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WILLIAM GRAYSON OF VIRGINIA
THE MAKING OF AN AMERICAN REVOLUTIONARY

by John T. Phillips, 11, Esq.

[John Phillips is a Professor of History, a consultant and an
author who currently resides in Leesburg, Virginia. He holds
a B.S., magna cum laude, in Economics - Finance Theory from
N.C. State University and a Doctor of Laws from The National
Law Center of George Washington University, where he served
as the lead Articles Editor of The Journal of International Law
and Economics. The author’s most recent publications focus on
Virginia’s colonial and Revolutionary laws and history.]

This article was inspired by the work of Thomas Balch,
Esq., and an article that was edited by that gentleman and
published by the Seventy Six Society of Philadelphia in 1857. *

Thomas Balch was born in Leesburg on 23 July 1821, a
son of Judge Lewis P.W. Balch. Outside of Loudoun County,
Thomas Balch is best remembered as the father of international
arbitration and the grandfather of the International Court of
Claims. With hopes of creating "a perpetual Memorial to the
memory of Thomas Balch," his descendants collaborated with
residents of Leesburg and founded the Thomas Balch Library.
During 1997, Balch Library celebrated its 75th Anniversary. In
the spirit of that celebration, this article is intended as a tribute
to both the library and the individual who was the spiritual and
intellectual inspiration for that worthy institution. **

For two centuries, scholars have identified William
Grayson among the greatest of the Anti-Federalist leaders of
the Constitutional debates - a peer to Patrick Henry, George
Mason and James Monroe, and the skilled debating opponent
of James Madison and John Marshall. ' Why is it, then, that we
know and hear so little of Virginia’s Colonel William Grayson -
one of our true heros of the American Revolution?
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The Grayson family was English in origin - one William
Grasson, possibly the first American ancestor, arrived in the
Virginia colony in 1635. Col. Benjamin Grayson, the father of
our Col. William Grayson, grew up near Irvington in Lancaster
County, and moved to Spotsylvania County with his parents
around 1720. Shortly thereafter, Benjamin moved north, across
the Rappahannock river to Stafford County, settling near the
Potomac in the section that became Prince William County. By
1730, Benjamin Grayson was established at Dumfries, a small
but active international port on Quantico creek that was, for a
time, the county seat of colonial Prince William. He was a
planter and a merchant, and involved himself in the acquisition
and resale of large tracts in the then-frontier area that would
become Loudoun County. He encouraged the establishment of
Colchester, a new port on the Occoquan, with the design of
improving commercial access to his "back" properties. ’

Benjamin Grayson married Susanna Monroe, a beauty
from a powerful Westmoreland County family, who would have
been a great-aunt of James Monroe. Col. Benjamin and Mrs.
Susanna Grayson resided at "Belle Air," a thousand-acre
plantation situated between Quantico creek and the Occoquan.
Belle Air was "furnished with a large and stately mansion on
the brow of a fine hill which overlooked the Potomac river for
many miles." Benjamin Grayson was appointed as a member
Justice of the Prince William County Court shortly after its
creation in 1731. By the mid-1750s he had advanced to the
position of a Senior Justice and was presiding at monthly court
sessions. He also served as a Captain of the Prince William
militia in the 1730s, was promoted to Major by 1743 and
attained the rank of Colonel of the militia by 1751. @

Col. and Mrs. Benjamin Grayson had four children:
three sons, Benjamin Junr., Rev. Spence (named for his uncle,
Spence Monroe) and Col. William (our subject); and one
daughter, Susanna. The Grayson children were apparently born
at Belle Air between 1728 and 1742. Mrs. Susanna Grayson
died in 1752, when her youngest child, William, was ten years
old. At the time of her death, her brother, Col. Andrew
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motto of the company, "Aut Liber, Aut Nullus," translated
roughly to the more easily recognized "Liberty or Death."
"About the time when the war with the mother country was
thought to be inevitable, and residents in the colonies were
beginning to decide on which side of the strife they would
stand, two young Virginians had made up their minds to run
away to England and there await the issue of the struggle.
[King’s Attorney] Grayson, being a person of influence, was
asked to interest himself in the matter so far as to aid the
juvenile loyalists in obtaining suitable conveyance across the
water. He was written to for this purpose, and a sufficient
sum enclosed to defray the expenses of the voyage. He
indignantly refused to assist the young renegades in their
scheme of desertion, said they might get off, if they could,
without his agency, and declared that, as the revolted
Province was on the eve of an arduous contest, and would
require all the available means and efforts of its citizens, he
had put the money sent him into a fund then being raised
for the war, and would be personally responsible for it
whenever the owners might see fit to reclaim it." *

On 20 October 1774, Delegates to the First Continental
Congress adopted an "Association” for the stopping of all. British
imports beginning that December, urging "Tha't a Committee be
chosen in every County" to enforce the continental embargo.
The freeholders and housekeepers (the colonial voters) of
Prince William met on 9 December 1774 and William Grayson
was selected as a member of another committee, this time the
new Prince William County "Committee of Safety." * .

In April of 1775, Governor Dunmore shockeq Virginians
into action by removing gunpowder from the public magazine
in Williamsburg. Capt. Grayson wrote to George Washington
on this occasion, for "advice" on the proper course of action.
Grayson then marched his company to Fredericksburg, where
they were joined by other units from all over northern Virginia,
intent on marching on Williamsburg. By the first week' of May,
two thousand militiamen filled the streets of Fredericksburg,
After receiving Washington’s advice, the officers assembled and,
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of persuasion at General Charles Lee. Lee, then in command
at Williamsburg, wrote to George Washington as requested,
recommending Washington’s former foxhunting companion,
"William Grayson, as a man of extra credit." On 21 June 1776,
three months after leaving his command at Hampton, Grayson
joined Gen. Washington’s personal staff as an assistant
secretary. On 24 August 1776, Col. Grayson was promoted to
the post of Aide-de-Camp to Washington. He was in New York
and New Jersey with the army throughout the campaign of
1776, at the Battles of Harlem Heights, White Plains and Fort
Lee, in the American retreat across the Jerseys and, at the close
of the campaign that year, at the Battle of Trenton. ?
In December of 1776, Congress authorized sixteen
additional regiments of the Continental Line which were to
serve at Gen. Washington’s direction. On 11 January 1777,
Washington appointed his chief Aide, William Grayson, to his
own command, and Col. Grayson returned to northern Virginia
to recruit. Grayson’s first thought was his second in command,
and he immediately selected an old comrade, Loudoun’s Leven
Powell. The Continental Congress supplied clothing and nearly
$15,000 for regimental arms, equipment and enlistment bonuses.
Grayson and Powell had considerable success in the enlistment
of recruits, and companies from Fairfax, Loudoun, Fauquier,
Prince William and Frederick Counties were rapidly organized.
In March of 1777, Congress forwarded another $400 to Lt. Col.
Leven Powell "for the use of that part of the Virginia Regiment
commanded by Colonel Grayson, now on their march to join
the main army." The lead element of Grayson’s regiment
joined Washington’s army that spring. Col. Grayson and hiS
men fought, and took casualties, at the battles of Brandywine
on 21 September 1777, and Germantown on 4 October 1777.
The "full complement" of Grayson’s regiment, led by Lt.
Col. Powell, arrived at the American camp near Philadelphia in
November of 1777. The regiment was in Lafay§tte’_s command
at Valley Forge, and suffered the cold and privations of that
Place along with the rest of the army. Col. Powell wrote home
in January of 1778, but said nothing of the following incident,
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Due to sickness and battle losses, Grayson’s regiment
never reached full strength. Heavy casualties at Monmouth
wasted the unit, which was disbanded long before Grayson’s
resignation became effective 22 April 1779. Col. Grayson
eventually accepted an appointment to the Continental Board
of War, where he served out the balance of the Revolution. On
10 September 1781, William Grayson requested "that Congress
would now be pleased to accept this resignation.” *

This brought Grayson’s military career to a close, but not
his career in public service. In 1783, Col. Grayson took an
active role in founding The Society of the Cincinnati and was
elected to the National Standing Committee of that body of
worthies. Grayson represented Prince William County in the
Virginia Assembly of 1784, and is credited with sponsoring the
bill that established George Washington’s Potowmac Canal
Company. He was sent to the Continental Congress that year
but, in a foreboding development, poor health delayed his
arrival. Grayson would be plagued by severe gout, which is
attributed as the cause of his death five years later. %

Up until the time of his last illness, the balance of
Colonel Grayson’s life was played out in the spotlight of the
public assemblies of our infant Nation. Free trade for the
American States was an ideal that Col. Grayson cherished. He
never forgot the fact that British over-regulation of trade had
led to the financial ruin of his older brother and many other
honest Virginians. In 1786, Grayson obtained Congressional
adoption of a resolution that declared the Mississippi and the
St. Lawrence, "and the carrying places between the same ... to
be, common highways, and to be forever free ... without any tax,
duty, or impost therefore." Grayson was also instrumental in

the adoption of the Northwest Ordinance of 1787. *
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Society, Richmond (1984), Vol. 92, pp. 423-443. The source for Horrell’s
seminal work is Loudoun Guardian Accounts, Book A, pp..4-10. Hf)rrell
was unaware of Balch, referring to inaccuracies as "the Grigsby residue.”
Restating the Grigsby residue, see, Marilyn Nefhring, .William Grayson; An
Overview of the Life of One of Virginia’s First United .S.tt{tes Sena{ors,
Historic Dumfries Virginia, Inc., Dumfries (1978): Revns..ltl.ng DuPrlest','
see, Joseph A. Esposito, "William Grayson of Prince William County,
ax (1988), Vol. X, No. 2, pp. 15-20.

North inia Heritage, Fairf .
ern Virginia Heritag ily Addenda," Tyler’s Quarterly Historical

James D. Evans, "Grayson Fami
& Genealogical Magazine, Richmond Press, Inc. (1931), Vol. XII, pp. 181-

189; generally, Northern Neck Grants, Books C, D and E;. gnd, Edith
Moore Sprouse, Colchester: Colonial Port on the Potomac, Fairfax County
Office of Comprehensive Planning, Fairfax (1975), pp- 26-27. :

Wilmer L. Hall, editor, Executive Journals of the Council of Colonial
Virginia, Virginia State Library, Richmond (1967), V(.)l'. Vs p. 394.
‘Monroe Family," William & Mary College Quartery, Wllharg &92M‘;r53’
College, Williamsburg (1907-1908), Vol. XVI, pp. 65C7 arc 19275
Balch, supra, p. 100. Prince William County, Minute Book (1753), p. 117.
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all, F, Foli
Supra, p, 395, Evans, Supra ;11(;81726 il Fogk %, Felio 30.

, i y and 25 2; i

County
11. There o B
. '€ may haye pe, 0ok, p. 422 a0 o
; 1 three Benjamin Graysons ir? Lrgilt,hzlrlgfi}lfg;?: at

2 great deal ;
of confusiop, Speciﬁcally, see, Loudoun

List of Justice Hardage Lane. Thomas Balch, devoted considerable
attention to the accomplishments of the descendants of Rev. Grayson.
Balch, supra, pp. 100-101; and, Frederick William Grayson, "The
Grayson Family," Tyler’s Quarterly Historical & Genealogical Magazine,
Richmond Press, Inc., Richmond (1924), Vol. V, pp. 196-197 and 261-268.
In the light of evidence revealed in the Loudoun County Court records,
the latter is, unfortunately, very mistaken in a number of instances.

John Orr was a son Col. Alexander Dalrymple Orr and Lady Agnes

OUrt Order. » Book A

O . ) .

Olllllmlc;]f)}é‘olp » 1L, The %Sti;g:’?dGilg' Both confirming and contra, 17,
Goose Creek gf;lb{ws of Virginiq andl g 0 Loudoun Cour iy, Virginid; Dalrymple of Ayr, Scotland. Evans, supra p. 188. Benjamin Grayson

¢ Tuin of enj olons, Leestrg (1996)01020) Court Orders, 1757-1766, Orr, son of Susanna and John Orr, was a Mayor of Washington D.C..
Benjamiy Junr ’SJaITlln Grayson (Junr,) » PP- 31,64, 470 and 474. For William Grayson, in his Will of 11 March 1790, named nephew Benjamin

Wwidow, EliZabeth rz; » 3¢ Sprouse, supra, pp. 26-27. Grayson Orr as an Executor. See, Grayson’s Will, infra, footnote #18.

YSon, remarried around 1773 with 18. Elenora Grayson predeceased her husband. The Colonel’s Will is brief,
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amlly ]e ' 0
7 egend firg appears 1 ug;)l’c(;ourt Orders, Book F, p. {-109.
the ledger of ;o > |0 England s reform SUPTa, p. 100. William
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which affords the opportunity to give it here in full:
"In the name of God amen. I, William Grayson, do hereby

make my Will agreeable to the present laws of Virginia. That
is, an equal division of my Estate Shall be made amongst all

Cptember Livity :

Villiam) W157 o, bill for expenSZOm;Z taﬂi off on 3 April 1760. By 25
Uliam’g artival jp 1, D," arriveg Ol,lrt)hle f?y Thomas Knox, Esqr., since my children with this only exception - that 1 Will all my
10 Londop o d rey ondon by, mid-Jype OtF)H.lac, These records imply Slaves [who were] bom Since the Independence of America
iy Supra Ty completes his studis Free; and that the Honorable Robert Hanson Harrison and
Benjamin Grayson Orr, with all my Children are hereby

Otomgc ;

oy Exclusively, ’ tsuprta i 434‘4??9C nIan?}IIY 0f 1762, when he refits his

O IEYS Practicing 1,;376(%1 "Esq.” was apph@r‘i’
: € exceptions weé

appointed Executors. All my Lands and estate are lyable to

all my just debts. Given under my hand and Seal this 11th
William Grayson.  /S/"

attorney, In othe, o Tcgularly acte
mcs):ladon Orney, in ‘;gl‘dS, Thomas d as zgl agent under a power of day of March 1790. /
: R Sp Wer or ip Bt S,qr' Was most certainly 2 Spence Grayson and Susanna Orr were at William’s ‘death bed, and
ree Ogriinetf family ;, Segt Graysop s e Orrells analysis fails us in this witnessed the Will along with James Wallace and Richard Graham.
2 o gnor Severa] earse"(l)ber of 1753 . P;:gg Tegular company with the William Smallwood Grayson refused to qualify as Executor of his father’s
fax CVeys ‘Belmopg v " 13 Fe ruary 17r Cafter, he disappears from estate. Frederick County Wills, Book 5, p. 295. At the time of Col.
1. Majo, WOUnty Deegg ,B N Masop Neck oL Sp.ence witnesses a deed William’s death, his three younger children, Charles, George and Hebe
1752, buﬂatge.ner Move] h?sO}( , Pp. 550 63;; 0 his brother Benjamin. had not reached majority. They were still under age on 11 August 1792,
Coun¢ his “Stistegr m A e’ o 637 and 873. when their older brother petitioned as "their next friend" in claims arising
Wy, :ﬂd founge thanm hoyge, S rth bank of the Occoquan in from their inheritance of Colonel Grayson’s interest in the Indiana
14 (1?24’ 1 8:77)0f Old py, e Hf;l[Fo Colgllled the Clerkship of Fairfax Company. One of the children may have been as young as age Sin 179(_).
= gafrf'ax Cour;tpp' 292293 andlam, Prince Wﬂh?Ster. Fairfax Harrison, Flournoy, supra, Vol. VI, pp. 1-33. Nehring, supr,a, p. .11. ' This
A Chdhps’ Sllpray Deeds, ook F “434; an d Sam Co. Historical Comm.» information embarrasses earlier repeaters of G'ra.y-son s fgmlly'hlst(?ry.
> P. 235, a’r Pp. 53 64 » Pp. 1 d, SPT OUSe., Supra, pp. 19-24. Nehring, ibid., and Grayson, supra, p. 207. The %mtlal mls-l'dentlﬁcatlon
17 2Chburg ( lgsiaret Laj] H0p U451, LOUdou. Phl”lpS’ Supra, p. 448. of Col. Grayson’s sons may lie with Lund Washington. Bristow, supra,
16. ur1;11777’ ist ), P .74- ns, Ca’neron Py “ Cf)unty Orders, Book P. 76. William Grayson Carter and Alfred.G. Carter, were two sons of
Seven etheir lop., JUstice g amue] 137; and, [ lﬁiﬂl in Colonial Virginia, Col. Grayson’s daughter, Hebe, who marrled. Johl? Carter of. Loudoun
Sough R chilqy, d frujeg I -Ove (177617 oun County Tithables County. In 1827, William Smallwood Grayson inherited the entire landed
West, M 77). Cstate of his grandfather, General Smallwood. Balch, supra, pp- 101.-102.
William W. Hening, editor, Statutes [of Virginia] at Large, University of
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6, w 'S, Book A ounty Court on 9 June 1761-
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Third Virginia Regiment of the Continental Line. Leitch was promoted
to Major and transferred to the First Virginia Regiment, but he marched
to New York with the Third Regiment, and fought with them at Harlem
Heights, where he was mortally wounded. E.M. Sanchez-Saavedra, A4
Guide to Virginia Military Organizations in the American Revolution, 1774-
1787, Virginia State Library, Richmond (1978), pp. 22, 29 and 39;
Richard M. Ketchum, The Winter Soldiers, The Easton Press, Norwalk,

Connecticut (1973), pp. 164-165, 195 and 409.

24. Peter Force, American Archives, Washington, D.C. (1837), 4th Series,

Vol. I, col. 388. On 8 June 1774, the citizenry of Frederick County
adopted Resolves that established a boycott on the purchase of East India
Company tea. Men and Events of the Revolution in Winchester and
Frederick ..., Winchester-Frederick County Historical Society, Winchester
(1975), pp. 1-2, ["Revolution in Frederick ..."]. The following Tuesday, 14
June 1774, the inhabitants of Leesburg and Loudoun County went
further. The Loudoun Resolves set up a ban on the purchase of all East
India Company products, and asserted "That we will have no Commercial
intercourse with Great Britain until the ... right of regulating the internal
policy of N. America by a British Parliament shall be absol}ltely and
positively given up." The Loudoun Committee included Francis Peyton,
Leven Powell and John Thornton, each of whom served as a Lt. Colonel
in one of Col. Grayson’s commands during the Revoll-ltion. Harrison
Williams, Legends of Loudoun, Garrett & Massie, Inc., Rlcl'lmond (1938),
Pp. 123-126; Sanchez-Saavedra, supra, pp. 22 and 74. King’s Attorney
Grayson may have been in Leesburg when the Loudoun Resolves were
adopted. See, Loudoun County Court Orders, Book F, p. 484.

25. S?HlChez-Saavedra, supra, pp. 7-11 and 22; and, Balch, supra, pp. 10(?'107-
26. Cuthbert Bullitt and Andrew Leitch, who have been mentioned

Previously, were also chosen members of the Committee of Safety.
Charles Washington Coleman, "The County Committees of 1774-75 in
Virginia," William & Mary College Quarterly, Williamsburg (1896), 1st
Series, Vol. V, pp. 94-100 and 248. See, footnote #23, above.

27. Sanchez-Saavedra, supra, pp. 12, 22 and 197. Francis Peyton and Leven

Powell were Justices on the Loudoun County Court, and served on the
1774 Committee of the Loudoun Resolves. Francis Peyton was Fhe
County Lieutenant (militia commander) of Loudoun before_ and dur}ng
the Revolution. When Col. Grayson’s regiment of the Continental Line
Was organized in 1777, Leven Powell was selected as his Lt. Colonel. Ten
Years later, Powell fon,mded Middleburg. See, footnote # 24, above.
Flournoy, supra, Vol. VIII, pp. 79, 86, 116-117 and 130.
Flournoy, supra, Vol. VIII, pp. 86 and 131; Bristow, supra, p. 80; John
Fitzpatrick, editor, The Writings of George Washington, U-S:
Governmeng Printing Office, Washington, D.C. (1931), Vol. 5, p. 481
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Ketchum, supra, pp. 164-165; and see, Force, supra, Vol. I, p. 1141.

Major Leven Powell assumed command of the Battalion, upon Colonel
Grayson’s resignation, in March of 1776. Sanchez-Saayedra, supra, p. 22.
Grayson’s nephew, Hebard Smallwood, was the Captain of one company.
Bristow, supra, pp. 81-82; and, Sanche

z-Saavedra, supra, pp. 73-74.
Here, you are asked to assume that all

of the senior officers of Col.
Grayson’s regiment shared housing at Valley Forge. "Leven Powell," John
P. Branch Historical Papers of Randolph-Macon College, Richmond
(1901), I, pp. 22-24; David G, Martin, The FPhiladelphiq Campaign,
Combined Books, Conshohocken (1993), pp. 170 and 251.
Balch, supra, p. 107-108, After William Gr
estate detail the "Sale of one Negro man [

ayson’s death, accounts of his
[shillings]." For some reason, Peter wag

slave named] Peter . £37, 10
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Edgar Erskine Hy
of the Cincinnati ;

upra, pp. 73-74,

, 1933, Society of the
Cincinnati, Richmond (1934) Pp. 264 and 281; DuPriest, Supra, p. 16.
From Congress, Ed. Carrington wrote: "Mr., Grayson is much indisposed
and has been so for sometime . "

Flournoy, supra, Vol. Iv, |
DuPriest, Supra, pp. 24-50; and, Bristow, Supra, pp. 89-93 and 101,
Balch, supra, p. 105; and DuPries

ayson purchaged land
Saac Zane, During the
mmander of militia) of

Book 22, pp. 1

Boc ] » Supra, p, 12
in Frederick . P- 1. For Co|, Grayson’s Will, see footnote #18,
;1)bove. 1I:I‘\(I)r a controversy Surrounding o)’ William Grayson’s tomb, see

onnel Nuneg, "Plan tg Restore Patriop i ition,” The
Washimgn. Port, pa HOUs Grave Sirg Opposmon, The

> 2% (2 Novembey 1975), - A-19, A-22.
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