A BIOGRAPHY OF THE ARLINGTON HISTORICAL SOCIETY

By

ErLeEaNOR LEE TEMPLEMAN

When our delightful former president, June Verzi, asked me to prepare
a resumé of the history of this Society, she knew that it would be in my
informal narrative style of writing, rather than a compilation of dreary
statistics. My problem was to condense twenty years of activities and
achievements into the limited space alloted for this article. Therefore, it
shall be somewhat of a guide as to where to find the details of greatest
interest to the individual reader. The Constitution is stated in the first issue
of the Arlington Historical Magazine of October 1957, and the Society’s
By-Laws, adopted September 6, 1960, follow this article.

The activities of the Society are all recorded in detail in the Magazine,
along with names of the officers, committee chairmen, speakers at our
meetings with their subjects, and gifts to the Society. Also, tables of con-
tents of all previous issues are listed on the inside front and back covers
of the Magazines, a practice begun with the 1959 issue.

Arlington County contains a complete chronology of American history,
that began with the Indian quarries and villages, dating back thousands of
years. In 1608, Captain John Smith explored the Potomac to Little Falls.
.In the 1690s, the area was patrolled by the Potomac Rangers for the pro-
tection of the early settlers. On the knoll above National Airport are the
foundations of Abingdon, the home of John Parke Custis, son of Martha
Washington. Abingdon was part of the 6,000-acre tract purchased by John
Alexander in 1669 for six hogsheads of tobacco from Robert Howson who
had received the grant as payment of “headrights” for bringing settlers
into the colony on his ship. Abingdon was inherited by George Washington
Parke Custis who, on the northern portion of the estate, built Arlington
House, 1802-17, where his daughter married Robert E. Lee in 1831. It is
now Lee’s national memorial.

In 1696, Thomas Owsley had received a patent to 640 acres in north
Arlington. He was Clerk of the Stafford County Court and Captain of the
Potomac Rangers. The family of George Mason of Gunston Hall acquired
land in 1717. Thomas Lee, later of Stratford, and the father of the only
brothers who signed the Declaration of Independence, received a grant in
the upper end of the County in 1729. Meanwhile, the western part of the
County included grants to John and Moses Ball in 1742 and 1748, adja-
cent to a tract later owned by George Washington. This is but a sample of
the grants received by pioneer families who settled in the wilderness, or
developed the land as absentee landlords.

In 1775, a house for the rector of Fairfax Parish was built upon the
516-acre glebe lands, midway between the two churches which he would
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ber, and that all those who joined the Society within sixty days should be
considered as charter members. The count was 39 regular, 3 sustaining,
and 3 junior members.

The first meeting of the membership was held November 9, 1956, at
Arlington House, then called the Custis Lee Mansion, as guests of the
National Park Service. Robert Nelson Anderson, the second vice presi-
dent, presided, as both the president, C. Harrison Mann, and the first vice
president, Frank Ball, were absent. The business meeting was held in
a dependency building, followed by a delightful candlelight tour of
the mansion conducted by Miss Agnes Downey (now Mrs. Joseph Mul-
lins), the official historian who had given a resumé of the mansion’s his-
tory. Subsequent meetings were held at various locations until the acquisi-
tion and renovation of the Hume School, six years later.

During the winter of 1956-57, the Society, in cooperation with the
Jamestown Festival Committee, arranged some extremely interesting ex-
hibits for display at the Court House: a scale model of the Indian village
of the type described by Captain John Smith upon his visit to the Arlington
shores of the Potomac in 1608, prepared by Robert Nelson Anderson; a
collection of Indian artifacts found in this County, loaned by the Smith-
sonian; and a collection of Virginia maps dating from 1547 to 1827, loaned
by Harrison Mann. In April, the Society held a reception at St. Mark’s
Church to honor the rector of the church at Gravesend, England, where
Pocahontas was buried.
< An important historical discovery resulted from the Society’s publicity
regarding the “Pocahontas Bell,” which had been cast for display at the
Tercentennial Exposition at Jamestown in 1907. It weighed 600 pounds
and was cast from metals which included the spurs of a Civil War general
and the silverplate of an early governor of the Commonwealth. It had dis-
appeared from view, but was currently located at Elk Hill in Goochland
County, the home of Mr. Buford Scott of Richmond.

My appoinment as chairman of a committee to inventory Arlington’s
historical sites, led to the preparation of the Northern Virginia Heritage
Engagement Calendar for 1958. Ten thousand were published and sold
for the benefit of the Society’s “nest egg” to finance the first annual volume
of the Arlington Historical Magazine. A copy of the engagement book
was presented to Queen Elizabeth upon her visit to America during the
Jamestown Festival.

Through my request to the editor of the Northern Virginia Sun to run a
weekly series of historic sites, with an appeal that information on each
be sent to the Historical Society, the situation boomeranged, in that the
editor persuaded me to undertake the research and writing. This became
a race with the bulldozer and the “grim reaper,” to get the pictures before
buildings were demolished for developments and before death claimed the
“old-timers” who knew the human-interest stories behind them. The week-
ly series ran for over two years, and were then compiled into the 200-page
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