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[image: Plan of Alexandria Town, 1749. This 1954 souvenir map commemorates George Washington’s Plan for Alexandria, created more than two centuries earlier.]
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[image: Map of the Land Whereon Stands the Town of Alexandria, sketched by George Washington in 1748. Note the road leading to Hugh West’s warehouse. The text on the left, inscribed by George Washington, reads “Note that on the bank fine cellars may be cut. From thence wharves may be extended on the flats without any difficulty and more houses built thereon as in Philadelphia. Good water may be got by sinking wells to small depth. The above area of 51 acres, 3 rods, 31 perch belong to Captain Philip Alexander, Mr. Hugh West. The shoals or flats about 7 feet at high water.” (Library of Congress)]
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Chapter I

Overview

The City of Alexandria was chartered by an act of the Colonial Virginia House of Burgesses, written in 1748 and adopted the following year. In a decision that would foreshadow the establishment of Washington D.C. as the home of the US Federal Government twenty-five years later, Alexandria was created in a location with few residents or existing structures. In fact, in 1748 no major settlement existed on the west bank of the Potomac River, save for a cluster of tobacco warehouses and a shipping pier, both owned by Hugh West, in what is now the northern end of historic Alexandria. Aside from Mr. West’s small land holding, the land set aside for the new town was owned by two brothers, Philip and John Alexander, for whom the town was named.

The act required a survey of the new city and the design and naming of its streets. This survey was completed in 1749 by John West Jr., Hugh West’s son, accompanied in this duty by a young George Washington, then seventeen and training in surveying. At the time, Washington divided his time between his family’s plantations at Mount Vernon and Ferry Farm, the latter in Culpepper, Virginia.

This survey led to the creation and naming of the “royal streets” of Alexandria, which still comprise the heart of Old Town today. The streets oriented westward and uphill from the Potomac were named Prince, Duke, King, Cameron, Queen, Princess, and Oronoco; the latter chosen over Duchess because of the presence of the already-named Oronoco Creek in that road’s path. Cameron street was the center and focal point of the original planners’ design.

This place without all question is the most pleasant and healthful place in all this country and most convenient for habitation, the air temperate in summer and not violent in winter... It aboundeth in all manner of fish. The Indians in one night commonly will catch thirty sturgeons in a place where the river is not above twelve fathoms broad. And as for deer, buffaloes, bears, turkeys, the woods do swarm with them and the soil is exceedingly fertile.

Journal of Captain Henry Fleet, entry for June 26, 1632, describing the area around the Potomac River.

Two additional streets were laid out parallel to the Potomac, running approximately north-south, named Royal and Fairfax. Water Street was also created next to the river, but only in two very short sections at the northern and southern limits of the plan.

Originally, city planners intended Cameron and Fairfax Streets to be Alexandria’s primary thoroughfares, and their intersection would act as the central intersection in town. These two streets were named after Thomas, Lord Fairfax of Cameron, a Scottish peerage1. At the time, Lord Fairfax was one of the largest landholders in the Virginia Colony and was the only British Peer resident in North America. The intersection of these two streets came to hold the two most important buildings in the new town, Carlyle House and City Hall.

From these beginnings, as the colonies were shaped by expansion and war, so was Alexandria. Less than ten years after its founding, Alexandria rose to national prominence and became a launching point for the French and Indian War (1754-1763). Most notably, the southern flank of the war was planned at Carlyle House, in what has become known as the Congress of Alexandria. Shortly thereafter, British Gen. Edward Braddock and his army massed in Alexandria and, as they marched to war, created the road that would carry his forces west. In 1762, at the end of that war, two streets in addition to Braddock’s Road were named for men who had established themselves as friends of the American colonies during that conflict: William Pitt and Gen. James Wolfe. In addition, Gen. Richard Montgomery, who came to prominence (and earned a street in his honor) as commander of the northern flank of the Colonial forces during the Revolutionary War, fought in many of the most decisive battles of the French and Indian War.

[image: 201 North Fairfax Street, diagonally across Fairfax and Cameron Streets from City Hall, photographed around 1905. Built in 1788, this building originally housed Wise’s Tavern, which remained in business only about five years. A plaque on the building reads “Here on April 16, 1789, George Washington was for the first time Publicly Addressed as President of the United States, the first and greatest of many distinguished successors in that high and honorable office.” Colonel “Light Horse Harry” Lee wrote the address, delivered by Mayor Dennis Ramsay, to honor Washington on his departure on that date to New York for his inauguration. The building served as a tavern and public house under a variety of owners until 1916, when it was converted to the Anne Lee Memorial Home for Old Ladies, and in 1974 converted into private residences. (Library of Congress)]

In the years after the French and Indian War, Alexandria became a focal point in the preparation for the Revolutionary War. By that time, the settlement had become a major seaport and Mount Vernon had become George Washington’s primary residence. The city saw many Virginians of national prominence visit and live here to do the work of advocating for separation from the British and preparing for war. These residents and frequent visitors would eventually provide a preponderance of the colonies’ wartime leadership. For example, Patrick Henry, governor of Virginia and oratorical firebrand, was a frequent visitor to Mount Vernon and the city, staying at the City Hotel (now Gadsby’s Tavern); Thomas Jefferson and James Madison were often seen in Alexandria as well.

[image: A plan of Alexandria, now Belhaven. George Washington’s original survey map, created in 1749, established the convention for Alexandria maps of positioning north toward the right. It shows only the original royal streets from Duke to Oronoco coursing away from the Potomac, plus Royal, Fairfax, and Water Streets along the river. The list on the right of the chart shows the names of those who purchased individual parcels of land during auctions held on July 13 and 14, 1749. (Library of Congress)]

After the war, other Virginians whose names now grace Alexandria’s streets contributed to the formulation of the fledgling nation, including George Wythe and Edmund Pendleton, who together with Thomas Jefferson completely revised Virginia’s legal code, setting a precedent for other states and the new nation. In the two decades after the end of the Revolutionary War, eighteen streets were created and named, many in honor of the generals, orators, financiers, and philosophers who helped shape the war, ensure victory, and design the new country.

The town’s historic fabric and reputation grew further with the arrival of the extended Lee family, including Gen. Henry “Light Horse Harry” Lee, cavalry officer during the Revolutionary War, ninth Governor of Virginia, and father of Robert E. Lee, commander of the Confederate Forces in the American Civil War. Gen. Henry Lee settled in Alexandria in 1783, and at its peak more than forty members of the Lee family called Alexandria home, occupying about a dozen homes across the northern end of the town. The Lee family was the final one to be memorialized in the names of old Town Alexandria streets, when shortly after Robert E. Lee’s death in 1870, Water Street was renamed Lee Street, in honor of Robert and his wife Mary Anna Custis Lee.

In the late 1700s and early 1800s, Alexandria grew and added many of the buildings that define the town today, including the Lyceum, Athenaeum, City Hall, Green’s Furniture Factory, and the preponderance of stately houses that remain to this day and are described in the following pages. The town’s population grew slowly from its founding in 1748 to approximately seven thousand people in 1810—and stayed at that level until the Civil War, a half century later, when the population suddenly swelled to twelve thousand primarily due to the immigration of freed slaves. Canals and rail lines invaded the town in the mid-1800s, and during the Civil War the town struggled under Union occupation.

Alexandria stayed small and changed very slowly for most of its existence. Its population boom did not really begin until the second World War, when the census shows its population surpassing fifty thousand for the first time. The city largely resisted efforts at urban renewal from the 1950s to 1970s, driven by a committed band of residents that understood and cherished the history that the small town held. Residents and visitors today benefit from the slow passage of time throughout Alexandria’s history, and the care that its residents take with its many treasures.



Footnote

1 A peerage is any hereditary title of Great Britain
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201 North Fairfax Street,
diagonally across Fairfax
and Cameron Streets from
City Hall, photographed
around 1905. Built in 1788,
this building originally
housed Wise’s Tavern,
which remained in business
only about five years. A
plaque on the building reads
“Here on April 16,1789,
George Washington was
for the first time Publicly
Addressed as President

of the United States, the
first and greatest of many
distinguished successors

in that high and honorable
office.” Colonel “Light
Horse Harry” Lee wrote
the address, delivered by
Mayor Dennis Ramsay,

to honor Washington

on his departure on that
date to New York for

his inauguration. The
building served as a

tavern and public house
under a variety of owners
until 1916, when it was
converted to the Anne

Lee Memorial Home for
Old Ladies, and in 1974
converted into private
residences. (Library of
Congress)
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Plan of Alexandria Town, 1749. This 1954 souvenir map commemorates George Washington's
Plan for Alexandria, created more than two centuries earlier.





