
Side 3: John Ousley 
 
Description: White House gardener, 1825--‐1853; 25--‐50 years old; working class but 
educated; an émigré from Britain or Ireland, but has been in the States long enough that the 
accent is flexible. 
 
When I arrived in this city in 1825, there weren’t more than 13,000 people living here. People 
barely thought of it as a city. Baltimore had five times as many souls within its borders. Some 
people thought the whole idea of a District of Columbia felt forced. Can’t just will a city into 
being--‐--‐much less a nation’s capital--‐--‐they said. Like trying to make a tree bend to your 
whim. Just ends up looking twisted. 
 
People were still saying the capital should be in New York or Philadelphia.  Laugh at that now, 
but you have to remember. We’ve plowed the present under. We’re in the past. And here in 
1825, this city is only thirty--‐five years old. The country’s only forty--‐one years old. That’s 
nothing. Roots are still shallow. Still plenty of fear that a strong breeze could knock the whole 
thing over. And other nations? Many were just waiting for the United States and its experiment 
in Democracy to whither and die on the vine. 
 
And it almost did. More than once. I watched it. Had a good view, too. Never strayed more than 
a few miles from this spot my entire time tending the gardens of that House. 
When I got here, it had just barely been built. The first one--‐--‐that’s right, the first--‐--‐that was 
finished in 1800. John Adams was the first President to live there. The building didn’t even last 
fourteen years. War of 1812 began, and all the old tension from the Revolution came bubbling 
back up. In 1814 the British swept through this whole city--‐--‐what there was of it then--‐--‐and 
captured it.  
 
Seems amazing, doesn’t it? That the United States could let their nation’s capitol fall into enemy 
hands. But remember--‐--‐it was still just a little sprout of a nation. Washington was still so much 
in its infancy that some U.S. military leaders didn’t even think the British would target it. They 
assumed Baltimore would be targeted instead. Big port city like that. They were half right. Both 
cities were targeted. Baltimore withstood the attack and inspired The Star Spangled Banner in 
the process. Washington fell. And that house there, and the other public buildings in the city, 
were put to the torch. They say that before they lit the fires, British troops made a meal of 
whatever leftover food was in the house, and used the Presidential silver to eat it. Then they 
ransacked the entire building. They made off with quite a haul, as I understand.  


