
TODAY
The Work of Learning...

is forever in progress as new 

evidence and perspectives 

transform our understanding of the 

past. Alexandria continues to evolve 

and grow, reconciling its past to 

strive for a better future.  

OUR
HISTORY 
On the Potomac River...  

within eyesight of Washington, 

D.C., Alexandria is rich in history.  

A history of curiosity, resilience, 

and diversity shaped this vibrant 

city for centuries.
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years 
ago 

13,000 
Alexandria’s First           
People

A Native American hunter discards a 
broken spear point, known today as      
a Clovis point, on a bluff overlooking      
a tributary to the Potomac River at the 
southern edge of present-day Alexandria.

4,000 
Quartz and Quartzite 
Cobbles  
Quartz and quartzite cobbles from a small 
tributary stream of the Potomac are carried to a 
bluff top near the current intersection of Interstate 
395 and Braddock Road.  Pieces are used to make 
stone spear points for hunting deer and small 
game and �shing.  

 

years 
ago 

years 
ago 1,000 

Native American Camp

Native Americans establish small seasonal 
campsites in what is now the City of Alexandria, 
including Jones Point, to hunt and harvest 
resources of the adjacent marshland. They live     
in circular structures about 12 feet in diameter 
made of bent saplings, probably covered with    
bark or mats.

1608
British Exploration
of the Chesapeake  
Captain John Smith’s small boat sails past what    
is now known as Alexandria in the Virginia 
Company’s quest for precious minerals and a 
Northwest Passage.  Along the way, the English 
encounter the indigenous groups already living 
along the region’s waterways and mark the 
location of their towns on Smith’s well-known  
map of Virginia.

Late
1600’s
First Land Grant  
In 1654, Margaret Brent, �rst female lawyer in 
British North America and advisor to the governor 
of Maryland, receives a grant of land from the 
governor of Virginia that includes the future site     
of Alexandria.  In 1669, Scottish merchant John 
Alexander purchases some of the former Brent 
land from a Welsh ship captain for “six thousand 
pounds of Tobacco and Cask.”

1755
French and Indian War   
British General, Edward Braddock, arrives with 
several thousand Redcoats to stop the encroaching 
French and their Indian allies.  He establishes    
his headquarters at the home of John Carlyle 
(present-day Carlyle House Historic Park).  The 
town trustees direct John Carlyle to build a 
warehouse at Point Lumley at the end of Duke 
Street, perhaps to unload and store supplies for 
Braddock’s expedition.  Archaeologists found     
the remains of this warehouse in 2015.

1748
A New Town 
on the Potomac

George Washington, then a teenaged surveyor, 
helps draw a plan of the site of a new town called 
Alexandria.

1749
Alexandria Established   
Virginia’s colonial government grants permission 
to a group of merchants and planters to establish   
a town called Alexandria.  The �rst lots are sold   
at auction on July 14 and 15, 1749.  

1774
“Fairfax Resolves”  
Upset over British taxation and a lack of 
representation in the British Parliament, colonists 
hold a protest meeting at the courthouse (site of 
present-day Alexandria City Hall).  They approve 
George Mason’s “Fairfax Resolves,” the precursor 
to the Declaration of Independence.

Friendship Fire           
Company  
Alexandria establishes its �rst 
volunteer �re company; the city 
constructs a new �rehouse in 
1855 (present-day Friendship 
Firehouse Museum).

1785
A Town Takes Shape   
John Wise, local tavernkeeper and 
entrepreneur, constructs a tavern (present-day 
Gadsby’s Tavern Museum).  It has the largest 
function room in town.

The Alexandria Academy, the town’s �rst public 
school, opens.

Philip Richard Fendall 
builds a house at the 
corner of Oronoco and 
Washington Streets on a 
lot purchased from his 
cousin, Revolutionary 
War hero Henry “Light 
Horse Harry” Lee (now 
Lee-Fendall House Museum).

1789
President 
George Washington

George Washington becomes �rst president    
of the United States of America and leaves 
Alexandria for New York, the capital of the new 
country.  Before his presidency, he maintains a 
town house on Cameron Street, has a family 
pew at Christ Church, and dines, dances, and 
conducts business at many of Alexandria’s 
taverns.

1781
Washington-
Rochambeau Route   
American and French armies move southward to 
besiege British forces.  The allied supply-wagon 
train forms a half-mile-wide camp at Alexandria 
before moving on to Yorktown to end the 
Revolutionary War.

1814
The War of 1812 
War comes to Alexandria as the British navy sails 
up the Potomac River in August 1814.  Mayor 
Simms surrenders the town on August 29, less than 
a week after the British army burned Washington. 
While the British occupy Alexandria, Baltimore 
prepares for the impending invasion.

1824
Hero of the American 
Revolution  
The Marquis de Lafayette, hero of the American 
Revolution, visits Alexandria for a Grand 
Reception and Celebration held in his honor and, 
while here, calls on the widow of his old comrade 
Henry Lee.  Lafayette, the last surviving general 
of the Revolutionary War, was invited by President 
James Monroe to be “The Nation’s Guest,” 
attending parades, ceremonies, and receptions     
in every state. 

1828
The Domestic Slave       
Trade  
Slave traders move into a house at the upper end 
of Duke Street and convert it into a private slave 
pen.  From sites like 1315 Duke Street (present- 
day Freedom House Museum), they and others 
like them, turn Alexandria into a major center    
of the domestic slave trade, traf�cking tens of 
thousands of people from Alexandria and the 
surrounding region to the sugar and cotton- 
producing states in the Deep South. 

1834
The Alexandria Lyceum  
A group of gentlemen interested in public 
education and scienti�c inquiry, including 
William Stabler and Benjamin Hallowell, 
organize themselves as The Alexandria      
Lyceum.  Five years later, they build their own 
hall (present-day Alexandria History Museum      
at The Lyceum), sharing it with the Alexandria 
Library.    

1848
The Edmonson Sisters 

Enslaved sisters Emily and Mary Edmonson are 
held in Alexandria’s Bruin slave jail after an 
escape attempt on the schooner Pearl.  The girls’ 
case captures the attention of abolitionists and 
they ultimately gain 
their freedom.  Their 
plight in�uences 
Harriet Beecher Stowe 
and her writing of 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin. 
(present-day sculpture 
at 1707 Duke Street). 

1858
Mount Vernon  
The Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, the   
�rst national preservation organization in 
America, acquires Mount Vernon, the home     
of George Washington.  It opens to the public 
two years later.

1847
Retrocession                
Upset with limited federal �nancial assistance to 
their portion of the District of Columbia and a 
lack of federal voting rights, as well as concerns 
about abolitionists’ efforts to ban slavery in the 
federal district, white Alexandrians vote to 
retrocede from the District of Columbia back     
to the Commonwealth of Virginia. 

The Railroad Comes                
to Alexandria        
By the time the Alexandria Canal linked the City 
to the west via the C&O Canal in 1843, it was 
already in danger of being made obsolete by a 
new technology, the railroad.  Beginning with the 
Alexandria and Harpers Ferry Railroad in 1847, 
by the end of the decade at least three rail 
projects were under construction or being 
planned to connect Alexandria to the west, 
bringing trade, travel, commerce, and industry   
to the city. 

 

1861–65
An Occupied City

One day after Virginia votes to secede from the 
Union, the U.S. Army seizes Alexandria on May 
24, 1861, due to its strategic importance to the 
defense of Washington.  Alexandria remains 
under U.S. military control throughout the     
Civil War.

Defenses of Washington

Fort Ward, one of the largest forts in an extensive 
ring of 164 forts and batteries to defend the 
national capital, is constructed near/over current 
day Braddock Road (present-day Fort Ward 
Museum & Historic Site).

The Thousand Uses of War

Alexandria becomes a major headquarters, 
transportation center, and hospital base for the 
U.S. Army.  It is also a destination for refugees, 
known as “contraband,” and freedom seekers 
�eeing slavery.  The Alexandria National 
Cemetery (1862) and the Contrabands and 
Freedmen’s Cemetery (1864) are established to 
accommodate the community’s rising death toll.

United States Colored                
Troops (USCT) Petition

443 USCT soldiers at the segregated L’Ouverture 
hospital sign a petition asking to be buried 
alongside white soldiers at the Alexandria 
National Cemetery instead of at the Contrabands 
and Freedmen’s Cemetery.  An organized effort at 
equal rights, the soldiers succeed in their request. 

1908
Rosemont and Town of 
Potomac

Developers began selling lots in the Rosemont 
subdivision, a streetcar accessible suburb at the 
foot of Shuter's Hill, adjacent to the new 
Alexandria Train Station.  This area was annexed 
by the City of Alexandria in 1915. Two other 
streetcar suburbs, Del Ray and St. Elmo, merge to 
form the Town of Potomac.    
By 1930, both 
had been 
annexed by 
the City.

1909
Orville Wright’s Flight

In a demonstration �ight from Fort Myer in 
Arlington for the U.S. Army, Orville Wright �ies 
to Shuter’s Hill (now site of the George 
Washington Masonic National Memorial) and 
back.  The Wright brothers are awarded the 
world’s �rst military airplane contract.

1918
Night of Terror Women’s         
Suffrage Court Case

Suffragists arrested in front of the White House 
and cruelly incarcerated at the Occoquan 
Workhouse (known as the “Night of Terror”) are 
vindicated when their March 1918 conviction is 
reversed by the District of Columbia Court of 
Appeals in Alexandria.

1919
Underwater Warfare

The day after the armistice to end World War I   
is signed, construction begins on the Naval 
Torpedo Station on the Alexandria waterfront.  
Workers at the Torpedo Factory build and repair 
torpedoes until the end of World War II, when 
the complex was converted into a federal records 
center.  In 1974, the Torpedo Factory Art Center 
opens and Alexandria Archaeology moves into 
the building in 1979.

1920
Parker-Gray School

The segregated Parker-Gray School opens, 
teaching grades 1 through 8.  In 1936, it 
graduates its �rst high school class.  While    
the United States Supreme Court ruled in     
the 1954 case Brown v. Board of Education that 
racial segregation in public schools is 
unconstitutional, a statewide campaign            
of Massive Resistance to integration keeps 
Parker-Gray                                                                                                                                                                
High School 
segregated 
until 1965.

1932
Washington Tributes

As part of celebrations surrounding the 
bicentennial of George Washington’s birth,   
the George Washington Masonic National 
Memorial is dedicated atop Shuter’s Hill. 

George Washington Memorial Parkway opens, 
connecting Washington, D.C., and Mount 
Vernon.  In Alexandria, Washington Street is 
part of this National Park Service roadway. 

1940
Robinson Library Opens

In response to the 1939 sit-in, the Robert 
Robinson Library is built for the city’s African 
American residents.  With desegregation in the 
1960s, the building is then used for community 
purposes and later becomes the Alexandria Black 
History Museum.

War Effort

The Naval Torpedo Station, (present-day   
Torpedo Factory Arts Center), reopens to produce 
munitions throughout World War II.  After the 
war, it is used to house and process captured 
German records.

1946
“Old Town”

City of Alexandria creates the nation’s third 
regulated Historic District to preserve and protect 
the integrity of its historic downtown area, now 
known as “Old Town.” 

1961
Jim Morrison

Future music legend Jim Morrison of the band 
“The Doors” graduates from George Washington 
High School in Alexandria.  Cass Elliot and John 
Phillips of “The Mamas & The Papas” also 
attended George Washington High School in    
the 1950s.

Civil War Centennial

Fort Ward, one of the best-preserved Union 
earthwork forts in the Defenses of Washington, is 
restored by the City of Alexandria 100 years after 
the Civil War.  The City displaces “The Fort,”   
an African American community established   
after the Civil War, to create this new park and 
museum (present-day Fort Ward Museum & 
Historic Site).  The history of the fort community 
is documented through archaeology and oral 
history and, today, is part of the interpretation of 
the site.

1967-1977
Urban Renewal

The City of Alexandria embarks on a decade-long 
series of six urban renewal projects on both sides 
of the 300, 400, and 500 blocks of King Street. 

1971
“Remember the Titans”

After desegregating its public school system, 
Alexandria’s T.C. Williams High School (now 
Alexandria City High School) wins the state 
football championship.  It captures national fame 
in 2000 with the �lm, Remember the Titans.

1974
President Gerald Ford

Gerald Ford becomes U.S. President and serves   
his �rst 10 days while still living in his Alexandria 
home on Crown View Drive.

Bicentennial Celebration

The former Alexandria 
Naval Torpedo Station 
reopens as the Torpedo 
Factory Art Center, an 
example of adaptive reuse   

of a historic structure.  This is one of Alexandria’s 
contributions to the nationwide Bicentennial 
Celebration.  The �rst Bicentennial Center in the 
nation is Alexandria’s Lyceum.  Gadsby’s Tavern 
Museum and Carlyle House Museum and Park 
also open in preparation for the nation’s 200th 
birthday. 

1975
Alexandria Archaeology

Alexandria establishes the country’s �rst 
archaeological commission and community 
archaeology program, leading to the development 
of the Alexandria Archaeology Museum 
(present-day on the 3rd �oor of the Torpedo 
Factory Art Center) and the Archaeological 
Protection Code.

1984
Parker-Gray Established

Parker-Gray Historic District is established in this 
historically Black neighborhood to protect 
owner-occupied homes from development.

1991
LGBTQ Court Case 

On June 6, 1990, GW’s on King Street kicks two 
lesbians out for dancing together. They �le a 
complaint with the City of Alexandria, which has  
an ordinance to protect against this type of 
discrimination. Their complaint illuminates a   
1934 Virginia law that bans bars from serving gay 
people. In 1991, the Supreme Court rules the    
1934 law unconstitutional.

1999
Foo Fighters

Musician Dave Grohl, a Bishop Ireton student 
from 1984-1986, and the rest of the band Foo 
Fighters record their third album There is Nothing 
Left to Lose in Alexandria. 

2001
September 11th

Alexandria emergency service personnel respond to 
terrorist attacks of September 11 at the Pentagon. 

1791
Federal City  
The �rst and southernmost cornerstone for a new 
Federal capital city is set at Alexandria’s Jones Point 
with help of African American surveyor and 
mathematician, Benjamin Banneker.  In 1801, the 
town of�cially becomes Alexandria County in the 
District of Columbia, or simply Alexandria, D.C.

1792
Commerce on the Rise

Edward Stabler opens an apothecary, one of several 
successful commercial ventures by Quakers in 
Alexandria.  It is operated by his descendants in the 
Leadbeater family until 1933 (present-day Stabler- 
Leadbeater Apothecary Museum).

The new City Tavern opens on Royal Street and 
becomes famous when managed by John Gadsby 
four years later (present-day Gadsby’s Tavern 
Museum).

1799
International Seaport

The Virginia General Assembly designates 
Alexandria an of�cial port of entry for foreign 
vessels on the Potomac River.  Prior to this, in 1793, 
it ranks as the third largest exporter of wheat and 
grains in the United States and, by 1797, it had 
become the 7th largest port in the country.  By the 
turn of the 19th century, local merchants built 
wharves up and down the waterfront, making 
Alexandria one of the busiest seaports in America. 

1937
John L. Lewis

John L. Lewis - labor organizer, president of the 
United Mine Workers of America, and founder   
of the Congress of Industrial Organizations - 
purchases Lee-Fendall House for his family home 
(present-day Lee-Fendall House Museum).

1939
Alexandria Library Sit-In

Attorney Samuel W. Tucker leads �ve young 
African Americans to participate in a “sit-in” at 
the segregated Barrett Library on Queen Street. 
This is one of America’s �rst sit-ins, an organized 
act of civil disobedience in what became the Civil 
Rights Movement.
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2014
A Memorial

Descendants, stakeholders, citizen activists, and 
Alexandria residents commemorate the opening of 
Contrabands and Freedmen Cemetery Memorial 
at 1001 South Washington Steet to honor the 
memory of the lives of 1,711 Freedmen buried 
there, the hardships they faced, and their 
contributions to the City.  

2015
Historic Ships Unearthed

Between 2015 and 2018, archaeologists excavate 
four ship hull remnants along the Alexandria 
waterfront, located on Point Lumley at the foot     
of Duke Street.  These ships were buried here 
sometime in the 18th or early 19th century as 
Alexandrians used the hulks to expand the town’s 
shoreline out into the Potomac River.  

“Alexandria is beyond all comparison 

            the handsomest town in Virginia 
      and indeed is among the �nest in the United States.”
                 
                                   -The Duc de La Rochefoucauld, 1796 

“Its streets, 
     its docks, 
   its warehouses, 
 its dwellings, 
     and its suburbs 
    have been absorbed to the thousand uses of war...”

     - George Alfred Townsend, New York Herald correspondent 
       characterizing Alexandria in 1863 

A l e x a n d r i a a place through time
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