Arlington House,
The Robert E. Lee
Memorial

George Washington Parke Custis

Arlington House, an outstanding landmark for more than
a century and a half, is unique in its association with the
families of Washington, Custis, and Lee. Its builder, George
Washington Parke Custis, was the adopted son of George
Washington and later the father-in-law of Robert E. Lee.
Custis thus stands as a link between two of America’s
great men.

Custis married Mary Lee Fitzhugh in 1804. Her charm,
simplicity, and religious ardor were an inspiration both
to him and to their only surviving child, Mary Anna
Randolph, born in 1808. Custis, a far-sighted agricultural
pioneer, painter, playwright, and orator, was most inter-
ested in perpetuating the memory and principles of George
Washington. He planned their house, begun in 1802 but
not completed until 1817, to be a “treasury” of Washing-
ton heirlooms and a place where the Washington tradition
of warm hospitality would be continued.

Arlington, named after the family’s homestead on Virginia’s
Eastern Shore, was built on a hill overlooking the capital
city on a 1,100 acre estate Custis’ father purchased in
1778. The house was designed by George Hadfield, a young
English architect in charge of the construction of the
capitol. The north and south wings were built first and
completed in 1804. The large center section and the
portico, presenting an imposing front 140 feet long, were
finished 13 years later. It was, as Robert E. Lee once re-
marked, “a house anyone might see with half an eye.” The
house attracted much attention and Custis enthusiastically
welcomed all who came to visit, entertaining them with
stories of the Washington relics. Among the many visitors
were the Marquis de Lafayette, Daniel Webster, and
Andrew Jackson.

Young Robert E. Lee, whose mother was a cousin of Mrs.
Custis, frequently visited, too, and it is said that he and
Mary Randolph Custis planted trees near the house when
they were children. On June 30, 1831, after his graduation
from West Point, Lieutenant Lee and Miss Custis were
married here. Lee’s military assignments kept him away
for long periods, and Mrs. Lee spent much of her married
life awaiting his return and raising their seven children,
for whom Arlington was a cherished home. Lee shared
their strong attraction to the house, once writing a young
cousin that here “my affections and attachments are more
strongly placed than at any other place in the world.”
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When George Washington Parke Custis died in 1857, he
left the Arlington estate to Mrs. Lee for her lifetime, and
afterwards to her oldest son and Custis’ namesake. The
estate needed much repair and reorganization, and Lee,
as executor, took a leave of absence from the Army until
1860 to begin the necessary agricultural and financial im-
provements. Before he returned to his regiment, then
stationed in Texas, the Lees extended Arlington’s hospitality
to numerous friends and relatives.

Lee, opposed to the dissolution of the Union, was deeply
distressed when he learned that Virginia had seceded.
Loyal to his native state, however, he resigned from the
U.S. Army on April 20, 1861, and the next morning left
Arlington to offer his services to Virginia. He never re-
turned to the house.

About a month later, with Union occupation imminent,
Mrs. Lee also left, sending most of the family valuables
off to safety. After Arlington became headquarters for
the general superintending the nearby defenses of Washing-
ton, many of the remaining family possessions were moved
to the Patent Office for safekeeping. Some items, however,
including a few of the Mount Vernon heirlooms, had
already been looted and scattered. In 1864, after Mrs. Lee
could not appear in person to pay property taxes, the
Federal Government confiscated the estate and a 200-acre
section was set aside as a national cemetery. Later, through
a Supreme Court decision, Custis Lee, the general’s son,
regained title to the property. In 1883 he sold it to the
U.S. Government for $150,000.

After the war thousands of people came to see the home
of the great Confederate commander whose military genius
and qualities had made him the hero of the South. For
decades the superintendent of the cemetery and some of
his staff used the mansion as offices and living quarters.
On March 4, 1925, Congress empowered the Secretary of
War to restore the house to its appearance prior to the
Civil War, procuring for it, when possible, the mansion’s
original furniture, replicas of that furniture, or other
pieces of a style suitable to the first half of the 19th cen-
tury. The house now contains some of the original furnish-
ings, and where originals could not be obtained, similar
period pieces and a few copies have been substituted. In
1933 Arlington mansion was transferred to the U.S. De-
partment of the Interior, and in 1955 Congress designated
it a permanent memorial to Robert E. Lee.




