
  Arlington National Cemetery: A Historical Tour


  It’s somehow fitting that this beautiful spot on the Virginia bank of the Potomac, across a bridge from the nation’s capital, has throughout American history been a national symbol. Situated on the old Georgetown and Alexandria pike that was the connecting route between two important colonial towns, the Arlington property rises on a hill above the Potomac with spectacular views of Washington, DC. Originally named Mount Washington to honor President George Washington, it was renamed “Arlington” by George Washington Parke Custis—a relative of the president by marriage—for Custis ancestral properties on the Virginia coast, to avoid the confusion from too many places being named for the first president.


  At the start of the Civil War, the Arlington estate became a symbol of the divided nation, as this property belonging to Confederate General Robert E. Lee and his wife, Mary Custis Lee, was confiscated and used by Union Army forces assigned to defend the capital from Southern attack. As a payback for General Lee’s Southern loyalties during the war, the U.S. Army buried Union as well as Confederate casualties of the conflict in Mrs. Lee’s garden and along the road that led to General Lee’s former family home on the Arlington estate, the property which eventually was to become Arlington National Cemetery.


  [image: Arlington National Cemetery entryway.]


  Today this parcel of land is considered one of the country’s most hallowed places, which receives the bodies of those who served their country and lost their lives doing it. It is a place where the military dead can be honored by the nation, no longer divided as it was during the Civil War, and where the American people can have the single focus of remembering the sacrifice these men and women of all beliefs and colors made for the nation.


  [image: A reminder to visitors.]


  About 4 million people visit Arlington National Cemetery every year. While tourists are welcome to walk among the graves and monuments of America’s military heroes, there is ever present the sounds and images of the funerals of soldiers and the families and friends who come to bury their dead and pay their respects. About one hundred funerals take place here every week, Monday through Friday. Visitors to Arlington are asked to show respect for these funeral services. It should always be remembered that Arlington National Cemetery’s main purpose, under the auspices of the Department of the Army, is to function as a national cemetery and shrine to those serving in the armed forces.


  In recognition of the fact that the nation’s most important military cemetery is also one of the main tourist destinations for visitors who come to Washington, excellent visitor facilities have been put in place here by the government.


  
    I will tell each person what I have told others in the past—that exactly who the men on the hill are is not as important as the fact that they are there. Being there, they are not only representative of other men who died unknown, but of all men who have fought for America. For that reason, they belong to all of us.


    —John C. Metzler, Superintendent, Arlington National Cemetery, comment made prior to burial of Unknown Soldiers of World War II and Korean War, quoted in Cosmopolitan, May 1958

  


  Arlington National Cemetery is a sprawling place with acres of well-tended graves and memorials, so a little planning is recommended before your visit, whether you have just a few hours or a full day to spend. It will help you to get the most from your trip to the national cemetery.


  Every trip to Arlington should begin at the visitor center located just through the main gate on Memorial Drive. Visitor parking can be found near this building; check the Web site for parking fees (www.arlingtoncemetery.org). There is also an Arlington National Cemetery Metro stop served by Washington’s subway trains. Arlington Tours, Inc. offers an interpretive bus tour stopping near the Ord & Weitzel gate, President John F. Kennedy’s grave, the U.S. Coast Guard Memorial, General John Pershing’s grave, the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, and Arlington House. Check the link for tours for more information: http://www.arlingtoncemetery.mil/Plan-Your-Visit/Tours-and-Groups.


  Exhibitions are staged in the visitor center, and information services, including assistance to help find grave locations, is offered by staff members working there. Maps and guidebooks can be purchased in the visitor center bookshop. In the building are public restrooms. The cemetery is open every day from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. from October 1 through March 31. From April 1 through September 30, the hours are extended to 8:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m.


  ARLINGTON HOUSE


  The history of the cemetery begins at Arlington House, the next stop after the visitor center on any visit to Arlington National Cemetery. Its gorgeous position, on Arlington’s highest hill with views of Washington, DC, is reason enough to go there.


  The house, which is undergoing restoration, and its immediate grounds are a memorial to General Robert E. Lee and a museum focusing on the life of his family. Lee’s loyalty to the state of Virginia and its Southern stance during the Civil War is the reason his family home and estate became a national cemetery during the war. The National Park Service offers tours during the hours when the cemetery is open. Check the Web site at www.nps.gov/arho/ for information.


  [image: The view of Washington, DC, from Arlington House.]


  
    The estate is situated directly opposite Washington, on the Virginia bank of the Potomac, and the Lee mansion, surrounded by luxuriant groves, is on an elevation of two hundred feet, so that it can be plainly seen from many parts of the city. On a bright, clear day the huge portico of the mansion, with its eight classic columns, stands out very distinctly, and one would hardly think there was a mile of water between the mansion and the city. The estate comprises 1160 acres, mostly good arable land . . .


    —Hutchins and Moore, The National Capital, Past and Present, 1885

  


  [image: Arlington House in the spring.]


  If you stand on the elegant front porch of Arlington House, a low whooshing of Washington, DC, traffic usually can be heard if the day is calm, but your attention to the mesmerizing panoramic view of Washington beyond Arlington will inevitably be broken by the sound of horses’ hooves against pavement, marking the beginning or end of yet another burial procession and tribute to one of the nation’s honored dead.


  Early History


  

  The documented history of the Arlington estate begins in 1669, during the reign of the English King Charles II, when William Berkeley, the royal governor of Virginia at the time, sold 6,000 acres of land to Robert Hewson, who in turn sold all that land for “six hogsheads of tobacco.” The Arlington estate was part of the property purchased from Hewson by the Alexander family, for which Alexandria, Virginia, is named. John Parke Custis, son of Martha Washington from her first marriage, purchased 1,100 acres of land in 1778 from Gerald Alexander for £11,000 of Virginia state currency. When Custis died it was passed to his son, George Washington Parke Custis—step-grandson of President George Washington—who had lived at Mount Vernon with his illustrious grandparents for most of his life.


  
    George Washington Parke Custis was but six months old when the death of his father left him to the care of General Washington. From that time to the death of Washington himself, his life was spent principally at the home of the great patriot . . . The boy had played games with Lafayette and the other heroes of the Revolution upon the lawns of Mount Vernon.


    —K. Decker and Angus McSween, Historic Arlington, 1892

  


  [image: George Washington with his family.]


  
    The spring at which the gatherings took place was at the foot of a wooded slope, near the bank of the river and not far from where stood the old Alexander mansion. It was a pure and copious fountain, gushing out from the roots of a huge and venerable oak tree, which doubtless stood there when the Indians of a former age came thither to slake their thirst. Around the spring a beautiful grassy lawn, shaded by a variety of trees, extended, affording a magnificent resort for such meetings. Mr. Custis always presided. Toasts were drunk, speeches were made, and prizes were awarded by Mr. Custis to the persons bringing, for purposes of exhibition, the finest specimens of sheep. Generally these ceremonies took place under the shelter of Washington’s war tent, which was brought out for the occasion from among the treasured relics of the first President that Mr. Custis possessed.


    —K. Decker and Angus McSween, Historic Arlington, 1892

  


  Custis left Mount Vernon to live in Arlington at the death of his grandmother, Martha Washington, in 1802, bringing with him family heirlooms, particularly objects that belonged to his famous step-grandfather. He was twenty-one years old and a very wealthy man when he came to live on the estate, as he had inherited all the Custis estates in Virginia and Washington. The beauty of the position of the Arlington estate was the reason he chose to live there. He began to build Arlington House about a year after he left Mount Vernon. A classic-revival house made of stuccoed brick and modeled on the Temple of Theseus in Athens, Arlington House was designed by George Hadfield, the architect who helped construct the U.S. Capitol building.


  At about the time the house was completed, Custis married Mary Lee Fitzhugh: he was twenty-three and she was sixteen. Custis and his wife lived on the Arlington estate, where he farmed the land, planting orchards and crops near the Potomac. Large grazing fields were set aside for the Merino sheep from Spain that Custis began to raise in 1803. That same year, he organized a meeting at Arlington House, inviting farmers who were interested in bringing about improvements in sheep rearing and woolen manufacturing in the United States. In addition, he sponsored an annual Arlington Sheep Shearing Festival on the estate. Every year farmers gathered to compete on this day in various sheep competitions. The end of the festivities was marked by a dinner “consisting mainly of fish caught in the Potomac,” hosted by Custis beneath his famous step-grandfather’s campaign tent.


  Sadly, sheep farming on the Arlington estate, like most of the other things Custis attempted to pursue in his life, was not a great success: the flock was gradually killed off by poachers and dogs. And the sheep festival held there eventually died out with the sheep.


  Despite a marked lack of ambition and the fact that none of the pursuits in his life resulted in a career, Custis became a man much respected because of his relationship to George Washington. He was often invited to speak about George Washington, including before both houses of Congress, and invitations to Arlington, where Custis tinkered throughout his life, were coveted. This portrait of the man by K. Decker and Angus McSween from Historic Arlington, 1892, describes Custis and his life on the Arlington estate:


  
    The term dilettante describes his character exactly. He had some knowledge of art, and at his home in Arlington painted a number of pictures, principally of battle scenes, with Washington as the central figure. He was a graceful and forcible writer, but his literary works consist only of an imperfect series of papers on Washington, some fragmentary poems, and a few poor dramas. He was an orator capable of rare eloquence, but he never used this ability save at a few funerals or on some occasion where the duty of welcoming a guest or of praising a friend devolved upon him. Even as a farmer he was a theorist and a dreamer . . . But with all this, his character stands out, in the early history of the century, with great prominence, as that of a genial and accomplished gentleman, simple and modest in demeanor, unswerving in his integrity and friendships, a lover of all that was best in his fellow-men and in the institutions of his country. He was such a man as historians ignore but mankind bestows its reverence and affection upon.

  


  The Lee Family


  

  
    Robert E. Lee wrote to Agnes Lee, the third of his four daughters, from Fort Mason, Texas, January 29, 1861:


    I do not favor the use of force to maintain national integrity. If the bond of the Union can only be maintained by the sword and bayonet instead of brotherly love and friendship, and if strife and civil war are to take the place of mutual aid and commerce, its existence loses all interest with me.

  


  One of the happiest occasions celebrated at Arlington House was the marriage of Custis’s only child, Mary, to Colonel Robert E. Lee on June 30, 1831. Mary Anna Randolph Custis was born in the house in 1808, was married in the drawing room, and, because the bride preferred to live there, she and her husband took up residence at Arlington House with her parents. Six of the Lees’ seven children were born in Arlington House and family correspondence shows that the house was always filled with energy and happiness while the Lees were in residence.


  When Mary’s mother, Molly, died in May 1853, followed by her husband four years later on October 10, 1857, they were buried side by side in the family plot near the house. The year his father-in-law died, Lee took over the care of the estate, which he, too, had grown to love.


  Four years later, however, when Virginia seceded from the union on April 17, 1861, the Lee family’s idyllic life at Arlington came to an end. When General Winfield
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  FREEDMAN’S VILLAGE


  

    
    

    
  


  [image: Freedman’s Village with a view of the Potomac in the distance.]
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  AFTER THE CIVIL WAR


  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  [image: The granite sarcophogus that forms part of the memorial to the Civil War unknown soldiers.]


  
    

    
  


  

  

  

  [image: A caisson carrying a casket at Arlington.]


  MEMORIAL AMPHITHEATER AND TOMB OF THE UNKNOWN SOLDIER


  

  [image: Memorial Day 1929.]


  [image: Laying the Memorial Amphitheater cornerstone, 1915.]


  

  

  
    

    
  


  [image: Ceremonies for the burial of the Unknown Soldier of World War I, 1921.]


    
    

    
  


  
    
  


 [image: A member of “the Old Guard” stands watch at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier.]


  FINDING GRAVES AT ARLINGTON NATIONAL CEMETERY


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: L’Enfant’s tomb, left of the flagpole]


  [image: L’Enfant’s tomb.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    

    
  


  [image: Caleb Swan by Charles Balthezar Julien Fevret de Saint-Memin.]


  

  

  
    

    [image: Boy Scouts decorating the grave of the War of 1812 unknown soldiers on Memorial Day.]

  


  

  

  

  

  [image: Confederate Civil War monument dedication, 1914.]
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  [image: Major General Philip Kearny.]


  

  

  [image: Major Jonathan Letterman (second from left).]


  

  

  
   

   
  


    
    

    
  


  
  

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  [image: Major General James Ricketts (third from the left).]


  [image: Lieutenant General John Schofield.]
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  [image: Lieutenant General Joseph Wheeler.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Mast of the USS Maine in Havana Harbor.]


  
    [image: Burial of the dead from the sinking of the USS Maine.]


    
  


  [image: Lieutenant General Adna R. Chaffee, Sr.]


  

  

  

  

  [image: Rear Admiral William T. Sampson.]
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  [image: Rear Admiral Richard Byrd.]


  

  

  [image: Burial of the first World War I sailor at Arlington.]
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  [image: General H. H. “Hap” Arnold’s grave.]


  

  

  
    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  [image: General Omar N. Bradley.]


  

  

  
  

 
  


  

  




[image: A Flying Tiger aircraft.]


  
    

    
  


  
  
  


  

  

  

  

  [image: James H. Doolittle’s grave.]
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  [image: Each grave at Arlington is decorated with a flag on Memorial Day.]


  

  

  [image: Admiral Hyman G. Rickover’s grave.]


  

  

  
    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  [image: General Nathan Twining (right) confers with General Patch (left) and General Harman after the Guadalcanal Campaign in 1943.]


  

  

  [image: General Jonathan Wainwright in New York after the war, September 13, 1945.]


  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Color guard at Arlington.]


  [image: The eternal flame at the grave of John F. Kennedy.]
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  [image: Robert F. Kennedy’s simple grave at Arlington.]
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