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rom his boat rowing down the

Eastern Branch, Thomas Tingey

(R57/1) looked back at the

Washington Navy Yard. He had

helped transform the installation

from an abstract idea into a

bustling dock. But tonight,

instead of gazing proudly at its

bounty of warships and naval

stores, Tingey watched his work

erupt into a mess of explosions

and flames — destruction started

by his own hands.

The order to torch the Navy

Yard had come straight from the

Secretary of the Navy. But it was

up to Tingey to choose the right

moment, prepare the trains of

powder, and give the directions

to start the fire. These became his

most famous acts. While some

viewed as unnecessary the havoc

caused that night, August 24,

1814, many saw Tingey as a hero

for keeping naval stores out of

the hands of the British, who

had invaded

Washington

bent on

destruction. 

From

1800, when

first appoint-

ed to oversee

the Yard, to

his death in

1829, Tingey

remained

inextricably

linked with the daily workings of

the base, and its commercial and

social success. Tingey also had a

larger impact on the District.

Among other accomplishments,

he was one of the founders of

Congressional Cemetery. Just as

his creations survive, so does

Tingey’s memory. Eerie legends

and far-reaching rumors ensure

that his spirit will never leave the

city and port he made both his

life’s work and his home.

Born in 1750 to an English

clergyman, Tingey joined the

British Navy as a young man and

served until 1771, when he left

after a disagreement with a fel-

low officer. Six years later as

Master of a trading vessel at Saint

Croix, Tingey married his first

wife, who was from Philadelphia.

He then went on to com-

mand American ships as a

merchant marine and rose

to the position of Captain

in the American

Navy during the

Quasi-War with

France. He also

captured a num-

ber of enemy ships

while in charge of ves-

sels in the West Indies. 

Becoming superin-

tendent of the Navy

Yard crowned Tingey’s

stellar reputation. The

Evening Star described

Tingey as an “indefati-

gable worker and a meticu-

lously exacting administer.” He

helped transform the Yard from

its marshy beginnings to the

Navy’s largest facility for building

and fitting ships. This meant the

base not only reached military

success, but also turned into a

thriving area employer.

While he undoubtedly worked

hard, Tingey also played hard. The

Evening Star said Tingey was a

social fixture, and that “no ball,

banquet or reception” was com-

plete without him. The Captain

was such a fan of these gatherings

that he was among the men who

founded the Washington Dancing
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Assembly, which hosted dance

parties in the winter.

Tingey also worked his way

into the public’s heart by taking

part in social causes. He served

on the first school board, helped

friends with financial problems,

and treated his workers fairly. For

over 20 years, Tingey served on

the Vestry of the Christ Church,

and signed the document that

formed the Congressional

Cemetery (then the Washington

Parish Burial ground) in 1807.

Only 21 days after signing the

document, Tingey’s first wife,

Margaret (R57/2), became the

second person to be buried in

the grounds. And, while Tingey

was described as a “withered,

tremulous old man” compared to

his 27-year-old second wife, Ann

Bladen Delany (R57/3), who

was 35 years his junior, she died

only 17 months after their mar-

riage. Tingey did not outlast his

third wife, and died February 25,

1829, at 79 years of age. 

The rumors that would

immortalize his presence at the

Navy Yard started not long after

his death. One

legend states

Tingey lived in

the Commandant’s

House at the

Navy Yard so long

– 22 years – that

he thought he

owned it, and bequeathed it in

his will. The government then

had to start a drawn-out legal

battle to win back the house.

However, Tingey died without a

will, so he could not have

bequeathed the house. 

Another tale states Tingey

haunts his old home. His eerie

figure looks out the house’s

upper windows, and the home’s

living residents feel traces of his

presence.

Whether true or not, the sto-

ries reveal how Tingey will

remain forever linked with the

Navy Yard. Tingey’s determined

supervision of the yard, tireless

presence at the base, and heartfelt

connection to society merged

him in the public mind with the

port and the city. As long as the

Navy Yard continues to thrive, so

will the memory of the superin-

tendent who worked hard to

build, rebuild, and maintain it.

This is an excerpt from the

book, which frames the events of

August 24, 1814, the day Tingey

was forced to burn his creation

to keep it out of British hands:

Tingey looked at his watch and

made a record of the time. It was

8:20 at night, and British troops

were within a half-mile of the

undefended yard. There were no

American troops in the area or, for

that matter, in the city. The wind

had died down, and with it the

risk of unintended damages to the

private homes outside the wall.

The secretary’s conditions, and

Tingey’s own, had all been met,

and to delay longer could risk

being overrun and letting the yard

fall into enemy hands — surely a

court martial offense. Tingey had

no choice but to set fire to his

yard, his ships, his work of the last

ten years.

At least it was quick work.

Proceeding systematically, Tingey,

[John] Creighton, [Mordecai]

Booth and the few remaining

clerks, marines and sailors first lit

the powder trains to the warehous-

es. Then they set fire to the frigate

Columbia, the fire from there

spreading quickly to the storehous-

es on the wharf and the work-

shops behind. Then the Argus, tied

up at the wharf. On what he

called a “momentary impulse,”

Tingey decided not to set fire to

the schooner Lynx, lying further

down the wharf. Finally, the more

distant storehouses and the hulls

of the frigates New York, Boston

and General Greene were set on

fire. By the light of what had

become a towering inferno, the two

gunboats set off, and then the

commodore’s gig, loaded with the

remaining personnel, and headed

for Alexandria.

On Friday, October 6, the Cemetery
will host Gordon Brown to read
from his book, The Captain Who
Burned His Ships: Captain Thomas
Tingey USN 1750-1829. The work cov-
ers the challenges Tingey faced, as well as
the events that shaped his career and the
evolution of the District. We look for-
ward to learning more about the man
behind the Navy Yard, and invite you to
join us for wine and cheese and book
signing from 6 to 8 p.m. More details at
www.congressionalcemetery.org
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