THE GLEBE OF FAIRFAX PARISH
By

LupweLL LEE MONTAGUE ¥

In July 1971 the Virginia Historic Landmarks Commission placed
the Glebe of Fairfax Parish (4527 17th Street, North, Arlington,
Virginia) on the Virginia Landmarks Register and nominated it to
the National Register of Historic Places. The Commission was
unanimous in its judgment that the Glebe richly deserved this
recognition.

Fairfax Parish was formed in 1765 from that part of Truro Parish
(Fairfax County) lying north of Little Hunting Creek. The new parish
contained two churches: the original Falls Church, built in 1733 as the
upper church of Truro Parish, and a “chapel of ease” in Alexandria.

These two old wooden churches were inadequate to meet the needs of
the growing population. On 1 January 1767 the Vestry let contracts for the
building of two larger brick churches to replace them. The new Falls Church
was dedicated in 1769, but the new church at Alexandria was not com-
pleted until 1773. It was located in the woods outside of town, at the
head of Cameron Street extended. This church was known simply as the
Church at Alexandria unti]l 1814, when it was named Christ's Church.

The first rector of Fairfax Parish was the Reverend Townshend Dade,
1765-1778. The Vestry paid him a salary of 17,280 pounds of tobacco,
with an additional allowance of 2,500 pounds because the parish had no
glebe—that is, a farm customarily provided for the rector’s benefit, on
which he normally resided.

The Vestry of Fairfax Parish frequently advertised its desire to acquire
a glebe. On 17 May 1770 it met at the home of Daniel Jennings, some
8 miles northwest of Alexandria and 3 miles east of the Falls Church, and
agreed to purchase his “plantation,” estimated to be somewhat more than
400 acres, at 15 shillings per acre. A survey made soon afterward for the
Vestry, as purchasers, showed that the tract contained 516 acres; a survey
made 1815 for the Vestry, as vendors, showed that it actually contained
266 acres.?

* Dr. Montague acted for the Arlington County Historical Commission in presenting
the case of the Glebe to the Virginia Historic Landmarks Commission. This article
is his presentation to the Commission modified to accord with the judgment of Calder
Loth, Architectural Historian, VHLC, on the structural evidence.

*James W. Moody, Jr., Executive Director, VHLC, to Ludwell Lee Montague,
21 July 1971.

# Charles O. Paullin, “Virginia’s Glebe Near Washington,” Records of the Columbia
Historical Society, Vol. 42-43 (1941-42), pp. 220-222, 230. Paullin’s source was a copy
of the Vestry Book of Fairfax Parish made in 1921 and entitled “Vestry Book, Christ
Church, Alexandria, Va.”.

3






After the war Griffith was also a leader in organizing the Protestant
Episcopal Church in the United: States. He was Secretary of the first general
convention of that Church; held in Philadelphia in 1785, and President of
the second. In 1786 the first convention of the Church in Virginia elected
him to be the first Bishop of Virginia, but could not raise enough money to
send him to London to be consecrated. He resigned that election in 1789.
He died while attending the third general convention of the Church in
1789 and was buried in the churchyard of Christ Church, Philadelphia.
He is memorialized in a stained glass window in that church.

The Rev. David Griffith resided at the Glebe of Fairfax Parish. His
successor, the Rev. Bryan Fairfax, did not. He continued to reside at his
estate, “Mount Eagle,” south of Alexandria.

. Bryan Fairfax, newly ordained in 1790, resigned his ministry in 1792.7
His successors as rector were the Rev. Thomas Davis, 1792-1806, the Rev.
William Gibson, 1807-1811, the Rev. William Meade, 1811-1813, and the
Rev. Oliver Norris.®

Davis and Gibson lived at the Glebe. The dwelling house burned down
in 1808, during Gibson’s tenure.
Edmund Jennings Lee and the Title to the Glebe

The Church of England was disestablished in Virginia in 1776, but the
same act confirmed the titles of incumbent rectors in their glebes. In 1802,
however, the General Assembly provided that upon the death or resignation
of the then incumbent rectors, the Overseers of the Poor should take
possession of the glebe’lands. These Overseers in each county had succeeded
to the responsibilities of the colonial parish vestries for the relief of the
poor.

In 1811 the Owverseers of the Poor of Fairfax County moved to take
possession of the Glebe of Fairfax Parish, but the Vestry contested their
right to do so. Since 1801 the Glebe had been in Alexandria County of the
District of Columbia. The Vestry contended that in 1802 the General
Assembly had no authority to legislate with regard to property in the
District. The counter-contention was, of course, that in 1770 the Vestry of
Fairfax Parish had been an agency of the colonial government; that the
Glebe, purchased with the taxpayers’ money, had been since then the rightful
property of the Commonwealth.

This case was conducted for the Vestry by Edmund Jennings Lee, and
for the Overseers by Walter Jones, Lee’s nephew by marriage. Lee won a

" Bryan Fairfax was the rather unstable son of Col. William Fairfax of Belvoir, young
George Washington’s patron. He was a Tory during the Revolution, but continued to
reside in Fairfax County and to. enjoy the personal friendship of Washington. In 1799
he succeeded to the title of Baron Fairfax of Cameron. Douglas Southall Freeman,
George Washington, 11, 246, 407-408; V, 132n, 498n.

®Mary G. Powell, The History of Old Alexandria, Virginia, pp. 88-89.
5






(1) The name, “The Glebe,” remained attached to Walter Jones’s half
of the glebe lands, not to the other half acquired by John Mason, suggesting
that the site of the colonial Glebe House was on Jones’s land.™

(2) A survey made in 1838 for the division of Mason’s half of the glebe
lands shows a road called “the Glebe Road” branching from “the Road to
the Ferry” (no modern equivalent; it ran diagonally across the County to
the ferry at the future site of Rosslyn) and running westward across Mason’s
land to “the Road to the Falls” (the present Glebe Road.) This Glebe
Road of 1838 did not touch “The Glebe,” shown as an adjoining property,
but a lane branched southward from it to the site of the present Glebe
house.*® The implication is that this lane and the “Glebe Road” eastward
from it were originally a road from the colonial Glebe House to the ferry
at the site of Rosslyn.

(3) The site of the colonial Glebe House was the choice site on that land
in 1773, and would still have been the choice site in 1815. Moreover, some
or all of the outbuildings and other improvements pertaining to the colonial
Glebe House would still have been present there in 1815 and that considera-
tion would have led Jones to build on that site."”

(4) In the judgment of Calder Loth, the walls of the present Glebe
house were erected early in the 19th Century (say between 1815 and 1820)
using previously used bricks {which would have been abundant at the site
of the colonial Glebe House). The date of the visible part of the stone
foundation is not determinable. It could have been laid in 1773.1

John Peter Van Ness -

Walter Jones was generous and improvident. In 1829 the Bank of the
Metropolis foreclosed a deed of trust on his Glebe property and at the
ensuing auction it was bid in by John Peter Van Ness, the President of the
Bank.*® He wanted it for the same uses that the Joneses had made of it:
as a summer retreat and as a hunting lodge.

Van Ness came to Washington in December 1801, as a Congressman
from New York. Within a few months he married Marcia Burnes, a cele-
brated beauty and heiress. Her father, David Burnes, was a-large landholder
in the area chosen to be the City of Washington. He sold to the Government
the land for Lafayette Park, the White House grounds, and the Ellipse.
His home stood where the Pan American Union now stands. In 1816 John
Peter Van Ness built there an impressive mansion.

¥ Alexandria County Deed Book 5, p. 372; Deed Book 6, p. 117; Deed Book 141,
p. 526.

** Alexandria County Deed Book 141, p. 526. Miss Cornelia Rose, Jr., directed me
to this survey.

" These considerations were suggested by Mrs. Eleanor Lee Templeman.
® Calder Loth, at the Glebe, 28 February 1971.
** Alexandria County Deed Book 3, pp. 18 and 329.
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diately the City of New Orleans ordered a replica, which was delivered
in 1856. Congress awarded the sculptor a bonus greater than his original
contract, and commissioned him to produce the equestrian Washington
that now stands in Washington Circle. It was dedicated in 1860. Mills was
also commissioned to cast Crawford’s statue of Freedom to surmount the
new dome of the Capitol. That work was completed in 1863.

All of these works were done at the Glebe.

Caleb Cushing

In 1870 another distinguished Yankee bought the Glebe House and 100
adjacent acres. He was Caleb Cushing of Massachusetts (1800-1879).2*

Cushing was elected to Congress as a Whig, in 1834, but in 1842 he sided
with President Tyler against Senator Clay and was read out of the party.
Tyler then sent him to negotiate the first U.S. treaty of commerce with
China. He learned Chinese for the purpose, thwarted the attempts of the
wily Chinese to treat the United States as an inferior power, got the desired
treaty, and returned in time to raise a regiment of Massachusetts volunteers
for the Mexican War, which was politically unpopular in Massachusetts.
In Mexico he became a brigadier general. He had a hand in making
Franklin Pierce President of the United States and was Attorney General
in his cabinet.

Cushing disapproved of slavery in principle, but was more strongly opposed
to Abolitionist agitatian, which he saw as intended to disrupt the Union.
To the last he strove to avert the Civil War, but, when war came, he
supported President Lincoln.

In 1865, perceiving no political future for himself in Massachusetts, he
became a Washington lawyer. In 1870 he established his residence at the
Glebe, in Virginia, with a view to becoming U.S. Senator from Virginia.
He became involved, however, in promoting the Treaty of Washington {for
the arbitration of the “Alabama claims”) and in serving as senior U.S.
counsel during the arbitration at Geneva. In 1872 President Grant nomi-
nated him to be Chief Justice of the United States, but he was unjustly
attacked as having been sympathetic to secession and the nomination was
rejected. Grant then sent him to be Minister to Spain, 1873-1877.25 The
teakwood eagle that surmounts the octagon of the Glebe House was a gift
to him from “the people of Spain.” 2¢

Cushing sold the Glebe in 1878 and retired to Massachusetts, where he
died in 1879.

* Paullin, op. cit., p. 237.
* Ibid.; Dictionary of American Biography.

* Templeman, op. cit., p. 188. Her source was the late Senator Frank Ball.
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