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Robert E. Lee once wrote to a cousin that at 
Arlington House "m y affections and attach-
ments are more strongly placed than at any 
other place in the world!' Today this house 
overlooking the Potomac River and Wash-
ington, D.C., is preserved as a memorial to 
General Lee, a man who gained respect of 
Americans in both the North and South.

Arlington House is un iquely associated with 
the families o f Washington, Custis, and Lee, 
for it was bu ilt by George Washington Parke 
Custis. He was the grandson of Martha 
Washington by her firs t marriage to Daniel 
Parke Custis. A fter his father died, young 
Custis was raised by his grandm other and 
her second husband, George Washington, 
at Mount Vernon. Custis, a farsighted agricul-
tural pioneer, painter, playwright, and orator, 
was interested in perpetuating the memory 
and principles of George Washington. His 
house, begun in 1802 but not com pleted

until 1817, became a "treasury" of Washington 
heirlooms. Arlington House, named after 
the Custis fam ily ’s homestead o f V irg in ia ’s 
Eastern Shore, was built on a 445-hectare 
(1,100-acre) estate that Custis' father, John 
Parke Custis, purchased in 1778. The house 
was designed by George Hadfield, a young 
English arch itect who was fo r a tim e in 
charge of the construction of the Capitol. 
The north and south wings were com pleted 
between 1802 and 1804. The large center 
section and the portico, presenting an im-
posing fron t 43 meters (140 feet) long, were 
finished 14 years later. Robert E. Lee de-
scribed the house, situated on a hill high 
above the Potomac, as one "anyone m ight 
see w ith half an eye.’’

In 1804 Custis had m arried M ary Lee 
Fitzhugh. Their on ly  child to survive infancy 
was Mary Anna Randolph Custis, born in 
1808. Young Robert E. Lee, whose mother 
was a cousin of Mrs. Custis, frequently vis-
ited Arlington. Two years after graduating 
from West Point, Lieutenant Lee married 
Mary Custis at A rlington on June 30, 1831. 
For 30 years Arlington House was home to 
the Lees. They spent much of the ir married 
life traveling between U.S. Army duty stations 
and Arlington, where six of the ir seven ch il-
dren were born. They shared this home with 
Mary's parents, the Custises.

When George Washington Parke Custis died 
in 1857, he le ft the Arlington estate to  Mrs. 
Lee fo r her life tim e and afterwards to the 
Lees' e ldest son, George W ashington Custis 
Lee. The estate needed much repair and 
reorganization, and Lee, as executor, took 
a leave of absence from the Arm y until 1860 
to begin the necessary agricultural and f i-
nancial improvements.

Lee was d is tressed when news reached 
him that V irginia had adopted an Ordinance 
of Secession on April 17, 1861. He had 
supported preservation of the Union that his

father and uncles had helped create and 
opposed slavery, but he remained loyal to 
his native state. He was at home at A rlington 
on April 20, 1861, when he made his deci-
sion to  resign his commission in the U.S. 
Army. Two days later Lee le ft A rlington for 
Richmond to accept command of Virginia's 
m ilitary forces with the General Assem bly’s 
approval; he never returned to  Arlington. 
About a month later, w ith Union occupation 
imminent, Mrs. Lee also le ft A rlington, man-
aging to  send some of the fam ily valuables 
off to safety. A fte r A rlington became head-
quarters for the officers who were super-
intending the nearby defenses of Washington, 
many of the remaining fam ily possessions 
w e re  m oved to  the  P a ten t O ff ic e  fo r 
safekeeping. Some items, however, includ-
ing a few of the M ount Vernon heirlooms, 
had already been looted and scattered.

A wartime law required that property own-
ers in areas occupied by Federal troops 
appear in person to pay the ir taxes. Unable 
to com ply with this rule, Mrs. Lee saw her 
estate confiscated in 1864. An 81-hectare 
(200-acre) section was set aside as a m ilitary 
cem etery, the beginning of today’s A rling-
ton National Cemetery. In 1882 G.W.C. Lee's 
suit against the Federal Governm ent for the 
return of his property was successful. By 
then, hundreds of graves covered the hills 
of A rlington and he accepted the G overn-
ment's o ffe r o f $ 150,000 fo r the property.

For some years the superintendent of the 
cem etery and the staff used the mansion as 
offices and liv ing quarters. Beginning in 
1925, the War Departm ent began restoring 
the house, and in 1933 it was transferred to 
the National Park Service. In 1955 the man-
sion was designated as a memorial to Rob-
ert E. Lee. Over the years some of the 
original furnishings have been obtained. The 
hope is to  restore the house to  its pre-Civil 
War appearance and to  recreate the home 
that Lee and his fam ily loved so much.

A Lee Chronology
1 8 0 7  Robert E. Lee is born at S tratford Hall, 
W estmoreland County, Virginia, January 19

1 8 0 8  Mary Anna Randolph Custis is born at Anne- 
fie ld , Clarke County, V irginia, O ctober 1

1 8 2 5 -2 9  Lee attends U.S. M ilita ry Academy at 
West Point; graduates second in class

18 31  Lee marries Mary Custis at Arlington June 30

1 8 3 2 -4 6  Lee children are born; George W ashing-
ton Custis, Mary Custis, W illiam  Henry Fitzhugh, 
Ann Carter, E leanor Agnes, Robert Edward, Jr., 
and M ildred Childe

1 8 4 6 -4 8  Lee serves in Mexican War

1 8 5 2 -5 5  Lee serves as superintendent of U.S. 
M ilitary Academy

1 8 5 7 -5 9  Lee acts as executor o f his father-in- 
law s estate taking two-year leave from active duty

1 8 5 9  Lee commands troops sent to  put down

Lt. Robert E. Lee 1838

John Brown's raid at Harpers Ferry, V irginia (now 
W est Virginia)

1 8 6 1  Virginia secedes April 17; Lee resigns from 
U.S. A rm y April 20; Lee receives command o f V ir-
g inia 's m ilita ry forces A pril 22; A rlington House is 
occupied by Union forces May 24

1 8 6 2 -6 5  Lee is com m ander o f the Army o f N orth-
ern Virginia

1 8 6 4  A rlington Cemetery fo r Union dead is 
established on A rlington House grounds

1 8 6 5  Lee is named genera l-in-ch ief o f the  Arm ies 
o f the Confederate States February 6; Lee sur-
renders to Ulysses S. G rant at Appom attox Court 
House, V irginia, A pril 9

1 8 6 5 -7 0  Lee serves as president o f W ashing-
ton College, Lexington, Virginia

1 8 7 0  Lee dies at Lexington O ctober 12 and is 
bu ried  in chapel o f W ashington College (now 

W ashington and Lee University)
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A Tour of 
Arlington 
House

Follow the numbered descriptions that are 
keyed to the accompanying plan as you tour 
the house.

You enter Arlington House from the portico 
as guests did before 1861.

O In 1824, the Marquis de Lafayette de-
scribed the view across the Potomac to 
Washington from the Center Hall as the 
"finest view in the world." This hall was the 
scene of many happy homecomings and 
farewells for Lee. th e  ceiling lantern is a 
copy of the Mount Vernon lantern that Custis 
brought to the house w ith o ther furnishings. 
High on the walls at the west end of the hall 
are hunting scenes painted by Custis about 
1818.

O The Family Parlor is the room in which 
Lt. Robert E. Lee and Mary Custis were mar-
ried on June 30, 1831. This was the family's

main parlor from 1817 until the white parlor 
was com pleted in 1855.

®  It was Lee's custom to gather roses in 
the garden each morning and place one be-
side the plate of each woman present at 
breakfast in the Family Dining Room. Original 
pieces include china, silver, glassware, and 
the twin serving tables. A copy of a portrait of 
G.W.P. Custis, the builder of Arlington House, 
hangs over the fireplace.

Please walk down the center hall, turn right, 
and go up the rear stairway to the second 
floor. Caution—Steep Staircase.

O  At the top of the stairs you are in the 
Upper Hall that provided access to five bed 
chambers and the G irls' Dressing Room.

0  The Girls’ Dressing Room connects with 
the g irls ’ bedchamber and also was used as 
a playroom. The small cupboard on the  far 
wall belonged to Eleanor Custis who in later 
life presented it to her niece, Mrs. Robert 
Edward Lee.

O  The Lee Girls’ Chamber, a large and 
bright bedroom, was shared by Annie, Agnes, 
and Mildred.

O  The oldest of the four Lee daughters 
occasionally shared her room, Miss Mary's 
Chamber, with Martha "M arkie" Williams, a 
cousin and frequent guest.

O  In the 1850s, Mrs. Lee had two dress-
ing rooms converted into this one Small 
Chamber, with a new doorway cu t into the 
upper hall. It was used for guests.

O  The Lee Boys’ Chamber was shared by 
Custis, W illiam Henry Fitzhugh (Rooney), 
and Robert, Jr.

©  On the night of April 19, 1861, here in 
Colonel and Mrs. Lee’s Chamber, Lee faced 
the grim choice of honoring fam ily ties in 
Virginia dating back six generations or of 
supporting the Union his fam ily had helped 
create. From his long night of solitude, Lee 
emerged with a le tte r of resignation, thus 
ending a 32-year career of service to  his

country. Two days later he le ft Arlington, 
never to return. "I did on ly what my duty 
dem anded,” he said later. The door on the 
right leads into the dressing closet.

Please walk down the adjoining main stair-
way and turn right.

©  The White Parlor was decorated by the 
Lees in 1855. Left unfinished when the rest 
of the house was com pleted about 1818, it 
served as a storeroom fo r almost 40 years. 
Lee selected the marble mantels and pur-
chased the V ictorian parlor furniture.

©  The Morning Room, bu ilt fo r use as a 
parlor, was furnished as a m orning room by 
Mrs. Lee in 1855. Custis used it as his 
auxiliary painting studio. The Revolutionary 
War scene—the Battle o f Monmouth, New 
Jersey—is one o f the largest paintings he 
produced in this room.

©  You enter the Store Room by the door 
on your right and pass through the next door 
on your le ft into the  Conservatory.

©  The Conservatory, also called the “ ca-
m ellia house” by both the Custises and Lees, 
was once an open porch enclosed and used 
to  pro tect Mrs. Lee’s plants in winter.

©  You can see the Office and Studio 
through the doorway at the top of the steps 
on your le ft at the south end o f the Conserva-
tory. From this room Custis, and later Robert 
E. Lee, managed the estate.

To see the north wing, please turn right as 
you leave the house. Walk along the rear of 
the house to the north wing porch.

©  In the Outer Hall Pantry, finishing touches 
were put on food on its way to the dining 
room.

been prom ised th e ir freedom  in Custis’ w ill. 
Caution—Low Doorway.

©  From the Inner Hall you view  the Custis 
Chamber.

©  This part of the north wing of the house 
was to have been one large banquet room, 
but it was partitioned and served as Mr. and 
Mrs. Custis' Chamber, a sewing room, guest 
chamber, and inner hall. The wooden man-
te lp iece is the oldest in the house.

©  Many visitors to Arlington were accom-
modated overn ight in this Guest Chamber.

Please step down from the inner hall and 
continue on your right to go downstairs to 
the ce llar rooms. Caution —Low Doorway.

Equipped with a cookstove and utensils 
typical of the period, this Winter Kitchen 
(not shown on plan) w ith its huge center 
chim ney helped to  warm the upstairs rooms 
in w inter. The area beyond the chim ney was 
used as a laundry.

Wine and brandy made from fru it grown at 
A rlington and on o ther Custis farms were 
stored in the Wine Cellar (not shown on 
plan).

You may also see the slaves’ quarters on 
the west c ircu lar drive. The museum, just 
beyond the vegetable garden north of the 
mansion, contains an exhib it about Robert 
E. Lee.

Access/Hours of Operation

Subway service is available from Washington 
and A lexandria on B lue Line trains. Parking 
is available at the Arlington Cemetery Visitor 
Center. From there you may walk to  the 
house o r ride the Tourmobile, a conces-
sioner-operated service. Tourmobiles oper-
ate from  8 a.m. to 7 p.m. April through 
September and from 8 a.m. to  5 p.m. October 
through March.

Arlington House is open 9:30 a.m. to  4:30 
p.m. year-round. Park guides are on duty to 
answer your questions. Guided tours for 
groups are available by appointment.

©  A Bath and water c loset were installed 
by Lee in the 1850s.

At the Bath, please turn right and step up 
into the oldest section of the north wing.

©  In the School and Sewing Room c lo th -
ing was made and the children and slaves 
received the ir education from Mrs. Custis 
and later from Mrs. Lee. The slaves had

Arlington House, the Robert E. Lee Memo-
rial, is part of the National Park System, one 
of more than 370 parks that are important 
examples of our nation’s natural and cultural 
heritage. For further inform ation about this 
park, write to: Superintendent, George Wash-
ington Memorial Parkway, Turkey Run Park, 
McLean, VA 22101.
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