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CUSTIS-LEE MANSION
The Robert E. Lee Memorial

General Robert E. Lee in 1865.
From the original photograph by Mathew Brady in the National Archives.

EVER since it was built more than a century ago, the Custis-
Lee Mansion has dominated the scene across the river from
the National Capital. An outstanding example of a Greek
Revival building of the early nineteenth century, its dignity
and strength, simplicity and steady grace, now make it a
most appropriate national memorial to one of America's
greatest men, Robert E. Lee.

Built by his father-in-law, George Washington Parke Custis, the adopted
son of General Washington, the mansion was for many years a principal
repository of many objects associated with George Washington. As such,
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it greatly influenced Robert E. Lee when the building was his home. Like
him, it experienced the vicissitudes of war and came to be associated
with his fame. Now it is maintained by the Nation in his honor, and in
the years to come will serve as a constant reminder of his nobility and
greatness.

Many years have passed since General Lee lived in the home at
Arlington. But so real are the memories evoked by its historic
atmosphere, it seems little more than yesterday that he left it for the last
time. A visit to the Custis-Lee Mansion gives a deeper, more personal
understanding of the life and worth of the man to whose memory it is
now dedicated.
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CUSTIS-LEE MANSION
The Robert E. Lee Memorial

History of Arlington to 1861

ANCESTRY OF GEORGE WASHINGTON PARKE CUSTIS. George
Washington Parke Custis was born April 30, 1781. His mother was
Eleanor (Calvert) Custis, a granddaughter of the sixth Lord Baltimore; his
father, John Parke Custis, the only son of Martha Washington by her first
marriage. John Parke Custis grew to manhood at Mount Vernon, married
Eleanor Calvert in 1774, and died of camp fever in 1781 while serving as
aide to General Washington at Yorktown. His death left four children
fatherless, so the two youngest, George Washington Parke Custis and his
sister Eleanor, were adopted by the Washingtons and taken to Mount
Vernon to be raised as their own.

HIS EARLY LIFE AT MOUNT VERNON. Only 6 months old when he
was taken to live at Mount Vernon, it was a remarkable experience for a
boy as sensitive and gifted as young Custis to grow up on terms of
intimacy with General Washington, whose affection the fatherless lad
reciprocated with the deepest love and respect. As far as public duties
would allow, the General supervised the training and education of the
boy, who acquired from him the interests and ideals which established
the pattern of his life. "It is really an enjoyment to be here to witness the
tranquil happiness that reigns throughout the house," wrote a guest at
Mount Vernon in 1799, "except when now and then a little bustle is
occasioned by the young Squire Custis when he returns from hunting,
bringing in a 'valiant deer', as he terms it, that Grandpa and the Colonel
will devour: nice venison I assure you."

GEORGE WASHINGTON PARKE CUSTIS MOVES TO
ARLINGTON. Custis was 18 when the General died in 1799. Mrs.
Washington did not long survive her husband, and when she died, early
in 1802, Custis moved to "Mount Washington," as he first called the
Arlington estate. This was a tract of nearly 1,100 acres that Custis' father
had bought in 1778 with the intention of establishing a family seat
convenient to Mount Vernon, but in 1802 the only tangible remains of his
brief ownership were the flourishing willows he had planted along the
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Potomac.

Early view of Mount Vernon. George Washington Parke Custis.
From a miniature made at Mount Vernon in 1799.

"ARLINGTON HOUSE" BEGUN. When Custis moved into a cottage
built by the former owners of the property, Arlington consisted mostly of
woodland and virgin oak forests, with a few cleared fields near the river.
His first concern was to get the fields under cultivation, using for the
purpose the mules and farm equipment he had purchased at the sales held
that year at Mount Vernon to settle the legacies of the several Washington
heirs. Equally urgent was the need to build a house worthy of the
furnishings and mementoes which he had inherited or bought at the
Mount Vernon sales, some of which were deteriorating badly in their
temporary quarters. To this end, he seems to have obtained building plans
from George Hadfield, a gifted young architect, who had come from
England in 1795 to take charge of the construction of the Capitol.

Influenced by the contemporary vogue for classical architecture, Custis
wanted his house to be in the new style, and the architect's finished
design was a simplified Greek Doric portico balanced by extended wings,
the whole of such sturdiness as to show to advantage when viewed from
across the river. Since ornamentation would be lost at such a distance, the
architect largely dispensed with it, relying on good proportions to give
beauty to his creation. Rooms would be large and have high ceilings and
tall windows, and their severely plain walls would be perfect for
displaying the many portraits Custis possessed. Having the rooms open
into each other would give extensive vistas, framed by pleasing
semicircular arches.

Though clay for bricks and choice timber were at hand on his estate,
Custis lacked the money necessary to build his house all at once.
Therefore he followed the common practice of building the wings first,
and the main section later. The north wing was built about 1803, and was
evidently intended to be one great banquet room. By 1804, the south wing
was completed, containing an office and a large room for entertaining. In
that year Custis married Mary Lee Fitzhugh. To provide living quarters
for himself and his bride he had the north wing partitioned into three
small rooms. With a kitchen and laundry in the basement, the young
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couple had the essentials of living at "Arlington House," as Custis named
his new home, after the old family seat on the Eastern Shore. At this
point, work seems to have been stopped. A visitor reported in 1811, "I
was struck, on entering the grounds of Mr. Custis, at Arlington, . . . with
several of the most picturesque views. This seat is on a superb mount,
and his buildings are begun in a stile of superior taste and elegance."
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CUSTIS-LEE MANSION
The Robert E. Lee Memorial

East front of "Arlington House" in 1864.
From the photograph by Brady in the National Archives.

Arlington from 1861 to 1865

ARLINGTON OCCUPIED BY THE FEDERAL ARMY. Mrs. Lee had
been gone only a few days when the Federal Army crossed the river and
occupied the heights opposite the National Capital. Overnight, what had
been a quiet country estate was transformed into a vast military
encampment. New roads were cut through the woods and much of it felled
to open fields of fire for the earthen forts being built a short distance west
of the house. Guards were posted to protect the house, and when the
commanding general learned that many articles nevertheless were being
stolen, he sent the Washington relics, which had been stored in the cellar,
to the Patent Office for safekeeping, and then established his headquarters
inside the mansion. Inevitably, the estate suffered greatly, though strong
efforts were made to prevent wanton destruction, particularly of the fine
old trees.
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Robert E. Lee in the full dress of a Confederate General.
From the original photograph made in 1863 by Minnis and Cowell, Richmond. U. S. Army

Signal Corps photograph.

LEE BECOMES THE HERO OF THE SOUTH. While Arlington was
blighted by grim war, its former master was engaged in mobilizing the
defenses of his native State. Before long he was military adviser to the
President of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis, and successively
commander of the Army of Northern Virginia and general in chief of all
the Confederate armies. The qualities developed by his years in the army
and his home life were the same that now made him the military champion
of the South and its greatest hero. His self-discipline rarely deserted him,
and his deep religious beliefs gave him a humility and simplicity sufficient
to withstand the greatest discouragements. Even though the odds were
against him, his splendid presence on the field of battle and his kindliness
and courtesy to all regardless of rank won him the devotion of his officers
and men, while his brilliant military leadership gave hope and fighting
spirit to the entire South. Always he was the knightly Christian gentleman,
humane and magnanimous whether in victory or defeat.

THE NATIONAL CEMETERY ESTABLISHED AT ARLINGTON,
1864. Early in 1862, the army moved away from Arlington for service in
the field, but the mansion continued to be used as a headquarters. In 1864,
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the Government levied a tax on the Arlington estate. Because Mrs. Lee
was unable to appear personally to pay the tax as stipulated, payment
through her agent was refused and the property sold at public auction. In
June of that year the first burials were made in 200 acres set aside as a
national cemetery. Work was begun at once to restore the former natural
beauty of the grounds, and by the end of the war almost all the scars
caused by its military occupation had been erased. Only the long rows of
white headboards gleaming among the trees and the desolate house now
used only for the cemetery office bespoke the bitter strife that had wrought
such a profound change at Arlington.
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CUSTIS-LEE MANSION
The Robert E. Lee Memorial

Robert E. Lee in 1869 when President of Washington College, Lexington, Va.
From the Brady photograph, U.S. Army Signal Corps.

Arlington from 1865 to the Present

LEE'S INFLUENCE HELPS TO RESTORE THE SOUTH AFTER THE
WAR. The splendid leadership which Lee had given his people during
the war did not cease at Appomattox. As president of Washington
College (afterwards Washington and Lee University), he devoted himself
to restoring the South culturally, economically, and politically.
Magnanimous in peace as in war, he urged his countrymen to forswear
hatred and make the best of their situation. By his advice and example he
did much to bring about the true restoration of the Union, not by force,
but by the immeasurably stronger bonds of reconciliation and a common
loyalty.

For a time General Lee hoped to regain possession of Arlington for his
wife, but he died in 1870 without having recovered it. Mrs. Lee died 3
years later, and her son Custis then took legal action to obtain his
inheritance. In 1882, the case was finally decided in his favor by the
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Supreme Court of the United States, but since thousands of soldiers had
been buried at Arlington, Custis Lee accepted the offer of the
Government to buy the property for $150,000.

ARLINGTON BECOMES FAMOUS AS THE FORMER HOME OF
GENERAL LEE. Originally "Arlington House" had been famous for its
associations with George Washington; but after the Civil War it became
even more widely known as the former home of General Lee. Though its
rooms were empty, thousands from all over the country came to see it
each year because of the universal admiration for its former master. It
was in response to this sentiment that Representative Louis C. Cramton,
of Michigan, sponsored the legislation passed by Congress in 1925 which
authorized the restoration of the mansion as a national memorial.

RESTORATION OF THE MANSION. The project of restoring and re
furnishing the mansion was begun by the War Department in 1928.
Structural changes made since 1861 were removed and the house
refurnished as nearly as possible as when occupied by the Lee and Custis
families. The original furnishings having long since been scattered or lost,
few could be returned to their old setting, but copies were made of
furniture and portraits known to have been at Arlington and pieces
appropriate to the period procured. By 1933, when the mansion was
transferred to the National Park Service of the Department of the Interior,
the major portion of the work had been finished. However, the work of
restoring the mansion to its original condition is a continuing process, as
structural changes based on historical research are made and more of the
original furnishings are identified and acquired.
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CUSTIS-LEE MANSION
The Robert E. Lee Memorial

The Arlington Estate in 1860.
(click on image for an enlargement in a new window)

Guide to the House and Grounds

THE OLD ARLINGTON ESTATE. Arlington was but one of several
estates totaling more than 15,000 acres owned by George Washington
Parke Custis, father-in-law of General Lee. Since the former's income was
largely derived from two large farms on the Pamunkey River in New Kent
County, Va., he kept Arlington mainly as a gentleman's country estate
after the English fashion. The greater part of Arlington was taken up by
"the Park," a virgin woodland of ancient oaks and beautiful groves of
walnut, chestnut, and elm trees, extending from the Georgetown and
Alexandria Road at the foot of the hill clear to the western edge of the
estate.

On the level land lying between the road and Potomac River was "the
Farm," consisting of an orchard and several large cultivated fields and
pastures. Here was grown most of the grain and vegetables required by the
Arlington household and the large number of slaves, the surplus being
sold in the Washington markets. In the southeast corner of the farm was
the Arlington landing, where the barge which hauled produce to market
was kept, as well as the schooner Lady of the Lake, used to carry goods to
and from the distant farms. Here also docked the steam boats Arlington
Belle and the G. W. P. Custis, which annually ferried thousands from the
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city to the famed Arlington Spring, for half a century a favorite picnic spot
for Georgetown and Washington residents. For their convenience the
hospitable owner erected pavilions for dining and dancing, requiring only
that no liquor be used. Custis considered himself primarily a farmer, and
spent most of each day riding or walking about the estate supervising the
work being done. After he died in 1857 and the management of the estate
was taken over by Col. Robert E. Lee, the area under cultivation was
considerably enlarged.

"Arlington House" from a sketch made before 1861, though not published until 1875.

Arlington originally had been part of a tract of 6,000 acres granted in 1669
by Governor William Berkeley of Virginia to a ship's captain, named
Robert Howsing, in payment for transporting settlers to the colony.
Howsing soon sold his grant to John Alexander, after whom Alexandria,
Va., is named, reportedly for six hogsheads of tobacco. The land remained
in the Alexander family until 1778, when John Parke Custis bought 1,100
acres from Gerard Alexander with the intention of establishing a family
seat. He died, however, before he had done any thing with the property,
whereupon it passed to his son, George Washington Parke Custis, who
developed it as described.
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THE MANSION. For all its imposing appearance when seen at a distance,
the real size of the mansion is not apparent until seen close at hand. The
central part of the building is 2 stories high, 60 feet wide, and 40 feet
deep. One-story wings, each 40 feet long and 25 feet wide, extend to the
north and south, making the length of the entire building 140 feet. In the
rear are still lower wings for service and a conservatory.

Although the wings with their tall recessed windows and balustrade are
quite pleasing, the magnificent portico is the salient architectural feature of
the mansion one of the earliest and best-known examples of Greek Doric
porticos in America. This extends 25 feet from the front of the house and
has 8 columns 23 feet high and somewhat over 5 feet thick at the base.
Early authorities differ as to whether the portico was derived from the
smaller, well-proportioned Greek temple at Athens known as the
Theseum, or the larger, more imposing temple of Neptune at Paestum,
Italy. There is no doubt, however, as to the effectiveness of the
architectural style chosen, for no other would have had the strength and
massiveness necessary to make the building impressive when viewed from
across the river. Yet for all its simplicity and solidity, the proportions of
the mansion are so refined as to make it an outstanding example of Greek
Classic Revival architecture of the early nineteenth century.
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The building is of the most solid construction throughout. All the walls
and most of the foundations are of brick, as are the columns of the
portico. All of the brickwork exposed to the weather is protected by hard
stucco plaster scored with lines in imitation of cut stone. Joists, studs, and
rafters are of hewn timber and are neatly mortised together or pinned with
wooden pegs, scarcely any nails being used. Doors, cornices, and other
woodwork are of pine. The main roof is supported by great barnlike
trusses which span the entire width of the center section and originally
was covered with wooden shingles, now replaced by slate. At one time the
portico columns were painted to look like marble, but later were made
white for better contrast with the warm buff or ochre color of the
remainder of the house. Well constructed to begin with, the deterioration
inevitable in any old building was entirely corrected when the War
Department restored the building. Careful maintenance now assures a long
and useful future for the Custis-Lee Mansion.
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CUSTIS-LEE MANSION
The Robert E. Lee Memorial

The Custis-Lee Mansion as seen from the west.

Visitor Service and Facilities

The mansion is located in Arlington National Cemetery and is reached by
way of Arlington Memorial Bridge. Bus service is available via Arlington
Memorial Bridge to the main gate of the cemetery. Automobiles use the
same approach and may be parked near the mansion. Visiting hours,
October through March, are from 9:30 a. m. to 4:30 p. m.; April through
September, 9:30 a. m. to 6 p. m. There is a small admission charge,
which is waived for children and educational groups.

Administration

Custis-Lee Mansion National Memorial is administered by the National
Capital Parks of the National Park Service, United States Department of
the Interior. Other national memorials administered by the National
Capital Parks are: The Lincoln Memorial, the Thomas Jefferson
Memorial, the Washington Monument, the Lincoln Museum, and the
House Where Lincoln Died. Communications should be addressed to the
Superintendent, National Capital Parks, Interior Building, Washington 25,
D. C.
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CUSTIS-LEE MANSION
The Robert E. Lee Memorial

Suggested Readings
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1860.
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Martha Custis. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass. 1934.

FISHWICK, MARSHALL. General Lee's Photographer. University of
North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, N. C. 1954.
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Lee. Garden City Publishing Co., New York, N. Y. 1924.
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"Arlington...where my affections & attachments are more strongly
placed than at any other place in the world."

ROBERT E. LEE, in a letter to Martha Custis Williams, March 15,
1854
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CUSTIS-LEE MANSION
The Robert E. Lee Memorial

"Arlington House," as it appeared from about 1804-1816.

History of Arlington to 1861 (continued)

ARLINGTON AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF AMERICAN
AGRICULTURE. While building his house, Custis inaugurated an annual
fair designed to improve agricultural practices in general, and particularly
the breeding of fine-wooled sheep. Beginning in 1803, Custis invited the
local gentry each spring to exhibit their best sheep and homespun cloth at
Arlington Spring, near the edge of the river. After prizes had been
awarded, the fair would close with patriotic speeches and a great dinner
under the tent which had been used by Washington during the Revolution.

By breeding the native stock on his farms with the imported stock he had
acquired from Mount Vernon, Custis himself developed a hardy race of
fine-wooled sheep, known as the "Arlington Improved." Because the wool
of this breed could be woven into finer cloth than hitherto possible, the
Arlington sheep were widely diffused throughout the country. Custis also
sought to correct the primitive agricultural methods which had already
caused much land in his State to be abandoned because of soil erosion. He
advocated the establishment of a National Board of Agriculture with
functions like those of the Department of Agriculture today, and he
offered one of his outlying properties for use as an experimental breeding
station. So popular was the Arlington Sheepshearing, as it was commonly
called, that the idea was quickly adopted elsewhere. Though economic
conditions forced Custis to discontinue the event after 1812, it was one of
the primary sources of the great program of agricultural improvement in
effect today.
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Arlington Spring, scene of the famous "Sheepshearings."

BIRTH OF MARY ANNA RANDOLPH CUSTIS. Mary Anna Randolph
Custis, born in 1808, was the only one of the four Custis children to
survive the first year of infancy. Upon her the parents centered their
affections and hopes. The mother's natural piety and devotion to her
family were deepened by the loss of her other children, while the father's
warm and generous nature was such that in later years she could not recall
ever having received an unkind word from him.

CUSTIS AND THE WAR OF 1812. During the War of 1812, the British
blockade of the Chesapeake deprived Custis of much of the income from
his other estates, so it is doubtful if any building was done at Arlington at
this time. Convinced that Napoleon threatened the liberties of mankind
more than England, Custis strongly opposed the war. For this reason he
was chosen to deliver the funeral oration for General Lingan, a veteran of
the Revolution who was murdered by the same Baltimore mob which
almost killed Robert E. Lee's father, "Light-Horse Harry" Lee.
Nevertheless, Custis followed the example set by George Washington
during the American Revolution by forbidding the managers of his
plantations to furnish supplies to the British; and when British troops
approached the National Capital in 1814, Custis fought in the ranks at the
battle of Bladensburg.

"ARLINGTON HOUSE" COMPLETED. After the war, Custis resumed
work on his house, and the large center section and great portico were to
have been finished in 1817. "A house that any one might see with half an
eye," as Robert E. Lee later described it, could not fail to attract attention,
and "Custis' Folly" is first mentioned by a traveler in 1818. Although the
interior was never completed as planned and the rear was left unstuccoed,
"Arlington House" was soon considered one of the handsomest residences
about Washington. One early writer describes it as "a noble-looking place,
having a portico of stately white columns, which, as the mansion stands
high, with a background of dark woods, forms a beautiful object in the
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landscape."

THE MEMORY OF GEORGE WASHINGTON KEPT ALIVE AT
ARLINGTON. "Arlington House" now became the successor of Mount
Vernon as the "Washington Treasury," as Custis termed it. His collection
of Washington relics was the largest in existence, and it filled the halls
and rooms of the mansion. The owner of these relics welcomed all who
wished to view them, and he never tired of entertaining his guests with
tales of his early years at Mount Vernon. Many distinguished men visited
Arlington at one time or other—Sam Houston, Daniel Webster, and
Andrew Jackson, to name a few. One of the most notable was General
Lafayette, who twice was a guest there when he toured the United States
in 1824 and 1825. Custis spent much time with the venerable marquis, and
used the wealth of reminiscenses he gained from the old soldier to write
the delightful Conversations With Lafayette, which was published in a
local newspaper in 1825. Encouraged by their favorable reception, he then
began his own Recollections and Private Memoirs of Washington, which
proved equally popular and were widely reprinted in the newspapers of
the period.

An early view of "Arlington House."
From an engraving made about 1845.

Even more successful were the dramas Custis wrote at this time, based on
heroic episodes in the Nation's past or on inspiring contemporary
achievements. The Indian Prophecy used an incident in Washington's
early life as its theme and established a vogue for Indian plays which
lasted over 50 years; while the Rail Road was the first one written on that
subject in America. Others dramatized such events as the battle of
Baltimore and the launching of a new warship. For 10 years his dramatic
pieces were staged from Boston to Charleston and did much to develop a
distinctive American drama.

A man of culture, Custis used all of his abilities to perpetuate the memory
of Washington. He erected the first monument on the President's
birthplace in 1816, wrote poems to celebrate his greatness, and painted
colorful battle pictures in which the great General was the central figure.
An accomplished orator, he was tireless in advocating the principles of
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freedom for which Washington had fought, and planned to do with his
slaves as his foster father had done—free them after they had been
prepared to shift for themselves. Although he never held an elective
office, his influence was considerable and for the good.
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CUSTIS-LEE MANSION
The Robert E. Lee Memorial

The conservatory.

Guide to the House and Grounds (continued)

THE CONSERVATORY. Because flowers were important in the life of
the Arlington household, it is most appropriate that present-day visitors
enter the mansion through the conservatory. Both Mrs. Lee and her
mother, Mrs. Custis, were devoted to their gardens and used flowers for
decorations throughout the house. Called the "conservatory," or "green
house," and sometimes the "camellia house," by those who lived there,
this was the room in which they grew their favorite flowers and plants
during the winter months or started young ones for transplanting out
doors. The floor of the conservatory has been restored, but the wood
work and most of the windows are original.
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The office and study.

THE OFFICE AND STUDY. The management of a large estate like
Arlington required an office where business could be transacted and
records kept, and this long, narrow room was used as such by both Mr.
Custis and Colonel Lee. Here the former worked on his literary efforts
and carried on an extensive correspondence concerning agricultural
matters and the life of General Washington. In his old age Mr. Custis
also used it as his "painting room," for in 1852 he wrote to a fellow artist:
"I have an excellent studio fitted up in the South wing of the House, with
a first rate light, . . . a stove & everything comfortable."

The desk in the corner was used by Lee during the years 1848 to 1852,
while supervising the construction of Fort Carroll, near Baltimore, Md.
Also of interest is his traveling chess set and the plain pine stand which
Mrs. Lee gave to her personal maid, Selina Gray, whose descendants
returned it to the house.
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The dining room.

THE DINING ROOM. "The House will be a very showy handsome
building when completed," wrote a lady visiting Arlington in 1804. "The
room we were in was 24 feet square & 18 feet high," she continued. No
doubt she was describing the present dining room, for here the Custises
entertained their numerous guests before the large central section of the
house was built. Later, Mr. Custis used it as a studio, and after his wife's
death, in 1853, it became Mrs. Lee's "morning room," where she
answered her mail and managed the affairs of her household. Here Mrs.
Lee was engaged in copying a portrait of her infant grandson when, in
May 1861, she was informed that the Federal Army was soon to occupy
Arlington and that she must leave at once.

The dining room has been restored to its earliest use. Most of the
woodwork and windows are original, while the molding, plaster, and the
beautiful door to the study are entirely so. An interesting architectural
feature is the great semicircular arch at the north end of the room,
reminiscent of the villas Architect George Hadfield saw in Italy during
the years he studied there.
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