Gessford Court Walking Tour  May 11 & 12,  2019

Gessford Court reveals the currents of Washington history - the L'Enfant Plan in action, economics, civil rights, social reform, and technology.  Square 990, like many squares on Capitol Hill, was laid out with an alley to provide circulation inside the square.  Gessford Court is one of those original alleys.  After the Civil War, developers began to build alley dwellings, and in 1892, Charles Gessford built 11 alley dwellings, # 1 through 21 Gessford Court, 12 x 24 feet. The same year Martin Wiegand built # 16 and 18 Gessford Court on the other side of the alley.
  

These small two-story houses, two bays wide (a door and a window), in common brick, American bond 7:1 brick coursing, with window hoods and corbelling at the cornice, were designed as affordable rental housing for African-Americans and immigrants.  Soon after the houses were finished, investors bought them from Gessford to rent to unskilled and semi-skilled African-Americans such as laborers, porters, hostellers, domestics, and laundresses, plus a shoemaker and possibly a grocer.

Sanborn Fire Insurance map of square 990 (1904), showing two-story brick dwellings # 1-19 and # 16, 18 (in pink marked "D" and "2," and # 21, a two-story brick accessory building marked "X") and a 30-foot wide alley running north to south.  
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Original plat of square 990, DC Office of Surveyor, 6 Oct. 1793, showing the original 26 lots and the 30-foot wide alley running north to south, annotated to show Gessford's  1892 subdivision of original lots 10 - 12 into lots 61 - 71 (blue), not to scale, and Wiegand's two houses on lot 23 (red). 


The Gessford Court houses are typical of 19th century working class houses.  They had a dining room and living room on the first floor, and upstairs, two bedrooms.  In the early days the houses had no interior plumbing; residents carried water into their houses from a hydrant in the courtyard and used privies in the back yards.  They relied on kerosene lamps for lighting and a stove for cooking and heating; as a result, in the evenings the family would likely have congregated around these light and heat sources.


Beginning in the late 19th century, reformers attacked alley living conditions as unhealthy and a threat to public safety.  They demanded eliminating alley dwellings or opening up "blind alleys" to promote public health.  Between 1873 and 1877, the Board of Health ordered nearly 300 alley dwellings demolished.  Congress supported reform by restricting new alley dwellings:  After July 22, 1892, no alley dwelling could be constructed unless the alley was at least 30 feet wide and supplied with sewerage, water mains, and light.  In addition, all alley dwellings must be at least 20 feet back from the alley center-line, requiring a 30-foot wide road and five feet on each side for a walkway.
  The Gessford Court alley dwellings would not have satisfied all these requirements. No new alley dwellings were built on Capitol Hill after 1893.  Additionally, the Depression of 1893-1897, the worst depression in US history until 1929 (caused by a run on US gold reserves, and railroad bankruptcies leading to bank failures), curtailed construction in the city; building permits dropped from 3,000 per year to 2,000 per year.  

In 1904, reformer Jacob Riis visited Washington alleys and issued a report urging action.  Between 1906 and 1911, 375 alley dwellings were demolished and 315 repaired.  First Ladies Ellen Wilson and Eleanor Roosevelt advocated eliminating alley dwellings. The Alley Dwelling Authority was created in 1934 with a mandate to discontinue alley dwellings by 1944 and to care for displaced alley residents.  Facing a wartime housing shortage, the deadline was extended to 1955, and in 1954, after protests from alley dwelling homeowners, the prohibition against alley dwellings was repealed. 

Over the years owners modified the houses.  Prather & Hall converted # 21 into a blacksmith shop in 1897.  In 1919, Walter B. Avery, a contractor, converted # 15 and 17 into garages, and added a 12.6 foot extension to the rear.  Sometime after 1946 they were reconverted into dwellings; in 1965, # 15 was advertised for sale as a "just restored" carriage house. " In 1919, Henry Krahling received a permit to convert # 1 and 3 into one-story garages, but he never carried out his plans.


In 1953, Douglas P. Berry, Sr. (1895-1984), a builder, bought # 5, 7, 9, 11, 13, and 19.  He remodeled them, adding a wood-burning fireplace, a modern kitchen opening onto a private patio fenced in Alaskan cedar with a locking gate and upstairs were two sunny bedrooms, a linen closet and a tiled bath.  Advertised as "the newest of the restored courts," the houses were offered to buyers at $9,750.

Unusual facts:  
· In 1909, a resident of 9 Gessford Court was playing a grand piano for guests, when the police arrived and arrested him for allegedly stealing the piano from a house at 10th and H streets, SE.

· In 1965, Rep. Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. called police and reported a suspicious box on his back porch at 16 Gessford Court.

Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. (1908-1972).  Powell was the son of a prominent African-American minister, who led the Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem, NY.  Powell studied at Colgate University, was ordained, and later led the Abyssinian Baptist Church.  He became a civil rights leader in the 1930s, was elected to the New York City Council in 1941, and ran successfully for Congress in 1941 on a civil rights platform advocating fair employment, and banning poll taxes and lynching.  He served in Congress until 1971.  In 1961 he became chair of the House Committee on Labor and Education, where he led successful efforts to enact key elements of the New Frontier and Great Society programs.  In the mid-1960s Powell was accused of mismanaging his committee's budget, taking trips at public expense, and absenteeism.  In 1967 he was stripped of his chairmanship, and expelled from the House.  He was re-elected in 1968 and resumed serving in the House in 1969.  In June 1970 he lost the primary election to Charles Rangel, and moved to Bimini in the Bahamas.
  
Charles Gessford (1831-1894). Gessford, who lived in house that he built at 661 South Carolina Avenue, SE, was one of the best-known builder/ architects on Capitol Hill.  He was one of the first to build bays topped with a triangular pediment. His work includes Queen Anne-style brick rowhouses with triangular pediments on tall narrow facades:. 655-667 South Carolina Avenue, SE (1888); 419-425 M Street, NE (1889); 638-642 East Capitol Street (1890); 418-426 C Street, NE (1892); 824-832 D Street, SE (1892), other Queen Anne rowhouses: 307-311 4th Street, NE (1886); 501-507 F Street, NE (1888); 137-145 11th Street, SE (1892), simpler flat front houses: 401-405 12th Street, SE (1890); and smaller rowhouses: the one-story 11-foot wide dwellings at 1337-1353 C Street, NE, (1886), and alley dwellings in Gessford Court.  

He belonged to the Knights of Pythias and in 1892 traveled with a large group to a conclave in Denver. 
 Gessford had a dispute with the plumber over work on the Gessford Court houses.
 He borrowed to build his houses; when the Depression of 1893 hit, he was left with houses that no one would buy.  He died a year later and was buried at Congressional Cemetery.

Martin Wiegand (1864-1925) emigrated from Prussia to Baltimore in 1882.  He opened  a planing mill in Southwest (451-465 Maryland Avenue) which produced frames, sash, doors, blinds, and moldings.  He lived at 465 Maryland Avenue, SW.
  He continued to own # 16 and #  18 Gessford Court until 1902 or later.  
Further reading:
· Information on Gessford Court owners, residents, and news items, arranged by house #: 

http://chrs.org/gessford-court-walking-tour/ 
· James Borchert, Alley Life in Washington (Chicago, Ill.: University of Illinois Press, 1982). 
· Charles Frederick Weller, Neglected Neighbors: Stories of Life in the Alleys, Tenements and Shanties of the National Capital (Philadelphia, Pa.: John C. Winton Co., 1909).  [reprint available]

· DC Historic Preservation Office, DC Historic Alley Buildings Survey (2014). 
      www.planning.dc.gov/page/historic-preservation-review-board > DC History.

· Melissa McLoud, Craftsmen and entrepreneurs: Builders in late nineteenth century Washington, DC.  (George Washington University thesis, 1988). on JSTOR.  

· Jessica H. Foy and Thomas J. Schlereth, eds. American Home Life, 1880-1930 (Knoxville, Tenn.: University of Tennessee Press, 1991).  

· Chris Myers Asch and George Derek Musgrove, Chocolate City: A History of Race and Democracy in the Nation's Capital (Chapel Hill, N.C.: University of North Carolina Press, 2017). 
· Elizabeth Clark-Lewis, Living In, Living Out: African American Domestics in Washington, D.C., 1910-1940 (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution, 1994).






� DC building permits # # 1458 (11 Feb. 1892), 1594 (2 Mar. 1892).  


� DC real property tax assessment (1893-1894).  Census (1910, ED 103).  City Directory (1894, 1900, 1904).  Richard Barnes, accused of housebreaking, said he operated a grocery store in Gessford Court.  "Say They Have Thief," Washington Post, 28 June 1909, 3.  


� Jessica H. Foy and Thomas J. Schlereth, eds. American Home Life, 1880-1930 (Knoxville, Tenn.: University of Tennessee Press, 1991, 231).  Evidence of kerosene  lamps on Gessford Court:  in 1905, during an argument, a husband threw a lighted lamp at his wife, hurting her and almost causing a fire.  "Many Assault Cases," Washington Star, 25 Oct. 1905, 14.  


� 27 Stat. 254-255, Chapter 228 (18 July 1891). 


� DC building permits # 836 (26 Nov. 1897),  #2018 (6 Feb. 1919), # 4848 (25 June 1919).  


� "Houses for Sale - Southeast," Washington Star, 13 Feb. 1954, 20.  "Auction Sales,"  Washington Star, 11 Mar. 1952, 33. 


� "Stole Grand Piano from Home, is Charge," Washington Post, 17 Jan. 1924, 2.  "Box Found on Porch, Powell Calls Police," Washington Star, 24 Mar. 1965, 1. 


� "Adam Clayton Powell, Jr.," wikipedia. Internet; accessed 30 Mar. 2019. 


� "Going to Denver," Washington Star, 30 July 1892, 6.  


� "A mechanic's lien," Washington Star, 30 Sept. 1893, 17. 


� Melissa McLoud, Craftsmen and entrepreneurs: Builders in late nineteenth century Washington, DC.  (George Washington University thesis, 1988, 85-86).


� Census 1910 (ED 63) , 1920 (ED 77). 
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