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In 1791, President George Washington and the Commissioners of Public Buildings Began Constructing a New Federal City on the Potomac River.  Building stone needed to be found for the first of the new buildings for the new city: The Capitol and The Executive Residence.  It was, on an island in Aquia Creek, Stafford County, Virginia.  Purchased for the Commissioners of Public Buildings by Pierre L’Enfant and thereafter known as Government Island.

This report was prepared for the Stafford County Board of Supervisors and was published in Stafford, Virginia on March 15, 2001.  This report was developed by the Government Island Committee, a committee established by the Stafford County Board of Supervisors on July 13, 1999 by Resolution R99-285 for the purpose, “…to recommend appropriate measures for historic preservation; advise on interpretation of the resources; provide on advice on access to the island; and to recommend appropriate visitation alternatives (for and to Government Island).”  

The views in this report do not necessarily represent the views and/or policies of the Stafford County Board of Supervisors or the Stafford County Government.  It was written by the Government Island Committee, Robert J. Kapsch, Committee Project Manager.  It was designed and produced by Viviane Silverman, Quicksilver Design, Fairfax, Virginia, under contract to the Stafford County Government and under the supervision of the Government Island Committee.

Cover Illustration:

John Guth of Stafford County, Virginia, examines the quarry face left by the Government Island quarriers over two hundred years ago.  Photographer: Lou Cordero, Fredericksburg, Va., The Free Lance-Star.  Reproduction by permission.
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Government Island and Stafford County
     This report is the latest chapter in the history of the preservation of Government Island, and the subsequent actions needed to protect the unique historic and natural resources on the island and to make these resources accessible for the interest and enjoyment of the citizens of Stafford County and others.  Numerous Stafford County residents and others were involved in the preservation of Government Island.

In the autumn of 1992, Stafford County resident Jane Henderson Conner contacted me.  Jane had become interested in the unique history of Government Island  through research began over a decade earlier.  She wanted Government Island preserved and me if Stafford County government would be willing to Government Island.  It was Jane Henderson that alerted me to the unique history and beauty of this island, although at the time I was not totally sure that Stafford County should or would expend the needed money to buy the property and thus save it from development.

      Jane had also approached Rex W. Scouten, Curator of the White House, to see if the White House could take action to buy the property.  Jane told me of  Mr. Scouten’s very strong interest in preserving Government Island because of its strong association with the construction of the White House.  But she also informed me that Mr. Scouten had told her that he knew of no funds that could be used for this purpose.

      Through Rex Scouten, Jane arranged for a tour of the White House for myself and members of the Stafford County Board of Supervisors.  At the time the exterior masonry was undergoing its first restoration since being burned by the British in 1817.  The Aquia stone had been stripped of some thirty or so coats of paint revealing the intricate eighteenth century carving and the warm color of the stone that had originated at Government Island.  I think it was at that point that I and members of the Board of Supervisors became fully committed to the preservation of Government Island.

       Jane asked me if the Ferry Farm Committee would be willing to acquire Government Island.  Ferry Farm, the boyhood home of George Washington, was partially owned by Stafford County.  It was overseen by a Committee that included myself and Stafford County Board of Supervisors Alvin Y. Bandy,  Ferris M. Belman, Sr., and Lyle Ray Smith.   These Supervisors, like myself, became very interested in preserving Government Island.  But the Ferry Farm budget had little leeway to acquire new properties.  And the asking price for Government Island was very high-- $400,000.  

      A short time later, the Ferry Farm Committee was absorbed into the George Washington Boyhood Home Foundation.  Like many other worthy nonprofit organizations, the financial needs of the Foundation exceeded its income.  It was at that point that I and the members of the Board of Supervisors became convinced that if Government Island was to be preserved it would have to be by action of Stafford County Government.

      The owner of Government Island was threatening to subdivide Government Island into residential lots and clear cut  the land.  Jane Henderson and I met with the owner on two occasions to see if Stafford County could buy the island at a fair and equitable price.  We were unsuccessful.  Subsequently, the Board of Supervisors appointed a committee to continue negotiations.  This committee was composed of Ferris M. Belman, Sr., Kenneth T. Mitchell, and myself.  We met with the property owner in Richmond but still couldn’t reach a fair and equitable price with the owner.  Rex Scouten also helped.  He invited the property owner to the White House to try to convince him to sell the property to Stafford County at a reasonable price.  This also didn’t work.

      In 1998, I, with the approval of the Board of Supervisors, made an offer to the property owner of approximately half of the original asking price.  This worked and Government Island was deeded to Stafford County on August 19, 1998.

      Once acquire, the Board of Supervisors then undertook other actions to preserve Government Island.  On July 13, 1999, for example, the Board of Supervisors unanimously passed Resolution R99-285 establishing the Government Island Committee which produced this report.  Our old friend, Rex Scouten, was appointed Chairman.  I was privileged to serve on this Committee and to undertake the necessary planning, administrative functions and support that the Committee needed.  The Board of Supervisors took other actions.  On January 4, 2000 the Board unanimously passed Resolution R00-57 authorizing the County Administrator to nominate Government Island to the National Register of Historic Places.   

      It has been said that democracy moves slow and inefficiently.  Perhaps, but the preservation of Government Island by Stafford County Government has been a success story.  It was a success due to the sustained interest of Jane Henderson Conner and Rex W. Scouten and the continued and long term support of members of the Stafford County Board of Supervisors who recognized the national historical significance of Government Island.  These included former members of the Board of Supervisors: Alvin Y. Bandy; Ferris M. Belman, Sr.; Lindbergh A. Fritter; Robert C. Gibbons; Kenneth T. Mitchell; Linda V. Musselman; and Lyle Ray Smith.  It also includes the current members of the Board of Supervisors: David R. Beiler; Ferris M. Belman, Sr.; Jack R. Cavalier; Peter J. Fields; Robert C. Gibbons; Kenneth T. Mitchell and Linda V. Musselman.








C. M. Williams, Jr.








County Administrator







Stafford County
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PREFACE__________________________

      My interest in the preservation of Government Island, and my concurrent interest in making it available to the American public, began in 1990.  I was Curator of the White House and Jane Henderson Conner came into my office in the course of researching the history of Government Island.  She was interested in what we knew.  Although I was aware of Government Island as a source of building stone for the construction of the White House, the Capitol and other government buildings, there was at that time not much information in our files.

      Over the next several years, with the assistance of Jane and many others from Stafford County, I learned much more about Government Island and what a significant resource it is to the county, the state and the nation.  In 1992, while developing plans for the 200th anniversary of the construction of the White House, I was able to develop special programs that highlighted the old quarries.  It was a fascinating story.  People were interested.

      My work with Government Island has afforded me the opportunity to meet a large number of very special and energetic people who were also concerned about the future of Government Island.  First and foremost of these were the Stafford County Administrator, C.M. Williams, and the members of the Stafford County Board of Supervisors.  It was my pleasure to have many of these individuals to lunch at the White House for the purpose of talking about the future of Government Island.  It was the interest by these people that led to the acquisition of this important historical site by Stafford County in 1997. 

      In many respects this report is the latest effort of a continuum of the effort of these many individuals to preserve Government Island and once preserved, to make this unique historical site accessible to the citizens of the United States.  It is my fervent hope that this report will serve that purpose.







Rex W. Scouten







Chairman







The Government Island Committee
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Jane Henderson Conner in front of tombstone carved from aquia stone, Aquia Church, Stafford County, Virginia.  

Photographer: ___________,   Reproduction by permission.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY____________

      On December 2, 1791, Pierre L’Enfant, on behalf of the Commissioners of the Federal Buildings in the new City of Washington, purchased Government Island from George Brent.  The Commissioners wanted to quarry the building stone on the island, known as freestone, for the construction of the public buildings of the new city, notably the White House and the Capitol.  They were aware from George Washington and others that this area produced a sandstone that could be easily worked and could be used in building.  Held by the government for many years, the island reverted to private ownership after the Civil War.  In 1997, the Board of Supervisors of Stafford County, in recognition of Government Island as a unique historical resource, purchased the island.  On July 13, 1999, the Board of Supervisors established the Government Island Committee to advise them on how to best use this unique resource. 

      Under the chairmanship of Rex W. Scouten, former Curator of The White House, the Government Island Committee concluded that this resource could best be preserved by continuing the property in Stafford County ownership and by establishing a low-impact park either from Washington, D.C. or Richmond, Virginia.  This would provide public access without being disruptive to the adjacent property owners and without a large initial investment or contributing investments for the maintenance of this property that would provide public access to these unique historical resources without proving unduly disruptive to the adjacent property owners and without the need for a large initial investment or large contributing investments for the maintenance of this property.

       The Committee recommended development of a small parking lot on land adjacent to Coal Landing Road and owned by Dominion Virginia Power Company as part of their right of way; that access to the island be developed via a trail on the south side of Austin Run on property owned by Aquia Harbor Property Owners Association; that only minimal development on the island be undertaken, including interpretative signs, trails, and perhaps minimal comfort facilities.  Other recommendations contained in this report identify archeological opportunities on the island, need for preservation designation by state and federal authorities and other topics dealing with the preservation and public use of Government Island.

Draft final report 11.02.01 (aquia layout 3  10/9/01 – Number 12)

Draft final report 11.02.01 (aquia layout 3  10/9/01 – Number 13)

INTRODUCTION

      On the Isle of Portland, United Kingdom, in front of a vast hole in the ground, a sign reads: “From Here Came St. Paul’s Cathedral.”  On Government Island, Stafford County, Virginia, on such a sign might be written: “From Here Came the Capitol of the United States and the White House.”

      The stone from Government Island was first quarried at the end of the seventeenth century and used on, and in many ways in colonial Virginia and other colonies.  But the heyday of the quarries on Government Island was its service in building of the new federal city, Washington, D.C., a ten square mile site consisting of land from a northern state, Maryland, and a southern state, Virginia.  To mark the boundaries, forty boundary markers were created of Aquia Creek sandstone, then called freestone. 

      Pierre L’Enfant, an engineer from France and veteran of the Revolution, was commissioned by President George Washington to not only to design the city but to build stone edifices of European stature, edifices the Old World would admire.  Major L'Enfant searched to find sources for stone.  He determined upon the use of a small island located in Aquia Creek in Stafford County.  In December of 1791, L'Enfant purchased the island for the United States government.

      For years hired slaves and free workmen alike labored upon the island to extract stone to ship by boat down Aquia Creek and up the Potomac River.  At Washington the stone would then be hauled off the ships and pulled by oxen to the building sites.  With time the quarries were abandoned, no longer needed for stone.  The island landscape, made rugged by the dramatic quarry remains and great stone blocks left behind, grew up in vegetation, thick with trees, and shrouded in vines.  By the late twentieth century it was a place of remarkable natural beauty.

      With this in mind, the Stafford County Board of Supervisors purchased it to preserve on August 19, 1998, in the interest of future generations.

      Once purchased the next issue that of what should be done with Government Island.  To assist in addressing this issue, the Stafford County Board of Supervisors established the Government Island Committee, which would develop recommendations for the Board of Supervisors.

      In 1999, Rex W. Scouten, who worked for ten Presidents at the White House for over five decades as Secret Service agent, chief usher, and curator, was asked to establish the Government Island Committee.  He chose the following people: 
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Charles Atherton has been the Secretary of the United States Commission on Fine Arts since 1959.  A Fellow in the American Institute of Architects, Mr. Atherton also serves on several Boards related to architecture and history.

      Jane Henderson Conner is president emeritus of the Stafford County Historical Society and member of the Stafford County Historical Commission.  She began research of the island in 1979.  She brought the attention of the Board of Supervisors to the island’s historical significance.  

      William Ensign, also a Fellow in the American Institute of Architects, has served as Assistant Architect of the Capitol for fifteen years and also as Acting Architect of the Capitol.  He has been advisor to over ten Washington, D.C. organizations.

      Dr. Robert J. Kapsch, Senior Scholar in Historic Architecture and Engineering of the National Park Service was for many years Chief of the HABS/HAER architectural and engineering documentation program.  He has extensively studied the construction of the White House.

      Robert Stanton, Director of the National Park Service, was represented by Marcia Keener a Stafford County resident employed by the National Park Service.  

      William Seale is not only author of many books about the White House, but he is also consultant on historic houses.  He is editor of White House History, Journal of the White House Historical Association.
      H. Alexander Wise, the director of the Virginia Department of Historic Resources, was represented by Caller Loth, well known authority on colonial history and Virginia architecture.

In addition, Stafford County was represented on the Committee:

      C.M. Williams Jr. the County Executive represented Stafford County.  He maintains a longtime interest in the history of Stafford County and Virginia.  He was assisted by Wendy Mallow, Administrative Assistant.

       The committee met often.  They worked independently, and together, researching the best way to fully highlight this historic site yet preserves its historic significance and natural beauty.  The result of the committee’s findings  and specific recommendations to the Board of Supervisors for the preservation and interpretation of Government Island are found in the following pages.
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ISSUES, OPTIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND COST

      The Government Island Committee established by the Stafford County Board of Supervisors on July 13, 1999 by Resolution R99-285 was charged to“…recommend  appropriate measures for historic preservation; advise on interpretation of the resources; provide advice on access to the island; and recommend appropriate visitation alternatives (for and to Government Island).”

      In contemplating this charge, the Government Island Committee identified specific issues: publications; access and parking; ownership and management; operations; external support/technical support; and funding.

      The issues were discussed by the Committee.  In some cases the committees had to make trips to Government Island to investigate actual conditions.  In many cases additional research had to be undertaken by committee members.  Papers were prepared on many of these issues and circulated amongst committee members.

      Generally, issues were resolved in committee by consensus.  The findings and recommendations contained in this report therefore represent the consensus of the Government Island Committee.

I   NATURAL AND CULTURAL RESOURCES

            The first issue that the Government Island committee addressed was the relative importance of the cultural and natural resources of Government Island. Committee members reviewed available historical and natural resource documentation, listened to the opinions of experts in these fields, and conducted field trips.

      The conclusion reached by the committee was that the cultural and natural resources of Government Island were extremely important and were of national significance.  It was the opinion of the Committee that the unique cultural and natural resources of Government Island should certainly be protected by state and local regulations, such as the state-administered National Register for Historic Places program, and should also be nominated as a National Historical Landmark.
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      The committee was impressed with the integrity of sites remaining on Government Island relating to the construction program of Washington, D.C.  At least six (6) individual quarry sites well illustrate the method of quarrying the building stone.  What appears to be the remains of the stone wharf used to ship the building stone as well as the oxen trail for the transportation of stone to the wharf, are readily apparent.  Rare survivors are the building foundations of the houses that sheltered the workers two hundred years ago, complete with the descendants of daffodils planted there.  Some mysteries confound even the most careful researchers.  The function of the approximately eighteen foot by twenty-five foot oval, constructed of dry-laid stone construction, is unknown.  What was the function of the ditch leading from one of the quarrying sites?  Other objects are less vague, such as several of the original “R.S.” boundary markers, for the owner Robert Stewart and the occasional mason marks made by as yet unidentified masons.  As additional research is undertaken on this island, undoubtedly we will find out many things about workers and techniques that have been long forgotten.  Visitors will share in the discoveries.  

      Committee members favorably compared Government Island’s possibilities to what is found today on the British Isle of Portland, an open-air museum of the nature and type envisioned by the committee for Government Island.  On the Isle of Portland, the visiting public enjoys watching historical quarrying demonstrations and transporting techniques.
     

      The committee was also greatly impressed with the natural resources of Government Island.  Besides being important to the history of our country, Government Island is also a very beautiful site and should be preserved for its beauty and natural resources.

      Government Island possesses resources both seen and unseen.  The island probably has considerable archeological resources, including prehistoric ones.  A preliminary archeological survey should be conducted to identify archeologically sensitive areas and assess the probability of artifact deposits.  As interest in the island increases some archeological excavations should be conducted.


      The issues of ownership and management of Government Island were addressed by the Committee and the subcommittee dedicated to this subject.  The Committee felt that deciding upon the ultimate ownership of the island was the next important step to be taken, once the great importance of the island’s cultural and natural resources had been determined.
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II. OWNERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT
      The committee investigated other alternatives to continued ownership by Stafford County.  For example, alternatives such as transferring the island to the National Park Service, to the Commonwealth of Virginia, or a non-profit organization were discussed.  Because of budgetary cutbacks in the last decade, the committee found that opportunities to transfer title and management of the island to another governmental entity or a non-profit organization were either non-existent or extremely limited.  The National Park Service, for example, has new policies prohibiting the acceptance of lands such as Government Island that have been put in place over the last decade thereby eliminating any possibility of transferring Government Island to them.  Non-profit organizations in the general area of Stafford Count were also interviewed as possible recipients for Government Island but none seemed appropriate.  The committee’s conclusion is that Stafford County must keep and preserve Government Island and that this will be an ever more valuable asset to the county and its residents in the years to come.


III. ACCESS AND PARKING

      The next issue to be addressed by the committee was access.  It is the committee’s belief that the unique resources of Government Island should be made readily available to visitors and local citizen alike.

      The Committee discussed many ways in which access might be provided.  Ferry boat service from adjacent areas was rejected as being too expensive, as would the construction of boat docking facilities on Government Island.

      The subcommittee undertook a reconnaissance of possible land access routes to Government Island, to find a low-cost access route that would not intrude upon existing housing or neighborhood developments.  The route along the southern side of Austin Run would meet these needs.

      The recommended access would begin east along Coal Landing Road to the current right-of-way of Dominion Virginia Power north of Coal Landing Road, where a small parking lot would need to be built by Stafford County, in agreement with Dominion Virginia Power which would have the use of their right-of-way for this purpose.  The parking lot would serve only a small number of automobiles, perhaps ten (10) maximum, with an additional space for a single school bus.
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      From the parking lot a trail would lead to the south side of Austin Run, and then east toward Government Island.  A wooden walkway would be needed (similar to those on the trail to Mount Vernon) over certain wetland areas.  This walkway would be constructed by Stafford County, in agreement with the Aquia Harbor Property Owners Association.  The walkway would be constructed to facilitate the travel of handicapped to the island.


IV.  OPERATIONS

      The committee addressed how Government Island might be operated, the degree of development that might take place on there, and the type of services to be furnished to visitors.  The committee examined three National Park Service sites with comparable operational settings: Theodore Roosevelt Island; Claude Moore Farm (formerly Turkey Run) and the more intensely developed Oxon Hill Farm in Maryland.  The options considered by the committee varied: a continuation of Government Island in its present state; an that would include, for example, camping facilities, boat docks, etc.

      The committee recommended that the island’s small scale and natural beauty lend the site best to passive recreational activity, resulting in very little disturbance to the topography.  The committee recommended that the most appropriate course of action for Government Island would be a low-impact, low-cost alternative.  Under this plan, Stafford County residents would be encouraged to visit Government Island for hiking and related activities and to enjoy the historical and natural resources of the island.  More intensive activities that would require large expenditures of capital and/or staffing, such as camping facilities, boating facilities, visitor centers, are not recommended as appropriate by the committee. The committee recommended that interpretation should be limited to self-guiding trails and signs. 

      Activities that the committee encouraged included school group visits, guided walks (for example, for the elderly), wildlife viewing, and photography.  Other appropriate uses might include research and resource inventory and resource monitoring.  Specific anniversaries or celebrations of key events in history, official openings, and dedications may also be held for substantial crowds in keeping with available island capacity and facilities.
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      Over time, as interest, resources, and facilities allow, responsible groups might be allowed to undertake picnicking, camping and related activities on Government Island.  Small boat access might be developed in conjunction with lightly traveled regional water trails that link Government Island to the Potomac River Basin historic and natural sites.

      The subcommittee recommended that facilities on Government Island, if any, should be appropriate in every way to the carrying capacity and intended usage of the area.  Development should be harmonious with the cultural and natural resources, esthetically pleasing, functional, energy and water efficient, and cost effective.


V. EXTERNAL & TECHNICAL SUPPORT

      The committee looked at what assistance might be provided to Stafford County in the public operation of Government Island.  The consensus of the subcommittee was that technical support from other organizations was available and should be sought in the establishment and operation of Government Island as a park.  The committee felt that its representatives could provide a direct avenue for access to such technical support.

       One example is technical support from the National Park Service.  Marcia Keener, a program analyst with the National Park Service, volunteered her services in identifying technical services available within the National Park Service and how these services could help Stafford County in establishing and operating Government Island as a county-owned park.

      Another example is technical support from the State of Virginia.  Calder Loth, representing H. Alexander Wise, Director of the Virginia Department of Historic Resources and an experienced historic preservation consultant, indicated that he could assist in identifying technical services within the State of Virginia and in making technical assistance available to Stafford County to develop and operate Government Island.

      Other members of the committee  similarly indicated that they could provide technical assistance to Stafford County on this subject.  Through William Ensign, Stafford County could gain access to specialized expertise in the Office of the Architect of the Capitol; or through Rex Scouten access could be gained for special expertise existing in the White House curatorial staff; or through Charles Atherton access to expertise in the United State Commission of Fine Arts.
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     The committee identified opportunities that exist with other organizations.  The Chesapeake Bay Gateways and Water Trail Initiative, for example, connects people with the Chesapeake Bay region’s special places and stories and may be helpful in developing appropriate interpretation for Government Island.  The Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trail and the Potomac River Greenways also offer similar expertise that could assist in the development of Government Island, particularly as it relates to interpreting the island.  Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance Program of the National Park Service for involving neighbors and the public in joint projects and in gaining the necessary public awareness is another possible source of technical assistance.

      The committee found that formation of a non-profit advocacy group should be considered to work with Stafford County to provide needed technical assistance and to provide a public interest forum during the planning process, provide a source of volunteers, explore partnership opportunities, deal or assist with issues, protect or patrol the area’s resources, and establish an information exchange network with potential sources of technical assistance and funding.

      The committee felt that financial grants would be more difficult to secure than technical assistance.  First, although there are organizations, both private and public, that provide funding to organizations developing cultural and natural resources, generally funding for such purposes is relatively scarce and difficult to obtain.  Second, it is always more difficult for a governmental entity to secure such funding than a non-profit organization. However funding is available and should be sought to assist in the development and operation of Government Island.  


VI.  ESTIMATED COSTS

      Finally, the committee looked at the issue of costs.  Although the committee recommends a low-impact, low-cost recommendation on the development and operation of Government Island, it is also aware that some money will be required for this purpose.  Further, although it may be possible to attract grant and other outside funding for this purpose, the bulk of the funding would be borne by Stafford County.

      Two general areas of costs for developing and operating Government Island as a park:
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1. One time capital costs incurred to make Government Island accessible and to provide minimal facilities for the use of the public.

2. Recurring annual costs for the continued use of Government Island as a Stafford County park.

Capital costs.  The committee identified the following costs, a total of $230,000, needed on a one-time basis for making Government Island accessible and to provide minimal facilities for the public:

a) Parking Area (to be located on the property of Dominion Virginia Power). $10,000.  Includes:

1) Driveway access from Coal Landing Road to the parking area, two lane, hard packed surface (gravel), say 24 feet wide with undeveloped shoulders..

2) Parking area of hard packed surface and adequate in size to park ten (10) automobiles and one (1) bus and with adequate clearances.  One parking space to be over sized to meet handicapped standards and to be appropriately signed.

b) Access Trail to Government Island (along the south side of  Austin Run and to be located primarily on property of the Aquia Harbor Property Owners Association and Dominion Virginia Power).  $150,000.  Includes:

1) 2500 lineal feet of hard packed (stone and dust) trail from parking lot and along south bank of Austin Run, eight (8) feet in width.

2) 1100 lineal feet of boardwalk with rails to carry the trail over wetland areas, eight (8) feet in width, pressure treated lumber and with slopes amenable to wheel chair accessibility.

3) One (1) wooden bridge, eight (8) feet wide, pressure treated lumber, to carry trail across Austin Run and with slopes amenable to wheel chair accessibility.

c) Signs, including a large sign at the driveway entrance to the parking lot on Coal Landing Road, large sign at the parking lot depicting the trail to the Island and trails on the island, and a series of perhaps twelve (12) interpretive signs strategically located around the island.  $30,000.  Include:
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1) Two (2) large signs.

2) Twelve (12) small interpretative signs.

d) Minimal development on the island including clearing and marking of trails, etc.  $10,000.

e) Contingency, administrative and design costs for the above.  $30,000.


Recurring Costs.  Three types of recurring costs were identified:

1. Park operations.  Although the committee recommends a low-cost, low-impact option for Government Island, the committee also recognizes that some expense will be necessary. To a greater or lessor degree county employees will be required to organize interpretive tours, develop interpretative brochures, coordinate Government Island activities with other governmental entities, organize and conduct school tours, prepare grant requests and undertake other activities associated with normal park operations.  Although the committee did not feel that an extensive paid staff would be required, some paid personnel will be needed as activities could not be conducted entirely by unpaid volunteers (although the committee would encourage the use of volunteers in support of park operations).  The committee would recommend that the Stafford County Board of Supervisors begin with as small a staff as practicable and, if there is demonstrated need to increase the staff at a later time, to address the subject at that time.  The committee recommended a staff of two part-time employees.  The cost would be salary plus benefits plus approximately fifteen percent of labor costs for normal office and related expenses.  Office space would be provided office in the existing county administration offices so that facilities would not have to be constructed on or adjacent to Government Island for that purpose.

2. Policing.  Although the committee does not foresee a major need for police at Government Island, some will be required.  This could be minimum police involvement. For example, vehicular barriers will restrict access to Government Island to daylight hours only.  The committee suggested that the Stafford County Police Department provide service on a demand basis as initiated by park operations staff.  It was felt that this could be covered within the existing budget of the Stafford County Police Department.
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3. Maintenance.  Through the adoption of policies such as, “Pack it in, Pack it Out – Zero Trash Park,” the committee does not see a major need for maintenance on Government Island.  The minimal maintenance required, and the repair of vandal-damaged property and resources could be undertaken, by the Stafford County Maintenance Department, perhaps with a small increase in their annual operating budget.
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CLOSING SUMMARY:

COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATIONS
· The committee recommends that the Board of Supervisors continue to take the needed and immediate steps to preserve Government Island and its unique historical and natural resources.

· The committee recommends that the Board of Supervisors retain Government Island and preserve it and its resources for the citizens of the county for years to come.

· The committee recommends that the Board of Supervisors provide access to Government Island from a parking lot to be developed off Coal Landing Road and from there to Government Island via a trail along the southern edge of Austin Run, with some of the trail constructed as boardwalk and bridge.  This would require agreements with Dominion Virginia Power and the Aquia Harbor Property Owners Association.

· The committee recommends that the Board of Supervisors develop a low-cost, low-impact operation of Government Island for the residents of Stafford County and that emphasis should be on activities that are in concert and not detrimental to the historical and natural resources of the island.

· The committee recommends that the Board of Supervisors provide $230,000 for one-time capital costs, to be used for building a parking lot with access driveway, a trail with boardwalk and bridge, and for other miscellaneous expenses such as appropriate signage, design and administrative costs. 

· The committee recommends that the Board of Supervisors provide $100,000 for annual recurring costs, to be used primarily for two part-time County employees and related expenses, and for maintenance and police support to be provided by other Stafford County departments.

· The committee recommends that the Board of Supervisors seek technical and financial assistance from other organizations in the development and operation of Government Island. 
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CLOSING SUMMARY:

 VISION FOR THE FUTURE
      Stafford County is currently undergoing major changes through growth and development.  This growth and development is not only expected to continue well into the future but will probably intensify as well.  Now is the time to preserve those important sites that contain Stafford County’s invaluable historical and natural resources.  Government Island is one such site.   

      Government Island is a singularly important historical resource, which played a unique role in the development of our country’s capital.  Because it was abandoned soon thereafter, evidence of these eighteenth and early nineteenth century quarrying techniques still remain in abundance.  The Isle of Portland in England was turned into an open air museum demonstrating historic quarrying techniques.  Using this as a model, it is recommended that Stafford County open Government Island to visitors as an open air museum.

      Government Island, besides being extremely important historically, is also a unique area of pristine beauty and great natural resources.    As the country becomes ever more urbanized and developed, it becomes increasingly more important that such areas of natural beauty be preserved into the future.  

      The committee on Government Island recommends to the Stafford County Board of Supervisors that action be taken now to develop Government Island as a low-cost, low-impact County Park that preserves both the unique historical and natural resources contained on this island.  Action taken now will ensure that these resources will be enjoyed by generations to come.
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APPENDIX A


In 1846, John Plumbe made what is considered to be the earliest photographic image of the Capitol, showing it as it was first completed, with the dome replaced at the time of the Civil War.  East Front of the Capitol is seen with its original Aquia sandstone walls.


A Brief History of Government Island

Jane Conner

      Few of the recreational boaters departing Aquia Harbour Marina are aware of the rich history of the inconspicuous small island nestled close to the shore of Aquia Creek.  In fact, it does not look like an island.  It appears as an extension of the mainland with its western shore joined by a marshy bog.

      This quiet piece of land, currently known as “Government Island,” was called Wiggington’s Island and Brent’s Island.  It is a nationally important site.  Two centuries ago it was the source for the stone used in the construction of our nation’s two most symbolic buildings, the White House and the United States Capitol. 
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      It had by then been in operation nearly a hundred years and would continue in that role, making tombstones, stepping stones, boundary stones and fireplace mantels; decorative architectural trim for buildings; and bridges and foundations.

      The stone that composes much of the island is an arkose sandstone.  Although strong, this rock can be carved freely, and thus Virginia’s early settlers referred to it in the British manner as “freestone” or Aquia stone.  Freestone was not limited to the island, as other outcroppings appeared inland in Stafford County.  It could also be found along the Rappahannock River and Aquia Creek.

      Native-American artifacts, dating from 500 to 1600 A.D., have been excavated on the flat southeastern portion of Government Island.  They disclose its role before recorded history.  However, the island made its first appearance on the written page was in 16781in a land patent from England’s King Charles II (the patent failed completion).  In 1694 the island was owned by George Brent2, a nephew of Colonel Giles Brent, the first settler of colonial Stafford.3  Brent opened the quarry on the “twelve-acre tract” where freestone was so plentiful, with cliffs rising twenty to fifty feet tall.

      The quarry supplied stone for many building foundations throughout colonial and revolutionary Virginia.  In the early and middle eighteenth century, most Virginia houses were made of brick and wood, but sometimes plantation owners accented their buildings with Aquia Stone.  Aquia Church,4 built near the island, is an excellent example of how brick and Aquia stone were combined in a fine Georgian building.  All eight corners were trimmed with stone quoins.  The keystones above the windows and doorways were created of freestone too.  Christ Church in Alexandria and George Mason’s Gunston Hall, also combined brick and Aquia stone.  George Washington who spent some of his boyhood years in Stafford, was familiar with the operation on Brent’s Island.  Entries in his diary from 1774 and 1786 mention
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his sending his workmen to the quarry to obtain stone for steps.5  

      In June of 1791, President Washington and Major Pierre L’Enfant met to begin planning and designing the new capital city on the banks of the Potomac.  Sandstone was soon selected as the finish material.  In October, L’Enfant searched along the Potomac for freestone outcroppings and visited several quarries.  He decided on the island’s quarry which was still operated after nearly a century by a member of the Brent family, Daniel Carroll Brent.6  In December 1791, the United States took title to the island for $6,000 or £1,800 Virginia currency.  Another small quarry on Aquia Creek was rented from John Gibson of Dumfries.7
      The history of the island is that of the Native American and the founders of colony, state and nation.  The human story and processes associated with the quarries themselves and the construction sites form a compelling narrative which combines the actions of great political figures, leading architects
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immigrant artisans, and both free and enslaved labor all mingled in to reveal the arduous labor necessary to bring these projects to completion.

      Using techniques for extraction, transport, setting and carving the stones which were little changed from Biblical times, this band of workers created the buildings which were to become the symbolic centerpieces of American democracy. It is significant to consider their collective story.  

      The common labor used for much of the construction was provided by slaves.  Planters were eager to have their slaves hired for long term projects, since slave wages were paid directly to the masters and a slave skilled in a building trade had great value.  The backbone of the labor force needed to remove and transport the stones from Stafford to the District of Columbia construction sites were black men hired from their masters.  Some others appear to have been free.

      However, skilled workers and stone cutters, more difficult to find, were enticed with promises and generous offers.  Many, perhaps most, of the masons came from Scotland.8
      Laborers worked from sunrise to sunset and were paid 75 cents per day.  The skilled  artisans initially worked from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m., but their work-hours were later reduced to 10 hours per day.  Daily pay of the skilled workers ranged between $1.25 and $1.75, with the exception of the overseer of the stone cutters, who received the highest daily wage of $3.75.9  In addition to the money paid, each man received a daily food ration consisting of one pound of pork or a pound-and-a-half of beef along with one pound of flour, or bread.10  Living quarters were

 Draft final report 11.02.01 (aquia layout 3  10/9/01 – Number 36
built on the island and on Gibson’s island.11  Crumbled foundation stones still visible on the island today provide mute testimony to the island’s quarters buildings.

      The tools used to qaurry the stone were pick-axes, mauls, and wedges.  Cuts to be made were marked with a chalk line and then chipped to a depth of eight to sixteen inches.  Wedges would then be inserted and the blocks would usually break cleanly.12  Chip marks are still evident on the island cliffs, silently disclosing two hundred years of existence.

      Once the freestone blcoks were created, they were removed by means of of crude derricks or cranes and pulleys.  The blocks were extremely heavy.  One cubic foot of Aquia stone weighs 120 pounds.13  The blocks were then placed on wooden sleds and pulled by oxen down to a wharf and placed on flat bottom boats.  From there they would be transferred to masted ships at Coal Landing and sent south on Aquia Creek for approximately six miles and then head north for forty miles by barge on the Potomac River to Washington. Once it reached the District of Columbia, the stone was removed and hauled to either the Capitol or the President’s House.

      The White House was intended to be made entirely of stone, but it seemed unlikely that the quarry could yield the amount needed.  At one point, the commissioners ordered that a half-pint of whiskey would be provided to each man at the quarries, hoping that this would somehow increase production.14  At the same time they also requested twenty-five more able-bodied slaves.  However, neither tact brought about the desired increase in production.  Theerefore, the commissioners decided that, instead of being a stone structure, the walls would consist of four feet of brick faced with freestone.

      By 1803 quarrying had ceased on the island.  The Architect of the Capitol, Benjamin Henry Latrobe, wrote that trhe island quarry was closed and that no “fine” stone could be found.  Although the quarry was no longer in full tiem operation, it was later reopened whenever substantial amounts of stone were needed.  For example, in the 1820s, Aquia stone was quarried to create the impressive columns on the Capitol’s east front.

       After the Civil War, the Commonwealth of Virginai took possession of lands that were deemed abandoned.  They considered the island qualified, for all documents of U.S. Government ownership wree destroyed when Union soldiers burned the Stafford Courthouse.  Amazingly, it was only in the early 1960s that the true ownership of the island was finally unearthed.  In 1963 the General Services Administration sold the island for $6,345.15  The property changed ownership throughout the years.  By the late 1970s, it was in the hands of Aquia Harbour, Incorporated which dividied it into lots for projected development.  After reading about the island’s history, their lawyer, a Richmond attorney, took possession of the land for $10 and services rendered.16  He held the island for twelve years and then put it on the market for between $250,000 to $400,000.  Aware of its rich historic value and desiring to preserve such a site for futur egenerations, the Stafford County Board of Supervisors purchased the island for $200,000 in August of 1998.17
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AERIAL VIEW OF GOVERNMENT ISLAND STONE
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The Committee recommends that the Board of Supervisors of Stafford County continue to take the needed and immediate steps to preserve Government Island and its unique cultural and natural resources.





The committee recommends that the Board of Supervisors of Stafford County retain Government Island and preserve it and its resources for the citizens of the County for years to come. 





The committee recommends that the Board of Supervisors of Stafford County provide access to Government Island from a parking lot to be developed off Coal Landing Road and from there to Government Island via a trail along the southern edge of Austin Run, with some of the trail constructed as boardwalk and bridge.  This would require agreements with Dominion Virginia Power Company and Aquia Harbor Property Owners Association.





The committee recommends that the Board of Supervisors of Stafford County develop a low-cost, low-impact operation of Government Island for the residents of Stafford County and that emphasis should be on activities that are in concert and not detrimental to the historical and natural resources of the island.





The committee recommends that the Board of Supervisors of Stafford County seek external technical support from other organizations in the development and operation of Government Island and from a non-profit advocacy group for Government Island





The committee recommends that the Board of Supervisors of Stafford County provide $230,000 for one time, capital costs, to be used for a parking lot with access driveway, a trail with boardwalk and bridge, and for other miscellaneous expenses such as appropriate signage, design and administrative costs.





The committee recommends that the Board of Supervisors of Stafford County provide $100,000 for annual, recurring costs, to be used primarily for two part time County employees, but also for expenses related to these employees and for maintenance and police support to be provided by other Stafford County departments. for a parking lot with access driveway, a trail with boardwalk and bridge, and for other miscellaneous expenses such as appropriate signage, design and administrative costs.
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MAN LOOKING AT BLOCK OF STONE
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GENERAL LOCATOR MAP SHOWING STAFFORD COUNTY, WASHINGTON, D.C. etc.
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PHOTO OF JANE HENDERSON CONNER LOOKING AT TOMSTONE AT AQUIA CHURCH
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MAP: GOVERNMENT ISLAND HISTORIC SITES MAP
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BEAUTY OF GOVERNMENT ISLAND
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BEAUTY OF GOVERNMENT ISLAND
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Access Route to Government Island
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1846 VIEW OF CAPITOL
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Cutting Stone
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Two illustrations from “Encyclopedie.”
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Birch’s View of Capitol With Stone Cutters at Work (1800)
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View of White House
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View of White House
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� National Historic Landmark (NHL) designation, by the U.S. Department of Interior, is the highest national recognition for cultural resources and is made to those resources that demonstrate national significance.  Approximately 2,000 buildings and sites throughout the United States are so designated.


� The Committee is indebted to Committee member Calder Loth for bringing the Isle of Portland site to their attention.


� Costs and quantity take off were developed by Charlie Kilpatrick, P.E., Resident engineer, Virginia Department of Transportation, Fredericksburg, for the committee. E-mail, Charlie Kilpatrick to C. M. Williams, dated March 13, 2001.











1  Land Patent, November 28, 1678, National Archives, Washington, D.C.


2 Deed to Aquia Creek Quarry, file book of deeds, no. 13, pp. 300-301, National Archives, Washington, D.C.


3 Bruce E. Steiner, “The Catholic Brents of Colonial Virginia,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, LXX Oct. 1962: 399-403.


4 Henry Irving Brock, Colonial Churches in Virginia (Port Washington: Cole P, 1930), 4.


5 George Washington, The Diaries of George Washington, Donald Jackson and Dorothy Twoig (eds.), vol. 4 (Charlottesville: U P of VA, 1978) 264-65.


6 H. Paul Caemmerer, The Life of Pierre Charles L’Enfant, (Washington: National Republic P, 1950) 178.


7 File book of deeds no. 13, Brent to L’Enfant, p. 55, Pierre Charles L’Enfant to John Gibson, lease for the quarry, Dec. 2, 1791, Feb. 3, 1792, Washington, National Archives, Records of the District of Columbia Commissioners, proceedings, Nov. 1791.  NA, Microfilm Publication M-371.


8 William Tindall, Standard History of the City of Washington from a Study of the Original Sources (Knoxville, Tenn.: H.W. Crew & Co., 1914) 182-85.


9 Glenn Brown, History of the United States Capitol, vol 1 (Washington: Gov. Printing Office, 1900) 100-101.


10 Tindall 180.


11 Caemmerer 187.


12 Lee H. Nelson, White House Stone Carving, Builders and Restorers, Gov. Printing Office, 1992) 4.


13 Nelson 6.


14 Tindall 182.


15 Marvin C. Bowling, “Who Owned Government Island?” Lawyers Title News  Feb. 1964: 5-7.


16 Deed Book 390 pp. 790-792, Nov. 5, 1980 between Aquia Harbour, Inc. and Francis T. Eck, Stafford Co. Circuit Court.


17 LR 980016009 Aug. 19, 1998 between Francis T. Eck and The Board of Supervisors of the County of Stafford, Virginia, Stafford Co. Circuit Court.

























































































FOR FURTHER READING








Allen, William C., History of the United States Capitol: A Chronicle of Design, Construction and Politics, Washington, D.C.: U. S. Government Printing Office, 2001.





Jane Henderson Conner, Government Island: Its Forgotten History and Interesting Stone





Frary, I.T, The Built the Capitol, Richmond, Va.: Garrett and Massie, 1940.





Kapsch, Robert J., The Labor History of the Construction and Reconstruction of The White House, 1793-1817, Ph.D. dissertation, University of Maryland, 1993.





McKee, Harley J., Introduction to Early American Masonry, Stone, Brick, Mortar and Plaster, Washington, D.C.: National Trust for Historic Preservation and Columbia University, 1973.





Nelson, Lee H., White House Stone Carving, Builders and Restorers, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1992.





Report of the Commission on the Renovation of the Executive Mansion, Washington, D.C., U. S. Government Printing Office, 1952.





Seale, William, The White House: The President’s House: A History, Washington, D.C.: White House Historical Association, 1986.





Seale, William, The White House: The History of an American Idea, Washington, D.C.: American Institute of Architects, 1992.





Studebaker, Marvin F., “Freestone from Aquia,” Virginia Cavalcade, 9 no. 1, Summer 1959: 36.





Withington, Charles F., Building Stones of Our Nation’s Capital , U.S. Geological Survey.  Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1981.








3
1

