
history of arlington house
history of arlington house is a captivating narrative that intertwines the legacies of American
history, architecture, and the profound impact of the Civil War. Situated in Arlington, Virginia, this
iconic mansion served as the residence of George Washington Parke Custis, the step-grandson of
George Washington, and later became an important site during the Civil War. The house has
witnessed significant events and transformations, reflecting the socio-political changes of its time.
This article delves into the architectural significance, historical context, and the legacy of Arlington
House, providing a comprehensive overview of its importance in American history.
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Architectural Significance of Arlington House
Arlington House, also known as the Custis-Lee Mansion, is a prime example of neoclassical
architecture in the United States. Designed by George Washington Parke Custis, the house was
completed in 1818 and showcases a variety of architectural elements that reflect the design trends of
the early 19th century.

Design Features
The structure features a distinctive portico with columns, expansive terraces, and large windows that
offer stunning views of the Potomac River and Washington, D.C. The use of local materials,
particularly Aquia Creek sandstone, exemplifies the integration of the house into its natural
surroundings. The design is both functional and aesthetic, serving as a reflection of Custis's desire to
create a home that celebrated his family's connection to George Washington.

Interior Layout
The interior of Arlington House is equally impressive, with spacious rooms adorned with period
furnishings that reflect the opulence of the time. The grand parlor, dining room, and multiple



bedrooms showcase the wealth and status of the Custis family. Each room is meticulously designed,
featuring intricate moldings, high ceilings, and large fireplaces, which were essential for heating
during the colder months.

Historical Context of Arlington House
The history of Arlington House is deeply intertwined with the Custis and Lee families, whose
narratives shaped the legacy of the estate. George Washington Parke Custis inherited the land from
his grandfather, George Washington, and built the house as a tribute to his legacy and a symbol of his
family's prominence.

The Custis Family Legacy
The Custis family played a significant role in the early development of Virginia and the United States.
Custis was an ardent supporter of the American Revolution and sought to preserve the memory of
Washington through various means, including the establishment of the Arlington estate. The family’s
wealth stemmed from both land ownership and agricultural production, which was heavily reliant on
enslaved labor.

Robert E. Lee and His Connection
In 1831, Arlington House became the property of Robert E. Lee when he married Mary Anna Custis,
George Washington Parke Custis's daughter. Lee's tenure at Arlington House connected the estate to
the Confederate cause during the Civil War. His decision to join the Confederacy had profound
implications for both his family and the estate itself, leading to its transformation into a military
headquarters during the war.

Arlington House During the Civil War
The outbreak of the Civil War in 1861 marked a significant turning point for Arlington House. With
Lee's decision to fight for the Confederacy, the Union Army seized the estate, which was strategically
located overlooking the capital.

Military Significance
Arlington House's location made it a critical site for military operations. The Union Army established a
fort on the grounds, and the estate was used as a headquarters for various military leaders. The
presence of troops and the construction of defenses altered the landscape of Arlington, as the house
became a symbol of the conflict between the North and South.



Impact on the Grounds
As the war progressed, the grounds surrounding Arlington House were transformed into Arlington
National Cemetery. The decision to bury Union soldiers on the estate grounds was both practical and
symbolic, as it linked the memory of the fallen with the estate that had once belonged to a
Confederate general. This act ensured that Arlington House would forever be associated with the
sacrifices made during the Civil War.

Restoration and Preservation Efforts
Following the war, Arlington House fell into disrepair, reflecting the turbulent history that had
unfolded within its walls. However, preservation efforts began in the late 19th century, aiming to
restore the house to its former glory.

National Park Service Involvement
In 1933, Arlington House was designated as part of the George Washington Memorial Parkway and
came under the management of the National Park Service. This marked the beginning of extensive
restoration efforts to preserve the architectural integrity and historical significance of the estate. The
National Park Service has since undertaken various initiatives to maintain the house and educate the
public about its history.

Modern Restoration Efforts
In recent years, Arlington House has undergone significant restoration, including repairs to its
structural elements and the preservation of its interiors. These efforts have aimed to ensure that the
house remains a vital part of American heritage, allowing future generations to understand its
historical importance.

Legacy and Cultural Impact
The legacy of Arlington House extends beyond its physical structure; it represents a complex
narrative of American history, encompassing themes of war, family, and memory. The house serves
as a poignant reminder of the sacrifices made during the Civil War and the ongoing struggle for civil
rights in the United States.

Symbol of Reconciliation
Today, Arlington House stands as a symbol of reconciliation between the North and South. It draws
visitors from all over the world, offering insights into the personal and political complexities of the
time. The house is not only a testament to the Custis and Lee families but also to the broader story of
America’s journey toward unity and healing.



Educational Role
In addition to being a historical site, Arlington House plays an important educational role. The National
Park Service conducts programs and tours aimed at educating visitors about the significance of the
house and its role in American history. This educational focus helps to ensure that the lessons of the
past are not forgotten and that the stories of those who lived there continue to resonate.

Conclusion
The history of Arlington House is a rich tapestry woven from the threads of American heritage,
architecture, and the human experience. Its architectural beauty, historical significance, and role
during the Civil War make it an essential part of the American narrative. As a site of memory and
reflection, Arlington House serves as a reminder of the complexities of our nation's history and the
enduring impact of the choices made by those who came before us.

Q: What is the significance of Arlington House in American
history?
A: Arlington House is significant as it was the home of George Washington Parke Custis and later
Robert E. Lee. Its history encapsulates the complex narratives of the American Civil War, the legacy of
slavery, and the evolution of national memory.

Q: When was Arlington House built?
A: Arlington House was built between 1802 and 1818, with George Washington Parke Custis
overseeing its construction to honor his grandfather, George Washington.

Q: What role did Arlington House play during the Civil War?
A: During the Civil War, Arlington House was seized by Union forces and used as a military
headquarters. The grounds were transformed into Arlington National Cemetery, which became a final
resting place for many Union soldiers.

Q: How has Arlington House been preserved over the years?
A: Arlington House has undergone various restoration efforts, particularly after it was designated a
national park in 1933. The National Park Service has been instrumental in maintaining and restoring
the house and its grounds.

Q: Can visitors tour Arlington House today?
A: Yes, Arlington House is open to the public, and visitors can tour the mansion, learn about its
history, and explore the surrounding cemetery.



Q: Why is Arlington House associated with Robert E. Lee?
A: Arlington House became associated with Robert E. Lee because he was married to Mary Anna
Custis, George Washington Parke Custis's daughter. Lee's ownership and subsequent actions during
the Civil War significantly impacted the estate's history.

Q: What architectural style is Arlington House designed in?
A: Arlington House is designed in the neoclassical architectural style, featuring elements such as a
portico with columns and spacious, well-proportioned rooms.

Q: What is the current status of Arlington House?
A: Arlington House is currently maintained as a historic site by the National Park Service and serves as
a cultural and educational resource highlighting American history.
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