
President's House, 391-96, notes 27-41, 411; file on "White House Stables and Garages," 
Aug. 10, 1992, OC;WH; and NPS, "Archeological Evaluation," 42. 

57. Annual Report, Commi.'i.'iioner of the Public Buildings, Nov. 8, 1861, 849. 

58. Annual Report, Commissioner of the Public Buildings, Oct. 29, 1862, 2, 8. 

59. Annual Report, Commissioner of the Public Buildings, Oct. 13, 1863, 661-62, 664-65. 

60. File, "White House Fountains," OC/WH . 
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are visible, probably the Jackson magnolias, although they seem a 
little too far to the west. An 1862 Matthew Brady photograph 
(figure 3-12) shows grounds workers with a lawn roller. 

Except for a two-year period following the death of son Willie, when 
Mrs. Lincoln allowed no Marine Band program in the President's 
House or on the grounds, social events went on fairly regularly 
during the war years, and music played an active part. Lincoln was 
fond of the Marine Band. He appreciated its excellence, and in 1861 
he established the first act to recognize the band by law. He attended 
the concerts whenever he could." 

A guidebook to Washington published in 1864 described the north 
grounds of the President's House, in front of the portico, as "a neatly 
ornamented yard, of semicircular form, its carriage ways and foot 
pavements leading to gates at either corner, which afford ingress 
from Pennsylvania Avenue."62 For the south side the guidebook noted 
that: 

The garden on this side of the Mansion is a lovely spot, and 
favorite resort. The grounds are laid out in a tasteful and 
romantic style, adorned with artificial mounds1 trees, 
shrubbery1 flowers, and a fountain. From the grounds a 
splendid view is obtained of the surrounding country, the 
Potomac, and the City of Alexandria." 

Lafayette Square 

In his annual report for 1850 Commissioner Ignatius Mudd stated 
that Lafayette Square should be improved. Appropriations should be 
increased so that a suitable fence could be designed and constructed. 
This work had been planned the previous year, but it had not been 
funded. 64 

Although it did not form a part of the 1851 plan, a letter from 
Calvert Vaux to Marshall P. Wilder clearly demonstrates that 
Downing had prepared a plan for Lafayette Square that had been 
almost completely implemented by the time of his death: 

61. Kirk, Music at the 'White House, 88-89. 

62. The Stranger's Guide-Book to Washington City and Everybody's Pocket Handy-Book 
(Washington, DC: William F. Richslein, 1864), 23 

63. The Stranger's Guide-Book to Washington, 23-24. 

64. Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Feb. 5, 1851, 11. 

• 

• 
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The ground opposite the other front of the President's 
House, called President's Square, was first laid out, planted 
and completed all but the railing and I was to have sent him 
on a drawing of the same to lay before the Committee 
during the time he would have been at Washington had he 
lived. This design was an idea of his and was to have been 
an adaptation of the American Corn.65 

Downing's plan called for the thinning of the trees that Bulfinch had 
planted, setting up a base for the Jackson statue in the center, and 
laying out the square in a pattern of winding graveled walks. Beds 
and shrubbery were to adorn a mowed lawn." 

The annual reports, correspondence, and unpublished financial 
records of the commissioners of public buildings document the con­
struction of Lafayette Square. In his annual report for 1851, Com­
missioner William Easby reported that the appropriation made by 
Congress in September 1850 had been expended under Downing's 
direction." He noted that the old wooden fence had almost been 
destroyed and that a new iron one was indispensable. On December 
31, 1851, John Sessford reported that the ground had been laid off 
into walks.68 

Beginning in September 1852 and continuing through the end of 
1853, expenditures were made for constn1ction and planting." The 

65. Vaux to Wilder, Aug. 18, 1852. See also Schuykr, "The Washington Park," 303, and 
A. J. Downing, A Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardmin.g, 6th ed. (New 
York: A. 0. Moore and Co., 1859), 572. For this posthumous edition. Herny Winthrop 
Sargent, a close friend of Downing's, added a supplement, making this perhaps the most 
useful of the editions of Downing's Treatise. 

66. Seale, "The Design of Lafayette Park," 12. 

67. In October 1851 a payment was made for the laborers employed by A J. Downing, 
as well as another sum for manure, together totaling $1,173.25; Disbursement, Lafayette 
Square: "Paid A J. Downing's roll for labor $1,038.50; Paid A J. Downing's roll for 
manure $134.75," Oct. 4, 1851, Daybook 13, 67-Cashbook.s, RG 42, NA. On November 3, 
1851, a total of $1,680.17 was entered to record payroll and manure for Lafayette 
Square, as well as Downing's monthly compensation as "Rural Architect." A figure for 
manure only is recorded for Dec. 5, 1851; Annual Report, Commissioner cf Public Buildings, 
Feb. 17, 1852, 14. 

68. "The Sessford Annals," 349. 

69. There are no further day book entries for Lafayette Square until August 10, 1852, 
about two weeks after Downing's dee.th, when Corcoran and Riggs were reimbursed 
$1,989.82 for sums they had advanced on Downing's payroll and one month of his 
salary (December 1851 through April 1852); "Disbursement: Making Roads and Walks in 
Lafayette Square." Payments for five months of Downing's payroll and one month of his 
s.:1lary "made to Corcoran and Riggs for advances made by them lo A. J. Downing," entry 
of Aug. 10, 1852, Daybook 13, 67-Cashbooks, RG 42, NA This sort of arrangement may 
simply have reflected banking practices of the period; in effect, Corcoran and Riggs may 
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only recorded purchase of plants for this site was in October 1852 
for unspecified trees. ' 0 In 1852 Easby reported expenditures of 
$5,988 for laying roads and walks and planting and $1,404.98 for 
erecting a pedestal for the statue of Andrew Jackson. 71 

On January 8, 1853, Clark Mills's equestrian statue of Jackson was 
unveiled. 71 An early lithograph of the Jackson statue, Lafayette 
Square, and the north front of the White House, drawn by Casimir 
Bohn before the statue was enclosed within an iron fence, is illus­
trated in figure 3-13. Beginning in April 1853 large sums of money 
were paid for the iron fence around Lafayette Square, and for blocks 
of stone for the fence, which survive to this day. 73 John Sessford 
described the completion of the park in 1853: "Lafayette square 
beautifully laid out and enclosed by an iron fence, which, with the 
Jackson statue, is much admired."" Although the executed iron fence 
was much simpler than the "American Corn" motif that Downing 
had designed, it was made of heavy cast iron and included massive 
ornamental gates on the four sides with gas lamps. 75 

Gaslights were installed in Lafayette Square in 1853. Later photo­
graphic evidence shows two light fixtures at the southern gate piers, 
and it is possible that similar light fixtures crowned the piers at other 

have given the government an overdraft, entries of Sepl. 4, 1852, Sept. 16, 1852, and Sept. 
24, 1852. 

70. Entry of Oct. 28, 1852, Daybonk 1.3, 67-Cashbooks, RG 42, NA The trees were 
purchased from Ed. Boulsant[?J. In the congressional debate on August 26, 1852, over the 
compensation of Downing's widow, Senator Davis described meeling Downing, saying, "He 
was here constantly during a ccrtain season of the year. I saw him t'Ycry day until the frost 
became so severe that he could no longer set trees. When the ground was closed up so that he 
cou1d not set trees he went away nntil tht: groW1d opened again. Then he rdurned, and was 
here con<;lanlly superintending the transplanting of trees, many of them large, and requiring 
his own attention. He was thus here far into the spring." See The Congressional Globe: The First 
Ses5ion of the 'fhirly-second Congress, vol. 24, part 3 (Washington, DC: John C. Rives, 1852), 
2374-75. Downing's personalized "tree setting" must have taken place on grounds of the 
Smithsonian, since no trees were planted in either Lafayette Square or the Ellipse before his 
death. 

71. The pedestal was designed by Clark Mills, sculptor of the statue; Annual Report, 
Commissioner of Public Buildings, Feb. 12, 1853, 21. 

72. For the .Jackson statue, see James M. Goode. The Oiitdoor Sculpture cf Washington, D.C.: 
A Comprehensive Historical Guide (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1974), 
377-78. The Jack.son stah.le was the first bronze equestrian statue cast in the United States. 
Mills, a self-taught sculptor, had never seen an equestrian statue. 

73. Entril.'S of Apr. 26. Apr. 27, May 27, May 28, and June 7, 1853, DayOOok 13, 67-
Cashbook.s, RG 42. NA. The stone foundation of the fence was "rediscovered" during 
excavation in the fall of 1999. 

74. "The Sessford Annals," 362. 

75. Seale, "The Design of Lafayette Park," 13. 
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major gates (one in each corner and one on the north side). There is 
no evidence to indicate if the two smaller gates on the east and west 
sides of the site also had lighting fixtures. 76 

In 1858, Commissioner Blake reported that at last it was possible to 
keep cattle out of Lafayette Square: 

Lafayette square has been very much improved. The under­
ground drainage which was made in it last year, has cor­
rected the dampness that existed in some parts and pre­
vented the grass and shrubbery from growing, and now 
everything is as flourishing in those localities, as in any 
other portion of it. The entrances to it have been made easy 
by the erection of small circular railings, with light gates, 
just within the large and heavy gates, which give great 
satisfaction, and answer the purpose of keeping out cattle." 

In the Boschke map (figure 3-8), Lafayette Square appears fully laid 
out. Assumed to represent the lost Downing plan, the Boschke map 
shows what was eventually carried out for this space. 

In 1861 British novelist Anthony Trollope visited Washington and 
described a landscaped Lafayette Square: 

Here in front of the White House is President's Square, as it 
is generally called. The technical name is, I believe, La 
Fayette Square. The houses round it are few in number, -
not exceeding three or four on each side, but they are 
among the best in Washington, and the whole place is neat 
and well kept. President's Square is certainly the most 
attractive part of the city. The garden of the square is 
always open, and does not seem to suffer from any public 
ill-usage. 78 

76. Seale's article includes a photograph dating from the 1880s that documents the 
nature of the fence, the gates, and the gas lamps; Seale, "The Design of Lafayette Park," 7. 
Another photograph from the late 1880s does not clearly show if lighting fixtures topped 
the corner piers; Constance Mclaughlin Green, The Church on Lafayette Square, 1815-1970 
(Washington: Potomac Books, 1970), 67. 

77. In the annual reports of the late 1850s, expenditures for Lafayette Square and Res­
ervation No. 2 (Capitol Square and the Mall to 14th Street, including the grounds of the 
Smithsonian Institution) were usually lumped together. For example, in 1858, $3,000 
was spent on Reservation No. 2 and Lafayette Square together, and $814.]4 was spent 
on lampposts and lamps on the north, east, and west sides of the square. In 1859, $3,000 
was again spent on Reservation No. 2 and Lafayette Square, and in 1860, $2,000. Annual 
Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Oct. 18, 1858, 692, 700; ibid., Oct. 13, 1859, 851; 
ibid., Nov. 16, 1860, 493. 

78. Anthony Trollope, North America, 1861, quoted in Reps, Washington on View, 72 . 
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In 1863 Commissioner French reported that Lafayette Square was in 
admirable order and that it could be kept so at small expense under 
the daily supervision of laborers at the President's House." 

President's Park South 

The Ellipse was Downing's creation and is one of his most perma­
nent legacies to the Washington landscape. Labeled "Parade or Presi­
dent's Park," Downing's design shows it in considerable detail as an 
open round space with a row of elm trees on its inner side. Around 
the periphery and filling in the sides and corners of the space are 
wooded groves with an intricate system of winding walks (figure 3-
2). What little visual information has survived seems to indicate that 
the pure circle of Downing's early plan was modified into an ellipse 
during construction, possibly an even smaller one than now exists. 

The commissioners' financial records amply document extensive 
construction work on this site under Downing's supervision in 
1851. After a hiatus due to his death and the continuing debate in 
Congress over the appropriation needed to complete the work, 
William D. Brackenridge oversaw the implementation of the plan for 
several months in late 1852 and 1853. Huge numbers of trees and 
shrubs were also planted in 1854. The sheer volume of construction 
work recorded seems to indicate that most of the funds designated 
for the south grounds in 1851 were spent on the Ellipse. However, 
having spent a large sum, the government had trouble maintaining 
it properly. During the Civil War, the Ellipse was used for barracks 
and animal grazing, and by 1863 it had become a "almost a 
desert. "80 

79. Between November 1, 1861, and June 30, 1862, $729.30 was spent on Reservation 
No. 2 and Lafayette Square; Annual Report1 Commissioner of Public Buildings, Oct. 29, 1862, 
8; ibid., Oct. 13, 1863, 665. 

80. Although the commissioners' annual reports give the total amount of the 
appropiiahons and expenditures under the category "Gruumh Suulh," U11:: nalurt: of lhe 
work is not detailed. In the cashbooks much more information can be found about the 
type of work carried out, and as discussed above under Lafayette Square, Downing's 
involvement is explicitly mentioned. For example, in the annual report for 1851, 
$16,681.85 is listed as the total expenditure on the "grading and planting of the grounds 
south of the President's house," out of an appropriation for that year of $10,000 and an 
unexpended balance from a former appropriation. However, the first expenditure listed 
for the grounds south of the President's House was for a messenger who carried 
Downing's plan to the President's House. This was followed by a disbursement for 
"embankment," undoubtedly fill. There was also a $25 item to P. M. Magill, presumably 
a draftsman, for drawing a plan; by May 1851 there were regular expenditures for 
"Downing's roll" of laborers, and Downing's monthly salary of $208 was frequently 

• 
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Concerns over the health of the president and the first family also 
played a role in the design of the Ellipse. In December 1851 John 
Sessford, reporting for the National Intelligencer on "material 
improvements" in the city during the year, observed that "On 
Reservation No. 1, south of the President's House, a great amount of 
work has been done in grading, draining and excavating for a 
pond."" 

Influential social reformer Dorothea Dix also became involved. In 
April 1852 she wrote to President Fillmore regarding the pond under 
construction on the grounds south of the President's House. In her 
letter Dix scathingly dismissed all of Downing's work (and 
incidentally the Smithsonian Institution building) and described the 
pond as "Downing's Death Hole," probably because it served as a 
mosquito breeding habitat. 82 She apparently sent a copy of the letter 
to Joseph Henry, who mildly replied, "Please accept my thanks for 
your remarks relative to the pond south of the President's house. 1 
shall speak with Mr. Downing on the subject and inform him that 
this part of his plan for beautifying the public grounds has 
awakened much criticism."" 

The debate in Congress on March 24, 1852, over the $12,000 appro­
priation sheds considerable light on the actual appearance of the 
Ellipse or "Grounds South" at this time. Mr. Stanton of Kentucky 
was successful in having the funds restored, but he did so for public 
health reasons, primarily the president's health: 

But there is an imperative necessity for this appropriation, 
and it must be made. It is needed, because the grounds 
proposed to be improved are so low and marshy as most 
seriously to affect the health of the neighborhood. The 
sooner we can have them filled up, graded, and planted 

allocated to the "Grounds South" category. By the end of 1851 dose to $15,000 had been 
spent: $525.90 for fill, $11,214.04 for Downing's roll, $616 for Downing's salary, 
$163.96 for building and glazing a watch house, $1,709.61 for a sewer and culvert, and 
$729.34 for manure, tools and other miscellaneous items. Entries dated Mar. 19, 1851, 
Apr. 12, 1851 (for "embankment," $525.89), and May 3, 1851, Daybook 13, 67-
Cashbooks, RG 42, NA For 1852 Easby reported an expenditure of $3,658.05 out of an 
appropriation of $4,000 for "improving the square south of the President's House," 
Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Feb. 12, 1853, 21. 

81. "The Scssford Annals," 349. 

82. Dix. to Fillmore, Apr. 5, 118521, in Charles M. Snyder, The Lady and the President: The 
Letters of Dorothea Dix and Millard Fillmore (Lexington, KY: 1975), 129-31. The original 
letter is in the collections of the Buffalo and Erie County Historical Society, Buffalo, NY. 
Copy courtesy of the Henry Papers. 

83. Henry to Dix, Apr. 7, 1852, Houghton Library, Harvard University. Copy courtesy of 
the Henry Papers . 
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with trees, the better it will be for the safety of the President 
and family. It is tme that the work has cost already a 
considerable sum ... but it is a work of great magnih1de. A 
large, low, flat piece of ground, embracing many acres, has 
to be filled up with earth, brought from a great distance 
and necessarily at great expense. The earth in the 
neighborhood, which could be used for the purpose, has 
been exhausted in the work already done, and what is 
necessary to complete .. it will have to be brought from 
streets now being excavated and graded in other parts of the 
city. 84 

Another Congressman stated that the pond was made for economy, 
since it was less expensive to build the pond than to cart dirt in to fill 
it. 85 

Dix was successful in her campaign to have the pond removed before 
it was fully constructed, for it was filled some time in 1854 by order 
of the secretary of the interior at a cost of more than $6,000. In view 
of the fact that Brackenridge described this body of water as a "large 
pond, or lake," it may well have been on the Ellipse rather than on 
the grounds of the President's House. 86 The topography would 
indicate that it was on the northern part of the present Ellipse." This 
episode also illustrates the fact that Downing made significant 
modifications to his original plan (figures 3-1 and 3-2), which does 
not show a pond anywhere in President's Park. According to Vaux, 
Downing presented the plan "with the understanding that he was to 
be at liberty to make such alterations as a further and more exact 
study of the grounds might suggest."" 

Large expenditures were devoted to the Grounds South in 1854. 
Between February and December 1854 approximately 3,000 trees 
were ordered from a number of nurseries. 89 Even if they were used 

84. Debate of Mar. 24, 1852, The Congressional Globe: New Series, Containing the Debates, 
Proceedings and Laws of the First Session of the Thirty-second Congress, vol. 24, part 2 
(Washington, OC: John C. Rives, 1852), 853. 

85. The Congressional Globe, 854. Statement of Mr. Brooks (state not identified). 

86. Brackenridge to French, Jan. 10, 1854, in Annual Report, Commissioner of Public 
Bui.ldings1 Jan. 30, 1854( 25. The estimated cost of $6,370 for ftlling the pond is found on 
page 26. The report for the following year does not mention an expenditure specifically for 
this filling, but it was obviously done. 

87. NPS, "Archeological Evaluation," 45. 

88. Vaux to Marshall P. Wilder, Aug. 18, 1852, J_ Jay Smith collection. 

89. As was the case with Lafayette Square, the commissioner's cash books show no 
expenditures on the site in the first several months of 1852. Beginning in October 1852, 
more than $3,600 in expenditures was recorded, most of it for grading and laborers on 
Brackenridge's roll; see Oaybooks 13 and 14, 67-Cashbooks, RG 42, NA. In 1853 almost 
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for both the grounds of the President's House and the Grounds 
South, the quantity seems extraordinary, but this was an era in 
which the dictum "Plant thick. Thin quick." was frequently invoked. 
Since the trees were purchased more than a year after Downing's 
death, he was unlikely to have made up the plant list. Whether it 
represented his taste is difficult to determine. 

In his annual report of October 1854, Commissioner French reported 
the following under the heading of "Improvement of the Grounds 
South of the President's House": 

These grounds were laid out by the lamented Downing, 
under the immediate supervision of President Fillmore, and 
the improvements were commenced. 

After Downing's death, the care of the grounds was given 
to Mr. Brackenridge, and up to the time of his resignation 
the Commissioner had no charge whatever of them. As 
soon as Mr. Brackenridge resigned, the care of these 
grounds was assigned to Mr. Watt, the gardener at the 
President's [House), and the general oversight of them, and 
of all that had been under Mr. Brackenridge, was given to 
inc. 

These grounds are now in a good state of improvement. 
There will be many thousand trees and shrubs planted in 
them, this autumn, and before another year they will begin 
to assume a beautiful appearance.90 

The report made by Commissioner Blake in 1860 confirms that the 
work on the Ellipse had been completed in accordance with the 
Downing plan by the late 1850s but had been poorly maintained, 
especially in terms of drainage: 

All the public grounds that have been inclosed and 
improved are in excellent order, with the exception of the 
grounds south of the President's House, and the small 
appropriation made at the last session of Congress for 
preserving and improving them, was wholly insufficient 

$18,000 was spent on "Completing the Improvements on the Square South of the 
President's House." Many of the trees ordered were exotic and many were conifers. In 
November 1854 almost 1,595 trees were ordered. They included 14 Paulownia imperialis, 
100 horse chestnuts, 100 European birch, 40 Magnolia acuminata, 100 European and 
American oaks, 25 each American and European linden, 12 Kentucky coffee trees, 100 
weeping willows, 100 European larch, SO Deodar cypress, 12 Carya, SO Catalpa 
syringifolia, 25 osage orange, 25 Vergilia, 100 Norway spruce, 25 Scotch pine, 12 
Austrian pine, and 12 silver balsam fir. Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, 
Jan. 30, 1854, 10, 23. 

90. Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Oct. 5, 1854, 601. In 1857, $2,417.52 
was spent on the area south of President's House (ibid., Oct. 15, 1857, 729); in 1858, 
$2.274.28 (ibid., Oct. 18, 1858, 700); and in 1859, $2,719.71 (ibid., Oct. 13, 1859, 851). 
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for the purpose. These grounds were laid out and improved 
by the late A. J. Downing, at a heavy expense to the 
government. The blind drains and sewers are much out of 
order and discharge their functions very imperfectly. The 
consequence is, that neither grass nor shrubbery, nor trees 
grow with uniformity. In some parts they are water­
soaked and it is with difficulty they can be kept alive. It 
stands to reason that such an extensive field, containing 
about sixty acres, beautifully laid out and planted with 
valuable trees and shrubs, with carriageways and footways 
circling and winding through it, cannot be preserved in a 
creditable condition without the annual outlay of a 
considerable sum of money .91 

The Ellipse was constructed and planted by the mid-1850s according 
to a plan by Downing, but one that must have varied from the 
design illustrated in figure 3-2. This again indicates that the Boschke 
survey (figure 3-8) may be accurate for the period, but little visual 
documentation exists for corroboration. For this reason and because 
the Ellipse seems to have been almost completely obliterated during 
the Civil War, it is difficult to determine what its exact configuration 
and ·appearance would have been about 1855. However, in 1862, 
John Bachmann, considered to have been a highly accurate 
delineator, published a bird's-eye view of Washington that showed a 
layout of the Ellipse area similar to that in the Boschke map. In 
Bachmann's lithograph the land south of the wall below the 
President's House was divided into two sections, a- squarish space, 
and, to its south, an elliptical space. Both spaces were open, but each 
was surrounded by heavily wooded groves.92 

In 1861 Commissioner French reported that the Washington Canal 
had become a public nuisance filled with "rank vegetation and 
offensive soil" and an "immense mass of fetid and corrupt matter." 
He urged that the canal be thoroughly dredged and cleaned and a 
tide-gate constructed. 93 

Between about 1861 and 18 71 the Ellipse was known as "the White 
Lot" and was surrounded on three sides by board fencing, possibly 
painted white. Otherwise, the origins of the name are unclear. 

91. Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Nov. 16, 1860, 487-88. 

92. Boschke's 1861 map was considered to be so accurate that the Department of War 
seized it in 1861, after only a few impressions had been struck; Reps, Washington on View, 
138, 156-57. 

93. Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Nov. 8, 1861, 855; between Novem­
ber 1, 1861, and June 30, 1862, $2,029.52 was spent on the grounds south of the 
President's House; ibid., Nov. 8, 1862, 8. 
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During the Civil War, at least two and possibly as many as four 
barracks occupied the site, and cattle grazed there as well. 94 

In 1863 French echoed Blake's pessimistic appraisal of the Ellipse: 

The grounds south of the President's House, on which 
much money was expended some ten years ago, have, for 
want of money to enable the Commissioner to take care of 
and improve them, and in consequence of their having been 
converted at times into a military camping and parade 
ground, become almost a desert. To put them in decent 
order would require a larger expenditure of money than 
Congress would be willing to appropriate. So I presume 
they must be left in their present dilapidated condition. 95 

In 1864 French repeated the section from his 1861 report on the 
condition of the Washington Canal, saying that nothing had yet 
been done, despite his direct appeal to Congress with the assistance of 
Joseph Henry, secretary of the Smithsonian Institution.96 

The Grounds of the Treasury and State Buildings 

Construction on the south and west wings of the Treasury Building 
began in July 1855. Since Robert Mills, the original architect had left 
government service in 1841, Thomas Ustick Walter, who closely 
followed Mills's lead, prepared preliminary drawings. Arnmi B. 
Young, an architect from Boston, supervised the work. The south 
wing was completed by September 1861 and the west wing in 
1864.97 Between 1851 and 1865 the grounds around the Treasury 
Building were used for construction activities, and although 
landscape schemes were published (see figure 2-8), no serious 
proposals for the grounds seem to have been made at this time. 
However, in 1863 iron railing and two iron gates, located south of 

94. Stranger's Guide to Washington, D.C: The City as Mr. Lincoln Knew It (Washington, DC: 
T. Loftin Snell, Double Dot Press, 1968, reprint of 1865 edition). (Neither the original 1865 
edition of this publication nor the 1968 reprint has been located in the Library of Congress, 
the Harvard University Library system, the Boston Metro Library system, or the Boston 
Athenaeum. A map was made up for the reprint edition, which is interesting but of 
questionable accuracy.) See also Richard M. Lee, Mr. Lincoln's City: An Illustrated Guide to the 
Civil War Sites of Washington (McLean, VA: EPM Publications, Inc., 1981), 121. 

95. Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Oct. 13, 1863, 665. 

96. Annual Report, Commissioner of Public Buildings, Nov. 8, 1864, 686-87. 

97. Betty Bird, "Overview of the Architectural History of the U. S. Treasury Building," 
Sept. 6, 1984, 8 . 
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104 
PART I: THE EVOLUTION Of PRESIDENT'S PARK 

the Treasury (currently Hamilton Place), were purchased and 
installed in conjunction with the extension of the building." 

The Grounds of the War and Navy Buildings 

Overcrowding remained a serious problem in the War and Navy 
Buildings, especially during the Civil War. Two floors were added to 
both buildings in 1862 as an emergency measure, and an ell was 
added to Old Navy. The photograph in figure 3-14 shows Old War 
(front) and Old Navy (rear). While undated, the picture was taken 
before the regrading and paving of 17th Street in 1870. It also shows 
some venerable elm trees; their removal in 1879 aroused protest." 

Summary 

• 

Between 1851 and 1865 the White House grounds became more 
fully developed, and an attempt was made to implement some 
elements of Downing's plan for the public grounds of Washington. 
At Downing's suggestion iron fencing was purchased to enclose the • 
President's House, and iron gates were installed at the northeast and 
northwest corners of the President's House. In addition, a new watch 
house and a short-lived greenhouse were built, as well as a new 
conservatory on top of the western terrace. 

The screening plantings recommended by Downing were never in­
stalled and the need to provide privacy for the president and his 
family remained an issue. The conservatory was the only area that 
provided a certain measure of seclusion for the president and his 
family. To partially remedy this situation, a fence and two gates 
were installed east and west of the north portico. Plans to remove the 
Jefferson wall were articulated. The idea of adding the current south 
lawn began to be discussed in earnest. Consideration was also given 
to building a new executive mansion at a healthier location. 

Between ca. 1851 and 1853, Lafayette Square was laid out and 
planted according to the Downing plan. Downing himself apparently 
supervised the work. The 1853 unveiling of the Andrew Jackson 

98. The iron railing was purchased from Hutchinson and Wickersham of New York 
City, who had supplied similar railing for the White House grounds in 1851; voucher no. 
1, Treasury Extension, Aug. 19, 1863, Office of the Curator (OC);Treasury. 

99. Lehman, et al., "Executive Office Building," 20-23. • 
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• 

statue marked the beginning of commemorative activities. That same 
year an iron fence with light fixtures was installed around the 
square. The fence itself would be removed in 1888, but its 
foundation was recently rediscovered. Despite three later phases of 
rehabilitation and redesign, important elements of the Downing plan 
still remain today, which means that today's Lafayette Park may be 
one of the few surviving Downing-designed landscapes. 

In the 1850s the Ellipse was also developed according to a modified 
version of Downing's original plan, partially implemented under his 
supervision, and completed after his death. During the Civil War, 
however, its use for wartime activities severely damaged the layout 
and the new plantings. At this time it was called the White Lot, as it 
was surrounded on three sides by board fencing, apparently painted 
white. 

Between 1851 and 1865 substantial progress was made on the 
construction of the Treasury Building, but little appears to have been 
accomplished on the surrounding grounds. Landscaping of the War 
and Navy Buildings did not attract much attention at a time when 
the nation was experiencing one of its most profound crises . 

President's Park continued to attract talented designers. Andrew J. 
Downing and Thomas U. Walter were among those who left 
indelible marks on the landscape of the site. Downing's designs for 
Lafayette Square and the Ellipse, as well as his plan for the public 
grounds of Washington, influenced the evolution of President's Park 
for decades. Walter, following Robert Mills's basic concept, prepared 
the drawings for the south and west wings of the Treasury Building . 

Summary 
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figure 3-2: Vet.iii of J>/<111 Showing Proposed Method of La)llng Out the 
Public Grounds at Washington, DC Andrew Jackson Downing, 1851. 
Copy from the ong111al plan lo accompany thr Annual Rrport, 1867. 
National Archives, Cnrlographic and Architect urn) Recor<l:;, Records of 
the Otfice ot the Ch1rf of Enginerrs, Record Group 77 

• 

• 

• 
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Figure 3 3: Detail of Map of the City of Washington, D.C. James Keily. Published by 
!Joyd Van O!'rveer, Camden, Nrw Jersey, 1851. Library of Congress, Geography 
und Maps Division . 
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Figure 3 4: T11e Wliilc House from the Southwest. B. B. French {phulogrnph), 185 7. Library of Congress, Prints and 
Photographs nivision 
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F1gurr 3-5: North Front of the White I louse Photogr:iph, prc-185 7 Office of the Curator, The While House. 

One of the earliest known phologrnphs of the norl h fro11l. 

111 
Chapter J. President's Park and rhc lnflumct of the l)()wr,ing rl,111: 1851- 1865 
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Figure 3-6: North Front of Ilic President's House wrlh the Jefferson Statue i11 t/11' Forrgrmmrl Photograph, ca 1857. 
N;ition;il Park Scrviet•. Office of White House Liaison. 
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rigure 3- 7: South Grounds of the PITsident's /louse with the Jefferson Wall. Attributed lo Mall hew Brady (photograph), 
r;;i . 1861 . National /\rchivcs, Still l'idurcs, Rcrnrds of lhe Office of the Ch11'1 Signal Officer, Record Group 111 

113 
Chapter J Prtsident's Park and th1• lnf111ma of th,• /Jow11i11g P/,111 185 1 1865 
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