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The Constitution was written in this 
building, Independence Hall, in 
Philadelphia in 1787. 

Soon after the United States Constitution 
was ratified by all the states, the new nation 
faced yet another issue that threatened to 
cause division among Americans. In the late 
1780s, a decision had to be made about 
where to locate the nation’s capital. The 
Constitution gave Congress the power to 
establish a seat of government, but it did not 
say where that seat should be located. 
Members of Congress and just about 
everyone else had an opinion about it, 
however. Many thought that New York, 
Philadelphia, or New Jersey would be ideal 
locations. In fact, most of the proposed 
locations were in the North. As you might 
imagine, many Southerners argued against 
this. They thought the nation’s capital 
should be located in the South. The two sides 
became so angry about the issue that some 
leaders feared the country would split in two. 
It did not split, because of some smart moves by several politicians. This is their 
story. Read on to learn how the capital of the United States ended up in 
Washington, DC. 
 
The Southern Side 
Among those who thought the capital should be located in the South were 
George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison. Washington, 
especially, favored a location on the Potomac River. This would position the 
capital midway between the Northern and Southern states. The capital would 
be a federal district and not part of any state. Still, it was thought that having 
the nation’s seat of government on the Potomac River—near the South—would 
cause the nation’s lawmakers to favor the South if slavery became an issue, 
because slavery was being more and more contested. Despite these concerns, 
George Washington had very specific reasons for favoring a location along the 
Potomac River. The Potomac was large enough to allow large ocean-going ships 
to travel upriver to ports. It would also help link the North and South and 
minimize their regional differences. Washington also hoped a Southern seat of 
government would help connect the Western territories economically to the 
existing states along the Atlantic Ocean.  
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Hold On—We’re the Birthplace of the Nation! 
However, many political leaders were unhappy with the idea of a capital city on 
the banks of the Potomac. They argued that there was nothing along those 
banks but swampland. They had strong arguments for locating the capital in 
Philadelphia. For example, many of the pivotal events in  the fight for 
independence had happened in Philadelphia. The First and Second Continental
Congresses had met there. The Declaration of Independence had been written
there. And the Constitutional Convention had gathered in Philadelphia's
Independence Hall to write the Constitution of the United States. It was
obvious, they thought, that Philadelphia was the best choice for the nation's
capital. 
 

 

In 1789, George Washington took the oath of office 
in Federal Hall in New York City because that was 
the nation’s capital at the time. 

In addition to the historical importance of the city, Philadelphia’s supporters 
pointed to the population of the city—30,000 people! Philadelphia was already 
a thriving business center. They argued this made Philadelphia a natural choice 
as the home of the capital. Its location on the intersection of the Delaware and 
Schuylkill Rivers provided access to inland farms and natural resources. The 
city also boasted fine public buildings, the nation’s first free library and 
hospital, and many excellent newspapers.  
 
What About New York City? 
Deciding between Philadelphia and the 
Potomac River was tough. To make the 
decision even more difficult, another city was 
added to the discussion. New York City had 
been the nation’s capital since 1785. The people 
of New York were outraged at the talk of 
moving the capital. New York City already was 
the capital, and New Yorkers thought it should 
stay that way. 
 
Newspaper articles and political cartoons 
popped up throughout the state criticizing 
Congress for its talk of moving the capital. One
New Yorker wrote, “New York City is all in a 
flame . . . nothing else heard even among the 
women and children.” New Yorkers liked their 
city’s status as the seat of the national 
government. 
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The Issue Over Debts 
While the debate over the national capital was occurring, people were also 
arguing about money. Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton wanted 
the federal government to pay the states’ debts from the Revolutionary War. 
Many states went into debt during the war, borrowing from their own state 
budgets and from the Continental Congress. He thought this debt should be 
consolidated, or held together, under the federal government. Hamilton 
thought this would strengthen the new national government in several ways. 
First, it would improve the reputation of the United States with other nations. It 
would also lead states to support the government. The states would see the 
government as making decisions that benefit the states. Finally, it would serve 
to bind the nation’s wealthy business owners to the fate of the nation. Because 
wealthy business owners had loaned part of the $25 million that the states now 
owed, these business owners would want to see the national government 
succeed. If the nation succeeded, and the loans were paid back, these business 
owners would also succeed.  
 
Many people disagreed with Hamilton, however. They did not like the idea of 
the federal government taking on the states’ debts. James Madison, who was 
now a member of the House of Representatives, strongly disliked the plan. He 
was worried about soldiers who had fought in the war. Would they ever see the 
money that was owed to them? He and Hamilton had been on the same side 
throughout the disagreements over the Constitution’s ratification. Now, 
however, Madison could not take Hamilton’s side. Most Southern states, too, 
opposed what came to be called “assumption.” They had already paid off most 
of their war debts. If Hamilton got his way, they’d be paying all over again! The 
assumption issue was a key part of the debate on where to place the nation’s 
capital.  
 
Pass the Compromise, Please 
Congressional leaders and others began working out a compromise. There was 
a lot of back and forth, however, and it seemed a deal would never be reached. 
Finally, Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson issued a dinner invitation to 
Alexander Hamilton and James Madison. In regards to this dinner, Jefferson 
wrote,  
 

I proposed to him however to dine with me the next day, and I 
would invite another friend or two, bring them into conference 
together, and I thought it impossible that reasonable men, 
consulting together coolly, could fail, by some mutual sacrifices, of 
opinion, to form a compromise which was to save the union. 
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As the three ate, they debated the location of the national capital as well as the 
issue of the states’s debts. By the time dessert was served, they had agreed on a  
plan. Some people call it the Dinner Table Bargain. Others call it the 
Compromise of 1790. As James Madison and many Southerners wished, the 
national capital would be located on the banks of the Potomac River. In return, 
Madison would convince several Southern members of Congress to change their  
votes on the assumption issue so that it could pass. To satisfy Northerners and 
Philadelphia residents, the capital would move to that city for ten years, until 
the new capital city could be readied.  

 

 

 

 

This drawing shows the area just outside of 
Washington, DC, in the year 1800. 

George Washington was delighted with the deal. He himself chose the exact site 
for the capital, near the two well-established port cities of Georgetown, 
Maryland, and Alexandria, Virginia. 
He called the location the “gateway 
to the interior.” The people of 
Philadelphia were happy, too. They 
figured that once the nation’s leaders
settled into their city, they would 
eventually decide it was not worth 
the trouble to uproot everyone and 
move to the undeveloped land 
around the Potomac River. They 
were sure that the country would 
come to see that Philadelphia was the
best location. They even built George 
Washington a presidential mansion. 
He refused to live there, and it was 
eventually purchased by the 
University of Pennsylvania. 
 
Despite the hopes of the people of Philadelphia, the Compromise of 1790 was 
carried out. A new capital city was designed by a French-born American 
engineer named Pierre Charles L’Enfant. The city was called the “District of 
Columbia” to honor explorer Christopher Columbus and “Washington” to 
honor George Washington. Ten years after the compromise was struck, 
President John Adams and his wife, Abigail, moved to the new executive 
mansion in Washington, DC. For the first several years, Washington, DC, was 
still a muddy, rather remote part of the country. In time, however, it would 
become a capital city that rivaled any in the world. 
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After reading the passage, answer the following questions:  
 

1. George Washington called the new capital location the “gateway to 
the interior” because he 

A. wanted to convince Congress to approve the new location. 
B. planned to send out an expedition to explore the West as soon 

as the capital was built. 
C. hoped it would link the Western territories with the existing 

states. 
D. wanted to avoid making a compromise between the North and 

the South. 
 

2. Which of the following was an argument in favor of Philadelphia as 
the location of the nation’s capital? 

A. Its location would link the North and South. 
B. Many of the framers of the Constitution had been born there. 
C. The state of Pennsylvania had already paid its Revolutionary 

War debts. 
D. Many important events in the nation’s history had occurred 

there. 
 

3. Based on the quotation in the passage, what did Thomas Jefferson 
believe? 

A. Hamilton and Madison could reach a compromise.  
B. The nation’s capital should be located in Philadelphia.  
C. Only one side could win the debate over war debts and the 

nation’s capital.  
D. The federal government should assume the states’ debts from 

the Revolutionary War. 
 

4. Why was the assumption issue important to the Compromise of 
1790? Use details from the reading passage to support your answer.  

 




