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CHATHAM

SUMMARY

Conclusions

Our studies indicate that considering position, facilities 

employed and important people present, Chatham might well be called 

the most prominent house on the Fredericksburg battlefield.

Historical values and practical aspects combine to make 

Chatham highly desirable as an addition to Fredericksburg and 

Spotsylvania National Military Park.

Recommendation

It is recommended that if a suitable portion of Chatham 

including the mansion, is offered as a donation that favorable 

consideration be given to its acceptance for preservation and 

development as a part of Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania National 

Military Park.
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GENERAL DESCRIPTION

Chatham is located in Stafford County just across the 

Rappahannock River from Fredericksburg. The property includes a 

total of about 167 acres with a little over one half mile of river 

frontage. The strip of land along the river is low with the 

remainder of the property being on a promontory about 60 feet above 

the river.

The portion of the estate being considered for possible 

acceptance by the National Park Service embraces the river frontage 

and about 42 acres, including the mansion and several dependencies. 

See area map at back of report.

EXISTING STATUS

Chatham is privately owned and is used as the residence of 

the owner. The house, dependencies and grounds are well maintained.
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THE RESOURCE

Historical Significance

Chatham, an 18th century brick mansion, originally one 

of several seats of the distinguished Fitzhugh family, is a noted 

example of Georgian architecture. A center of hospitality during 

the late 18th and early 19th centuries, it had its own race track. 

Martha Washington's father, Col. John Dandridge of New Kent, died 

suddenly during a racing meet there and is buried in St. George's 

Church Cemetery, Fredericksburg. Among other visitors throughout 

the years were the Washingtons, the Lees, and numerous dignitaries.

After the Revolution, William Fitzhugh sold Chatham to 

Major Churchill Jones, a veteran of the Revolution. Judge John Coalter 

owned the place in the middle years of the 19th century. At the time 

of the Civil War, Major J. Horace Lacy had possession. It is carried 

on maps and mentioned in Civil War literature as the Lacy House rather 

than as Chatham.

In the spring of 1862 Chatham was General Irvin McDowell's 

headquarters in the course of McClellan's Peninsula Campaign. While 

McClellan moved against Richmond from the east, up the Peninsula 

between the York and James rivers, McDowell was supposed to march 

southward from Fredericksburg. “Stonewall" Jackson's Valley Campaign,
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however, caused withdrawal of most of McDowell's force, and the 

southward march failed to occur.

President Lincoln and his cabinet visited McDowell at 

Chatham on May 23, 1862. Lincoln also came over to Fredericksburg. 

(McDowell had ordered a pontoon bridge placed from Chatham to the 

town, the existing bridges having been destroyed by the Confederates.)

During August 1862, Ambrose E. Burnside was in the 

Fredericksburg area as liaison officer between the forces of McClellan 

on the Peninsula and Pope in Northern Virginia. Burnside used Chatham 

as his headquarters.

Later in the year Burnside commanded the Union Army of the 

Potomac and fought the Battle of Fredericksburg, the historic Federal 

disaster, December 11-16, 1862. In this fighting, General E. V. Sumner, 

Burnside's right wing commander, had his headquarters at Chatham.

Several lesser officers were there and also, on occasion, General 

Burnside, who did not stay all the time at his actual battle station, 

the Phillips House, on the upper tier of Stafford Heights behind Chatham.

Chatham was the key point of Col. C. H. Tompkins' artillery 

group, which severely punished the City of Fredericksburg, and from
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Chatham General D. P. Woodbury directed the engineers in the laying

of the pontoon bridges, one site being directly under Chatham.

In addition to serving as a Union headquarters in the 

Battle of Fredericksburg, Chatham was a flag signal station. This 

battle saw an early use of the field telegraph; Chatham was connected 

by wire to the Phillips House; a wire was also run from Chatham across 

the pontoon bridge into Fredericksburg, but this was not used, since 

there were not enough instruments.

The celebrated nurse Clara Barton watched the building of 

the pontoons and the bombardment of Fredericksburg from Chatham.

Later she crossed the river to care for the wounded and then returned 

to Chatham to work in a hospital established there. All in all, con

sidering position, facilities employed and important people present, 

Chatham might be called the most prominent house on the battlefield.

During the heavy fighting of December 13, Confederate 

General Lee on a high hill behind Fredericksburg could see Chatham, 

where he had courted his wife in the quiet days of yore.

Chatham served as a Federal picket post following the 

Fredericksburg battle and many ordinary soldiers frequented the rooms 

formerly used by generals and staff officers.

Joseph Hooker succeeded Burnside. Lee defeated Hooker in 

the Chancellorsville Campaign of May 1863. The Second Battle of
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Fredericksburg was a phase of this campaign. General John Gibbon,

commanding part of the forces which Hooker had left to threaten 

Fredericksburg, took up headquarters at Chatham. Pontoons were 

laid from the point in front of Chatham to Fredericksburg, as in 

the December battle. Once again a field telegraph ran from the 

Phillips House to Chatham and from Chatham across the Rappahannock 

to Fredericksburg, this time being used for its entire length.

Chatham, along with its grounds, suffered extensively 

during the Civil War. Both have been beautifully restored.
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THE REMAINING OPPORTUNITY

Integrity

Chatham is one of the few houses still standing that was 

there at the time of the Fredericksburg battle. During the period 

of the battle Chatham served as a command headquarters, picket post 

and as a hospital. Available information indicates that no other 

house possesses more important association with the battle of 

Fredericksburg than does Chatham. In addition, it possesses sub

stantial significance relating to the Colonial period.

Adaptability

The defined area is readily adaptable for park purposes 

and interpretive development as a detached unit of Fredericksburg 

and Spotsylvania National Military Park.

The mansion appears to be in a remarkably sound condition. 

The appearance of the mansion and adjoining grounds has undergone 

substantial change or improvement since the Civil War. It is believed 

that with certain adjustments an atmosphere more in keeping with the 

Civil War period could be achieved. Vista clearance along the river 

would add to visitor appreciation.

Comprehensive Unit —------— ' •
The area included within the possible park boundary as 

shown on the map at the back of the report, forms a comprehensive
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unit embracing sufficient property required for effective admin

istration, preservation and interpretation. Most of the historic 

importance of the mansion including the site of the pontoon bridge 

lies within the boundary. The mansion is located equidistant 

between two attractively wooded ravines. These ravines, lying just 

within the area selected, help define it.

Accessibility

Chatham is readily accessible from Route 3, a main State 

artery. State Route 607 runs through the estate. The Fredericksburg 

station of the Richmond, Fredericksburg and Potomac Railroad is 

nearby. The property is only a few minutes drive from Headquarters 

of Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania National Military Park.

The owner, Mr. John Lee Pratt, has indicated a desire to 

will to the National Park Service, the mansion and an appropriate 

amount of land. Mr. Pratt has a deep appreciation of the historic 

values of Chatham and wants to have a representative portion of the 

estate placed in stewardship that will insure perpetuation of these 

values.

Timing

The Civil War Centennial period appears to be an appropriate 

time for this area to be considered for permanent preservation and 

development for public use and enjoyment.
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