Arlington Comes of Age
The Building and Dedication of the Court House
By: Frank L. BaIL
(Who Was There)

For 52 years after becoming a Virginia county, the County
Alexandria, now Arlington, had no building within its own
limits to house any of its offices. The Court House was located
at Columbus and Qreen Streets and the jail at St. Asaph and
Princess Streets, in the City of Alexandria. In 1896, when the
agitation for building a court house within the County ripened
up into legislation looking to that end, all offices and records
of the County were located and kept within the City. The records, of courge, were not voluminous and consisted mainly of
those of the County Clerk, including the Court minutes and deeds
and other instruments recorded in his office, and minutes of the
Board of Supervisors, of which he was also Clerk. The Sheriff
and Commonwealth's Attorney had no fixed offices and the
official locus followed the person of the incumbent. This was
also largely true of the Treagurer, who kept most of his official
papers in his home, and the Commissioner of Revenue, who
toured the County to make personal assessments, obtained his
realty statistics from the deed books and kept his book of
aggegsment, both real and personal, at his own residence.
There was no income tax and no poll tax required to be paid in
order to qualify to vote. The entire records of the Treasurer
and the Commissioner of Revenue, therefore, consisted of a few
small volumes. The Superintendent of Schools carried his
office in his pocket.
Both County and Circuit Courts were held in Alexandria
City, working a great inconvenience to jurors who were forced
to drive long distances over bad roads to attend. County Court
met every month. The Judge was not required to live within
the County he served. The last presiding judge in the County
Court (abolished by the Constitution of 1901) was J. M. Love
of Fairfax, a much beloved veteran of the Confederacy, who had
lost an arm on one of the battlefields of the Civil War. The
County was in a circuit with Alexandria City, Fairfax and Prince
William Counties. The Circuit Judge literally rodethe circuit holding court for two weeks at a time in each jurisdiction. Between terms, the local lawyers had to follow him to have urgent
matters attended to. From this time on, the events enumerated
are within the memory of the writer, and have been carefully
checked as to dates and the identity of persons involved.
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sites mentioned were Addison Heights, near Hume School in the
Chapel near the
present junction Arlington Boulevard and Glebe Road in Artington District; Ft. Myer Heights, the present location of the Court
House in Arlington District; and, as provided in the BilI, the
City of Alexandria. The vote as certified by the election com-
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I haye some personal recollection of this campaign which
was hotly waged by the real estate holders in the various locations, each claiming that the others were merelytrying to locate
the Court House in their own communities for their private
advantage. Although Hunters Chapel was probably closer to the
center of the County and did actually receive a majority of the
votes which were cast in Arlington District, in which it was
located, nevertheless Washington District in the upper end of
the County swung the balance in favor of Ft. Myer Heights, that
being the nearest point to Washington District which had no site
of its own submitted. It will be noted that of 561 people voting,
only 15 voted to keep the Court House in Alexandria City.
It might be of interest also to note that at the time there
was a big boom on in the sale of lots in Ft. Myer Heights.
Building lots having a 50 foot frontage were selling as high as
$2,500.00 to $3,000.00 a lot. The writer saw many of ttrese tots
sold 20 years later for $150.00 to $200.00 per lot. This was the
only boom and bust which I recall in the County of Arlington.
The determination to move from Alexandria having been
made, the Commission met on June 10, 1896, at what was then
known as the Schutt House at the top of Collier's Hill, at the
approximate location of the present Shell Oil Station on Wilson
Boulevard, just east of Court House Road. A" B. Grunwell was
elected Chairman, and Alonzo G. Hayes was elected Secretary.
The Commissioners were sworn by Justice George W. Donaldson,
who is mentioned here because he was one of the most colorful
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deed was executed on June 25th, it was not acknowledged until
J,,iV fgih, after the offer had been definitely accepted, and the
date of admission to record was october 10th. The covenants
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Whetherthepracticeofthelegalprofession,especiallyinhotly
contestedcages'constitutesanoisycallingortrangactionhas
never been decided.
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was approved on February 12, 1ggg, and is known as Chapter
32L of. the Acts of Assembly 189?-98.
officers changed qtrickly in those days even as they do now.
At thig Legislature, Louis c. Barley of Alexandriahad zucceeded M", May in the House of Delegates. J. Hoge Tyler had
succeeded Governor o'Ferrall and George N. sae-gmuiler had
succeeded A. B. Grunwell as supervisor and [ad become
chairman of the Board. This 1g9g Act directed the Board of
supervisors to proceed with the erection of the court House,
clerk office and jail as speedily as possible and set up a bond
issue of $20,000.00, this being an exLess of $g,000.00 over the
provisions of the Act of1896, andprovidedthat after the erection
and acceptance of
buildings, ,.the said Ft. Myer Heights
-the
shall be the place for holding the courts of the county of AIexandria and for conducting all other business of said county.r'
This last provision has been pretty well violated by the establishment of locations for large segmentsof the county'g business
to be attended to elsewhere. The principal of said bonds was to
be payable within 30 years or upon the call of the Board of
fupervisors at any time after five years and the expenses
thereof should be met by general taxation. The propeities in
Alexandria had not been sold and the Act provideid that ttre
county's interests therein should be preserved until such time
as the sale should be made.
After the Act of 1898 was passed, the Board of s'pervisors
ynoved with very commendable haste. The plans were prepared
by A. Goenner, Architect, contract let to Joieph H. Hobson, and
the building was completed and dedicated on November 16, lggg.
The writer has a very clear recollection of the dedication and
three things stand up particularly in mind.
First was the-program of speaking. The proceedings were
presided over by creorge N. saegmutter, ctraiiman of the Board
of Supervisors, and the introductory speech was by J. E.
clements, ex-commonwealth's Attorney of Alexandria county
and at that time superintendent of schools. Music was furnished
by Donch's Military and concert Band of the District of columbia. There were five principal addressesbythefollowing promir_191-t
Te_n: J. Hoge Tyler, Governor of Virginia; John W. baniel,
United States Senator; John B. Wight, Member of the Board of
Commissioners of the Districtof Columbia; Andrew A. Lipscomb,
a prominent attorney and owner of Altha Hall, and John F. nixey,
representing this district in congress. This was probably the
first time a Governor of virginiahad ever spoken on Arlington
soil. John W. Daniel, at that time, was perhaps the grealest
orator in America. He had lost a leg while a Major in the
9

![guxnk $mcun.

-#\bEblgfrTI0t{
fir,nxnlllnte Qfiuurv Sounr $otsa
txt

mar triohls,0i.

"..*..t".

\tl

$"rit
t,
f,
;.J

l

lij
f'

";.
+

Drogrant.
(irery?r.'ir-t'd,

"

o'('/.r'l

.rA(trr.

-lDDxEss,

ro OnDEl,
i.i'conlrittcG.
Go. *. Sac*mnllcr. Chairnreu ts:xectrtive
SPEKrf.
lsn(rtrucrotr
-- -E. Clcmeuts Er-Conltrrorrrseelth's '{t'
'lenrc
tomcs .llQxeudrie Co.' \'a.
llcsrc.
-----ri'ponch's ltilitrry erd Concrt Beud'
Ess.
lDnl
'--- - lr*.
Hogt Ttlcr. Qorernor of Tirginia'

C.\LLri-c
-'---

llrsrc.

,. [.

Ito- Johr B. wthL Clmmissioncr District of
colrnbir.
IcstcADDIE.e.

Ho. Andrcr
Ir!rc.

A. Liprcmb. of

AlQsodri.

CLG|TG lDDrEss.
Hd. Joh! F. Birc-r. llcmbcr of

1.

Irstc.

Congrs-

BAlrqrE-T.

Fl&r dirr-tirn o, thc commiltc

-lDDlESs.

Ho[.Johtr $'- Dericl. t-- s' scuator'

Ercerpts from souuenir Program zrced ut Dedi,cation of Aleranil,rin
(Arkngton) County Court House, Noaember 16, 1898'
10

Co-

Confederate Army. He was a spell-binder of the first magnitude.
Andrew Lipscomb was practicing law in washington and tived in
Arlington. He was a man of great eloquence. The most perfect
English would rol.l off his tongue in charming phrases and
seemingly without any effort. John F. Rixey *as popular in
Arlington. He had not been in Congress very long at that time
and was known as averyhardworkerand an interesting speaker.
After the speeches, there was a banquet, part of which was
served inside of the Court House, butthepart which I remember
the best was served at what I would call the southwest corner of
Court House gqlrare, where a whole steer was roasted over
charcoal fire and large pieces of beef were cut off and handed
out with bread to all of us youngsters as well as the grown ups
who had gathered enmasse at that point. This was the first and
only steer the writer ever s&w roasted over coals. My recollection is that they had him turning on a spit for about two days
in order to get him cooked down to the point where the crowd
could go into raptures over the well-roasted beef. I cannot say
that I can still taste the meat as this would be somewhat of a
reflection on it, but certainly I can still recall the fact that it
was the top choice of any meat that I have ever eaten. By nightfall, there was nothing teft Uut a few bones.
There was, of eourse, a guided tourthroughthe whole Court
House and we thought that it was the last word in elegance. The
jail, with its small cell block, seemed at that time adequate for
all needs and its strength and security were matters of proud
comment by the Sheriff and his law officers. The Clerk's office
was by no means fire proof, but it was such a step up from the
former Clerk's office in Alexandria, that it seemed almost like
a palace and was at least adequate for the purposes of the
moment. Besides the Clerkts office, there were on the first
floor, offices for the commissioner of Revenue and the Treagurer
and a meeting room for the Board of Supervisors. In one of the
western lower rooms, therewas aprint shop in which the Monitor
was printed and published for some years. There was also a
lawyers' office. The Sheriff had offices,provided for on the
second floor and there was a room for the Attorney for the
Commonwealth. However, the Commonwealthts Attorney did not
occupy his office, and it was not until the writer became the
Commonwealth's Attorney in 1916 that this office was actually
moved into the Court House. Ttre office of the Strperintendent
of Schools, although a room was provided for the same, was not
opened in the Court House on full basisuntil professor Fletcher
Kemp came as Superintendent about 1915.
The other things most remembered by the writeron the day
11

of the dedication, were the race for a greasy pig and the climb-

ing of the greasy pole. The pig race attracted a great many young
boys. Insofar as I know, Robert Branch, who now lives in Hallts
Hilt and who is well known throughout the County, is the only
person still living who ran the pig. Personally, I never knew of a
less pleasant thing to do than even think of a greasy pig, much
Iess catch one, and consequently took no part in the chase. The
pig was turned loose immediately east of the Court House and
ran out through the woods which extended over at least two
blocks of land in that direction. The mob soon took care of him
however.
The greasy pole was an attraction all of the day. At its top
were a number of watches, an alarm clock and geveral other
items of some value. The climbing started early in the day, at
which time a host of young boys could only get a few feet off the
ground before they slipped back. There was a young chap by the
n&me of Copperthite, who had come over from Georgetown and
who was a little too smart for all of us country boys. After
making one or two attempts at the pole, he conceived the bright
idea that with the aid of a little sand, he could make it. Somewhere, he found enough sand to fiU his pockets and then he
started up, climbing a foot or two at a time, at each stop tahing
enough sand from his pocket, mbbing it up and down the pole
until he had gotten the grease off enough space to climb a foot
or two more. By this process, he was able to reach the top,
take the choicest watch and come back down. By the time he was
down, all the rest of the boys had their pockets fuIl of sand and
it was a battle royal as to who should have the next chance. I
am sure Copperthite got to the top of the pole at least three
or maybe four times. I doubt if any other boy made it more
than once.
The day was a beautiful day. Everybody in the County came
early and stayed late. Everybody knew everybody else, and all
the current gossip was hashed and rehashed and a glorious time
was had by all.
Those that served on the Executive Committee, the Beception Committee and the Ladies Reception Committee for the
celebration were as follows:
EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE
GEO. N. SAEGMULLER, Chairman
GEO. P. ROBINSON, Secretary
Fred S. Corbett
Wm. Drncan
R. S. Lacy
D. K. Trimmer
Geo. E. Truitt
Geo. G. Boteler
John B. Henderson
A. B. Hines
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RECEPTION COMMITTEE

W. C. Wibert
A. M. Lothrop
A. W. Armstrong
R. A. Phillips
Robt. R. Veitch
Brooke Young
Robt. Walker
F. G. Schutt
Wm. Ball
Wm. N, Febrey
Geo. O. Wunder
R. W. Johnson
Thos. W. Buckey
A. S. Doniphan
Geo. W. Veitch
Geo. Rlrcker
Dr. Talbott
A. D. Torrison
L. A. Dodge

Franh Hume
M. B. Harlow
Jas. E. Clements
Jos. H. Hobson
H. H. Young
Wm" H. Palmer
Curtis B, Graham
H. W, McGeorge
W. W. Douglas
Wm, H. Payne
Julian Magruder
Chas. A. flcuglass
Mervyn Buckey
John L. Saegmuller
Wm. H. Hatch

Dr.

Hanse

Wm. Lockwood
Ernest J. Febrey

LADIES' RECEPTION COMMITTEE

Mrs. Frank Hume
Mrs. Geo. N. Saegmuller
Mrs. Dr. J. T. Johnson
Mrg.
Mrs.
Mrs.
Mrs.
Mrs.
Mrs.

Mrs. Dr. P. M. Rixey
Mrs. Geo. E. Truitt
Mrg. Dr. Hanse
Mrs. M. D. Boteler
Miss L. D. Mulhalt
Miss G. M. Wunder
Miss Graham
Miss Louise Grunwell
Mrs. S. A" Johnston
Mrs. Blanche Torrison
Miss Annie Gilbert
Mrs. H. A" Lockwood
Mrs. J. H, Hobson
Miss Elgie A. Febrey
Mrs. Geo. Rucker
Mrs. A" R. Hines
Misg Emily Hayes
Mrs. H" A. Whalon
Miss J. Hipkins
Mrs. W. A. Young
Mrs. Harvey Bailey

A. A. Lipscomb
Dr. Talbott

Geo. O. Wunder
F. G. Schutt
A. B. Grunwell
Dr. H. C. Corbett
Misg Lacey Johnston
Miss Susie E. Grunwell
Mrd. E. S. Corbett
Miss Lockwood
Mrg. H. W. McGeorge
Miss M. Grace Douglass
Miss Ruth Clements
Miss Annie M. Hayes
Miss Margaret Bashford
Miss Millie Young
Miss Kate N. Munson

Mrg. Wm. H. Palmer
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LADIES' RECEPTION COMMITTEE Continued

Mrs. Wm. Kidwell
Miss Olive Nileg
Mrs. Harrison Hatch
Mrs. Wright
When Alexandria County

Mrs.
Miss
Mrs.
Mrs.

Charles I. Simms
Gussie pierce
R. W. Johnson
R. A. phillips

laid down its sleepy

head that

night, it was for the first time in its history complete, with
its Courts and offices all housed within its borders.
The December terms, of both the County Court and the
Circuit Court, were held in the new building, Iess than one
month after its dedication, and the Board of Supervisors held
its regular December meeting therein. From that time on, it
has been the center of the official heart beat of the County.
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