
Before (top) and after photographs of the Woodlawn mansion near Alexandria^show improve-
ments mode by the Notional Trust for Historic Preservation. The top photo wos mode in the 1890s.

~ft*rs' R. E. Godsey, who has lived on the plantation since she was a child, descends the steps to the
monsion's center hall. After tedious layer-by-layer point removal and research, the original colors of the
hall were discovered and the house has been redecorated in the colors which Mrs. Lewis originally chose.
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Portrait of Nelly Custis Lewis at the time she married Lawrence
Lewis, Woodlawn's original owner, hangs in the Colonial house.

Restoring Woodlawn’s
Colonial Elegance

By Willitm J. Moyer

A FASCINATING, yet some-
what tragic, story of life

in early America is being un-
folded a few miles south of
Alexandria, where Woodlawn
Plantation is being restored
to its Colonial elegance.

Woodlawn, a 150-year-old
brick mansion overlooking
route 1 near Fort Belvoir, was
the home of Lawrence Lewis
and Nelly Custis Lewis. He
was a nephew of George
Washington, she was Wash-
ington’s adopted daughter.

Nelly and Lawrence were
married at Mount Vernon on
Washington’s last birthday—
February 22, 1799. As a wed-
ding gift, he gave them Grays
Hill as a site for Woodlawn,
plans for the mansion, 2,000
acres of land, a grist mill and
a distillery.

In 1805, Woodlawn was
completed, but 35 years later
it was an abandoned, debt-
smothered house, shorn of the
social prominence and gayety
that had marked the inter-
vening years.

For that reason the story
of Woodlawn is different. The
romantic tales concerning
most similar historic shrines
seem to have happy endings.

Nelly Custis—her real name
was Eleanor—was born March
31, 1779. Her father was John
Parke Custis, a son of Martha
Washington by her first mar-
riage. Nelly’s father died in
1781, leaving his widow with a
debt-ridden estate and four
children.

Gen. Washington adopted
two of the children—Nelly and
George Washington Parke
Custis, who, years later, built
Arlington House and whose
daughter, in 1831, married an
up-and-coming Army officer,
Robert E. Lee.

Nelly, pretty, vivacious and

witty, was Washington’s fa-
vorite. She enjoyed all the
luxuries of the times. She
studied under the best teach-
ers available and was an
accomplished artist and
musician.

When the Washingtons re-
tired to Mount Vernon, she
was No. 2 hostess at the con-
stant stream of social events.
In fact, Nelly and Lawrence
met because of Mount Ver-
non’s heavy social calendar.
In 1797, Washington asked
Lawrence to assist him as
host. Thus, Lawrence and
Nelly were thrown into close
companionship. He was 12
years older than she, but soon
they were engaged.

Like Nelly, Lawrence had
never known much hardship.
His father, a wealthy Fred-
ericksburg foundry owner,
eventually went broke, but
during Lawrence’s boyhood
the family lived in. comfort.
His tastes, too, were artistic
rather than practical and
realistic.

Twenty years after her
father’s death, Nelly had sal-
vaged enough money from his
tangled affairs to build Wood-
lawn. When completed, it
was one of the most preten-
tious homes in all Virginia.

Attended by slaves, Nelly
and Lawrence lived amid
their art and music and the
gay social whirl. Lawrence
was busy for years as an
executor of Washington’s es-
tate; but, nevertheless, he and
Nelly apparently gave little
thought to improving their
land. The mill and distillery
fell into disuse.

Nevertheless, the gay living
went on. Their guest lists
included every prominent Vir-
ginia name. Their financial
problems probably became
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