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Preface

A l e x a n de r Robey Sh e ph e r d built the infrastructure of the nation’s 

capital  after the Civil War, which had torn the country apart and left Wash-

ington, D.C., a muddy, treeless place. The stresses of the Civil War exposed 

the physical inadequacies of the city in the face of postwar demands for a 

national capital able to represent the aspirations of the re united nation. 

Shepherd’s actions made it pos si ble to realize the  grand design for Wash-

ington,  D.C., of Peter Charles L’Enfant,1 the French- born engineer ap-

pointed by President George Washington in 1791 to plan the new “Federal 

City” as it was then known. The lack of congressional fi nancial support 

had kept the city’s infrastructure largely undeveloped and had prevented 

the realization of L’Enfant’s vision. Much of Shepherd’s work, carried out 

hastily, had to be redone, but he initiated critical changes that would not 

be reversed.

Shepherd’s methods, motivation, competence, and integrity are still de-

bated, but he did succeed in making the capital a handsome, workable city 

and, in the pro cess, overcame threats to remove the seat of government to 

a location closer to the center of the nation. In a brief but remarkably active 

period as chairman of the Board of Public Works and a short nine months 

as territorial governor (1873–74), he put fl esh on the bones of L’Enfant’s 

design for an elegant, European- style capital. In  doing so, Shepherd suc-

ceeded in his most impor tant goal of making Washington a workable city. 

He also achieved his second objective, (although the result was subject to 

reversal): forcing Congress to accept responsibility for maintaining and 

improving the city where it met. This narrative follows the events of Shep-

herd’s life as closely as available rec ords permit, and much of the story is 

told in the words of major participants and close observers.

1Scott Berg,  Grand Ave nues: The Story of the French Visionary Who Designed Washington, D.C. 

(New York, 2007), p. xi. L’Enfant Anglicized his fi rst name shortly  after arriving in the 

United States in 1777.
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While much is known about the whirlwind years during which Shep-

herd brought change to Washington, less is known about his fi nal twenty- two 

years, lived in a remote mining town deep in the Sierra Madre Moun-

tains of Mexico. Even less well known is that Shepherd’s Mexican silver- 

mining operation— intended to restore his fortune and permit a triumphal 

return to Washington— proved a disappointment that hyperbolic press 

reports about his lucrative “Eldorado” in the wilderness could not over-

come. While the setting for his  labors shifted dramatically, Shepherd 

lived by the same set of princi ples in Mexico as he had in Washington. 

The nature of the challenges was diff  er ent, but Shepherd, once having 

identifi ed an objective, brought intensity and energy to the task. The 

same intensity and energy that made it pos si ble for him to overcome ob-

stacles that would have defeated a lesser man proved to be weaknesses, 

 because he was constitutionally incapable or unwilling to question the 

choices he made.

Shepherd’s intensity helped him to rise rapidly to the top of Washing-

ton business and society  after the Civil War, turning his plumbing and gas 

fi tting com pany into the engine for a complex real estate and construction 

empire. His rise refl ected the social and po liti cal changes brought about 

by the Civil War, which disrupted the old, “southern” social patterns of 

Washington and allowed and encouraged ambitious men like Shepherd 

to rise. However, Shepherd’s elevation to czar of the capital’s road, sewer, 

gas lighting, and tree planting whirlwind during the years of territorial 

government left him unable to manage his own aff airs, with disastrous 

personal consequences.

Although relatively  little survives of Shepherd’s thought pro cess in the 

form of letters or diaries, his life before voluntary exile to Mexico in 1880 

was lived largely in the public eye and intersected with major controver-

sies gripping the nation in the wake of the Civil War.  These included chal-

lenges no less signifi cant than the ongoing sectional controversies, the 

issues of po liti cal and social equality for African Americans, competition 

between the Republican and Demo cratic parties, as well as factionalism 

within the Republican Party. The role of Congress in District of Colum-

bia aff airs was central  because the Constitution gave it authority over all 

legislative  matters within the District, and yet, prior to Shepherd, Con-

gress had approached its responsibility for the welfare of the nation’s 
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capital only sporadically and, at worst, abdicated it altogether.  Because of 

the constitutional dominance of Congress, most analy sis of the District’s 

development has focused on Congress and assigned Shepherd a support-

ing role. But it can be argued that this man— with a clear vision for the 

 future— was better equipped than Congress to bring about the city’s 

transformation, since most members of Congress  were not full- time resi-

dents of the capital city, had  little personal involvement in the city’s devel-

opment or self- governance, and focused their energies on representing the 

interests of their constituents.

Race posed a per sis tent issue for D.C. governance in the post– Civil War 

era, and for Shepherd personally. Shepherd’s racial views  were a product of 

his upbringing, and he was therefore no supporter of social equality for 

blacks. He was a staunch Unionist during the war and a mainstream Re-

publican, thereafter accepting emancipation for blacks but resisting full po-

liti cal and social equality of the races. During Shepherd’s years in D.C. 

politics, Radical Republicans in control of Congress  were determined to im-

pose socially progressive mea sures on the nation’s capital. Shepherd came 

down strongly on the side of physical improvement over social justice for 

blacks. As Reconstruction ideals receded in the years  after the Civil War, 

the social justice agenda also receded, leaving a permanent social imbal-

ance in the nation’s capital.

Public corruption often dominated public discourse  after the Civil War, 

heightening during the second term of President Ulysses Grant (1869–77), 

who was an avowed supporter of Shepherd’s program to build the District 

infrastructure. The scale and pace of public improvements  under Shepherd 

and the methods he employed, particularly  after expenses mounted and 

funding ran short, led to per sis tent criticism and allegations of corruption, 

echoing attacks upon perceived corruption within the Grant Administra-

tion. Means became subordinated to ends, and the management mea sures 

Shepherd instituted at the outset crumbled.

Shepherd’s twenty- two- year sojourn in Mexico, managing a modern 

silver- mining operation, was intended to restore his fortune lost following 

the Panic of 1873 and allow a triumphant return to Washington, which would 

permit Shepherd once again to prove his critics wrong. Older and more ex-

perienced, Shepherd exhibited a relentless determination to succeed and 

an unwillingness or inability to acknowledge— let alone accept— defeat, 
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regardless of the impact on  those around him. Shepherd’s life in Washing-

ton and in Mexico brings to mind Shakespeare’s Othello, whose fi nal 

words urged  others to “speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate, not set 

down in malice. Then must you speak of one that lov’d not wisely but too 

well.”2 Shepherd’s action- fi lled life left a similarly ambiguous trail for  later 

generations to trace.

2William Shakespeare, Othello, Act V, Scene 2.
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