


Plain, and (2) the Piedmont Plateau. The boundary between these two
provinces, often referred to as the Fall Line, is

13

. sinuous and ill-defined being marked mainly by the feathering
out of the softer Cretaceous formations as they lap up onto the border
crystaline rocks of the Piedmont Plateau. The boundary is most marked
in the stream valleys where the softer strata have been more easily
eroded.”

This Fall Line or transition zone between the two provinces is a thin belt

of rapid descent of 30-100 feet into the coastal plain roughly along a line

between Georgetown south to Woodbridge, Virginia. The Fall Line often
was a belt in which mills were built to take advantage of falls for power.

The landscape comprising the area in the Piedmont Plateau includes
éépécially low, dissected, eroded hills. The area eastward beyond the Fall
Line and peripheral to the Potomac River comprising the coastal plain,
includes low sedimentary riverine terraces of recent origin extending out
across a tidewater flat. Drainage through this region is generally meandering
and sluggish. Much of the coastal plain bordering on the Potomac River
comprises long, heavily-silted estuaries that are frequently covered with
densely matted growths of water chestnuts, on each side of which the land
is gently rolling. These tidal estuaries are a characteristic feature of the
entire Potomac River below Great Falls; in many of them the water is saline
and brackish. A striking characteristic of this tidewater lowland is the effect
of the daily ebb and flow of the tide on the outline and appearance of the
shoreline and particularly the estuaries. The excesses of soil erosion and the
careless habits of man are everywhere apparent during low tide. The un-
wanted bric-a-brac and pollution of so-called “modern living” are also
apparent during low tide along the full length of the Potomac River. Most
of this tidewater lowland has been considerably altered by man to fit his
variant plans for maximum use, especially for settlement.

Originally the county was covered by dense forests of hardwood trees
interspersed with stands of red cedar and Virginia pine. In some places
there were colonies of hemlock. Yellow poplar and other hardwoods grew
near the Potomac. On drier sites inland oak and scattered Virginia pine
were dominant. Chestnut trees were found on the higher terraces. Except
for a very few small protected stands, this luxurious natural vegetation was
destroyed by the axe and fire during the initial half century of agricultural
settlement. This natural growth has been supplanted by red, white, pin,
black, post, blackjack, and chestnut oaks, and hickory, beech, poplar, black
locust, maple, dogwood, gum sassafras, and holly. Throughout much of the
forest are scattered stands of Virginia pine,

This luxuriant natural landscape was viewed with almost a measure of
reverence by the early explorers, among them Father Andrew White who,
in 1634, recorded with vivid clarity that

-“This is the sweetest and greatest river I have seene, so that the Thames
“is but alittle finger to it. There are noe marshes or swampes about it,

22



but solid firme ground, with great variety of woode not choaked up
with undershrubs, but commonly so farre distant from each other as a
coach and fower horses may travel without molestation.

“The soyle . . . is excellent so that we cannot set downe a foot, but
tread on strawberries, raspires, fallen mulberrie vines, acchorns, walnutts,
saxafras, etc; and those in the wildest woods. The ground is commonly
a black mould above, and a foot within ground of a readish colour.
All is high woods except where the Indians have cleared for corn.
It abounds with delicate springs which are our best drinke.”

The Aboriginal Landscape

From various published sources and manuscript accounts of travelers and
careful observers during the period of exploration and initial settlement of
the Potomac River lowland prior to about the mid-18th century we may
make certain reasonable generalizations. The aborigines of the arca were
of Algonquian stock. Their chief town, “Petomek” (the place where some-
thing is brought) was situated on an estuary of the Potomac Creek. Various
bands of relatively small population were established in semipermanent
settlements at or on the necks of land that extended into the main river.
Favorably situated on one of the primary east-west trade routes and close
to the major north-south Indian trading path at or near the base of the
Fall Line, these Indian societies had a relatively highly developed and
specialized culture. The Potomac waterway tapped a far inland natural
resource and continued an unobstructed path south to the other centers of
advanced Indian culture located on the lower Chesapeake. With such favor-
able resources and location it was inevitable that these peoples should
become important traders. As early as 1619 a delegation of Potomac Indians
called at Jamestown to request the English to send up two ships with items
for trade as they had a bumper crop of corn. Trade by the Indians was
conducted over long distances;.for example, copper from the mines of the
Lake Superior region was an item of trade. Items of Indian manufacture
that were traded extensively included specialized resources such as shell
currency, “‘peake” and “roanoke”, body dyes, arrowheads, various oils, and
furs.

During the 17th and early 18th centuries the principal Indian settlement
in our general region was that of the Piscataways near the mouth of the
Piscataway creek in Maryland opposite Mount Vernon. Other important
semipermanent villages were those of the Doegs or Dogues known as
Permacocook on Chipawansic Island, on nearby Maryland Point, and in
tidewater Fairfax county; the Tauxnent on the Occoquan, the Namas-
singakent on Dogue Run; the Mayaones on Piscataway Creek; the
Nacotchtanke below the Eastern Branch (Anacostia); and the Namerough-
quena on Alexander’s Island. These settlements were in close proximity to
the primary waterway—the Potomac River.

The Indians were agriculturalists and hunters whose villages were built
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“The fourth river is called Patawomeke, 6 or 7 myles in breadth. It s
navigable 40 myles, and fed as the rest with many sweet rivers and
springs, which fall from the bordering hils. These hils many are planted,
and yeelde no lesse plentie and variete of fruit, then the river exceedeth
with abundance of fish . . . The river above this place [Little Falls]
marketh his passage down a low pleasant valley overshaddowed in
many places with high rocky mountains; . . .”

Smith also notes that in this area

“. . . The river itselft [the Potomac], turneth Northeast, and it is still
a navigable streame . . .”’
Smith confused the Eastern Branch with the Potomac.

The first permanent English settlement in North America was established
at Jamestown on the James River in 1607. From this nucleus, the popula-
tion spread northward into the numerous estuaries of Chesapeake Bay and
westward up the main rivers toward the Fall Line. So great was the pressure
for the rich tobacco lands adjacent to the rivers emptying into Chesapeake
Bay that the Virginia Colony had ‘“ranged” (surveyed) the lands up to
the vicinity of Mount Vernon and established titles to the lands as early as
1657. In 1647, Giles Brent, a Marylander, crossed the Potomac to the north
shore of Aquia Creek near its mouth. Accordingly he became the “first
citizen of the Potomac Freshes” and the northernmost resident. There is
much uncertainty and not a little confusion as to the location and successive
early ownership of the lands between Mount Vernon and Great Falls.

The rangers or early surveyors for the colony sailed upstream, identified
and named successive necks of lands separated by estuaries, and platted
the lands between the rivers and creeks. These first landmarks were identified
numerically. In 1653 the Virginia Assembly established Westmoreland
County as including lands

<

‘. . . ffrom Machoactoke river where Mr. Cole lives; and so upwards
to the ffalls of the great river of Pawtomake above the Necostins
towne . ..”

Cartographic knowledge of the Virginia Colony that we received by
arm-chair cartographers and geographers in Europe resulted in a wide
variety of maps depending on the accuracy of the source and the imagination
of the delineator.

3

A “. .. Map of Virginia discovered to ye Hills . . .,”” said to have been
made by one Virginia Farrer in London about 1650, is an excellent
example. Here is a strange mixture of truth, imagination, and perhaps
even willful misrepresentation of terrain. Beyond the mountains, presumably
the Appalachians, the continent slopes westward to those “. . . happysshore

. ten dayes march . . .’ to “. .. The Sea of China and the Indies.”
This map east of the Appalachians appears to be derived from Smith’s map,

the area to the west from imagination.
~ One of the most remarkable maps of the 17th century was compiled by
the Bohemian, Augustine Hermann, who had settled in Maryland by 1660.
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was great. Yields decreased after the third or fourth year of cultivation,
and there was a growing amount of. sheet erosion, gullying, and general
soil impoverishment. Planters bore -an inescapable witness to the increasing
rapidity with which the streams, especially the estuaries, were filled with the
fertile sediments derived from the farms, yet there were few among them
who found a satisfactory solution, except to acquire and to use or misuse
new lands progressively farther inland. Shortly after mid-century a few
inhabitants, especially the plantatién owners on the Potomac River tide-
water, recognized -the warnings and were actively engaged in a variety of
practices to conserve and to restore soil fertility.

Aware of ‘the growing pressure of farmers and settlers on the acquisition
of lands in the piedmont and anxious to have an accurate map of his
extensive holdings in the Northern Neck, Lord Fairfax in 1736 appointed
William Mayo and several other surveyors to ““. . . examine the main branch
of the Potowmack river called Cohungoruton to the head spring thereof.”
One of the principal results of this survey was the first reasonably accurate
map of the region, certainly of the Potomac River and the tributaries
thereto. Mayo completed this herculean task with a party of four surveyors
and thirteen assistants, six of whom were chain-carriers, for a sum of three
shillings per day.

In the Virginia Gazette, published in Williamsburg, January 5, 1737, was
a proposal “. . . to make an exact survey of the [Virginia] colony, and print
and publish ‘a map thereof in which shall be laid down the bays, navigable
rivers, with soundings, counties, parishes, towns, and gentlemen’s seats, with
whatever i1s useful or remarkable . . . The remarkable map that resulted
from this survey was completed in 1749 and printed in 1751. The principal
compilers were Joshua Frye, professor of mathematics and surveying at the
College of William and Mary, and Peter Jefferson, father of Thomas Jef-
ferson, a noted land surveyor. This highly creditable map gave a reasonably
accurate cartographic image of Virginia and was revised and republished
in several subsequent editions.

A fundamental map of Virginia was republished in several editions cach
of which were brought up-to-date with certain cultural information such
as roads, sites of new towns and settlements, and mills and mines. The last
edition of the map was published in 1775. It was included at a reduced
scale by Thomas Jefferson with his Notes on Virginia published in 1787.
On the 1781 edition the roads leading into Alexandria from across the
piedmont to the west, Camerons Ordinary (or tavern), Mason’s Island, and
4-Mile creek are shown.

Planters in the area above the confluence of the Occoquan by mid-century
generally realized that diversification of the economy was essential to sur-
vival and that reliance on tobacco would doom them to failure. Accordingly
they began to export other crops, trade in western lands, enter professions,
raise slaves, introduce and-experiment with new crops, fertilizers, mulches,
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U.S. Army Engineer Department Environs of Washington, D C. [18647]
Scale 1:10,5€0

To those of us who are interested in the history, historical geography,
and historical cartography of Arlington County and circumjacent regions
during the first several decades after the mid-19th century there is a treasure
trove of information, particularly among the Records of the Office of the
Chief of Engineers in the National Archives. During the several years prior
to the fratricidal war of 1861-1863, the Topographical Engineers of the War
Department, aware of an impending national crisis, directed some of its
remarkable talents to surveys for and compilation of a topographic map of
the “Environs of Washington” on a very large scale, one mile to six inches.

The area covered in twelve sheets are shown on an index map. Sheets
4, 5, 7, and 8 together cover most of Arlington County. The manuscript
map is unique in that apparently it has never been published. Here is a
basic source of information about the physical and cultural landscape which
is indispensable to us as local historians.

Near and after the end of the Civil War the United States Quartermaster
Corps was required to make an inventory of all its properties in the environs
of Washington. One of the most valuable records of this inventory are the
plans and cartographic drawings of Fort Albany, Government Farm, Arling-
ton Park Stables, Freedmans Village Headquarters and Freedmans Village
plans.
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