Leesburg, Capital of the United States

by Wynne C. Saffer

History is sometimes built on hard, cold facts, but often oral histo-

Ty provides undocumented information that forms a more complete
picture of a subject or issue. Such is the case concerning exactly where
a government agent stored irreplaceable United States government
documents in late August 1814, when Washington, D.C. was being
burned by the British soldiers during the War of 1812. The debate
bega.n as early as 1908 when author James W. Head wrote that the
Papers were stored in a vault at an estate named Rokeby that is located
several miles outside of Leesburg. Another county historian, however,
has made the case that the documents were actually stored right in the
center of town, in a vacant house on Cornwall Street.
~In 1938, Harrison Williams authored a history of Loudoun County
titled Legends of Loudoun. His work contained few footnotes and no
bibliography. One of the legends included in the book addressed the
Controversy and included the following:

Stephen Pleasanton, then a clerk in the State

Department, was placed in charge of their removal. He

caused to be made a large number of linen bags in which

were placed the government’s books and documents,

including the Declaration of Independence and the
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Constitution...the caravan continued to Leesburg,
where the sacks were placed for one night in the court-
house, according to some writers or, on the authority of
others, in a vacant building in the town, the key of
which was given to 4 certain Rev. Mr. Littlejohn, a

young clergyman then recently ordained. The next day

the sacks were again placed in the wagons and driven to

them to Washington.1

Wi]Ji.ams’ book also States, incorrectly, that President Madison
Spent .th1$ period at Belmont, the Loudoun home of Ludwell Lee,
when in fact there is firm evidence that the president stayed at Salona

in F?Ufax County. To mae matters even more confusing, Dolly
adison Stayed at apot

her home in F airfax County, which was also
named Rokeby. _
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LEESBURG, CAPITAL OF THE UNITED STATES

He [Pleasanton] procured wagons from the ne1ghbc;r1ng
farmers, loaded the documents into the wagons rcz‘ni
the carts and proceeded to Leesburg, 35 miles away(,:1 a
which place an empty house [Rokeby] was procinek 1dn
which the papers were safely plac.ed, :the doo”rs ocked,
and the keys given to Reverend Littlejohn.. d ]
A description of the removal of the books an p;;pers (é
the Department of State was felated by a.letter C:'om 3_1
Pleasanton to William H. Winder, Esquire, a7 ir;e;g
and Commanding Ofﬁce:% dat}f;d. Aililg;;stt , ,
ington City, 34 years after the inc ent....
gﬁ:.l}il;%:uring 3’16 Bicentennial, the Natlorlllal AI;hl;r}c:z
recognized Rokeby as the plaFe that ous<; o
Declaration of Independence during the War oﬁlrther.
Along with the Declaration of IgdePendef{lc;, fusther
research has proven that the Constl?utlon of the Uni e—
States, the Articles of Confederation, the 'corre:-{)orcl)f
dence of General Washington, the secret journ sere
Congress, and other reco;;lskargd 2valuable papers wi
1 vault at Rokeby.
Theaisr?l;t:cl)‘zfcleno}h;ocurnentation offered by ME Cou\%,};l]zr; r\;lva; a
letter written in 1848 by Stephen .Pleasanton toaft en12he o ma.
Winder.? Obviously, any account written 30—years' efT pe event O}f{
contain errors or omissions due to the passage of tu(lilel:). 1 e.se
Pleasanton’s letter that relate to Leesburg are c!uo.te. e ?-_]W'ro_
I proceeded to some farm houses in Vlrgima, anS vf:,ere
cured wagons, in which the .books an p}zllpetr vere
deposited, and I proceeded w1t.h them t(})l .the l(zlvcve of
Leesburg, a distance of 35 .mlles,' at which p an
empty house was procured, in which the papers wh
safe%y placed, the doors locked, and the keys given to the

in Hi. i i 1992), pp.25-28.
History, (privately printed, ), pp-

g' Kathryr'l e ne ot Rséilbyﬁldliafuﬁor of The Cavalry Battles of Aldie, M iddleburg and
. Accordllng to Robert};- :on’ wa’s the father of General Alfred Pleasan.ton. who gom-
Uppzvcilﬁl Sltjep‘hen Iir:itsya?n the battles of Aldie, Middleburg and Upperville in 1863.

Manded the Union ca
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of
Rev. Mt Littlejohn, who was then, or had been, one
the collectors of internal revenue, ...

' i i ' ing the papers, I
Being fatigued with the ride, and securing .
retired early to bed, and was informed next morn;ng l:ly
the people of the hotel where I staid, that they had seen,

sidered safe to bring the Papers of the State Department
back for some weeks, not

, indeed, until the British fleet
generally had Jeft the waters of the Chesapeake. In the

Leesburg Occasionally, for Particular papers, to which

ion to
the Secretary of State [James Monroe] had occasion t
refer in the course of

¥ inns, but it
Pleasanton’s letter makeg no reference to Rokeby or Binns,

) h
0€S name Leesburg and mentiong giving the key to Rev. [}-11 © d:slg
Littlejohn, who at the time was the minister of thesMCt (')ohn
Episcopa] Church, locateg on Cornwall Street in Leesburg.® Littlej

2ge, which was owned at the time bI}l’
¢y Muml}’: and wag located near the church o

o.rnwall treet 6 A_lthough Pleasanton refers to an empty house,
which M, Coughlap, ; entified a5 okeby, Harrison Villiams varote
that the Tecords were

Stored in 4 va

cant building in Leesburg and
Y- However, Pleasanton makes no men

they were deposited in the empty
(Luse: only that he Teturned ¢ 3¢ several times to obtain various papers.
erefore, why do both Coughlan and Harrison identify Rokeby as the

dward D, Ingraham, 4 Sketch of the
British on the twenty-fourth of August

* Carey ang ;.

MetbodixtDeediian Ha:t, 1849),.pp. 48-49,

et
ethodig Chu::i Mllrrey sold Iot n,

? 9 at the corner of Cornwya] and Back streets to the
Steeg in 1816; Loud

oun County Deeg Book 2T, p-333.
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in their opinions
f the records? Apparently, both were swayed in their op
location of the :
. ents. . he Rokeby
by the oral hlStoryti),i;e};epz‘;sed down through gei?e,r a;iﬁZ}thp of two
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oo diffefegt przfa?lﬁétréet in Leesburg from Charles Fe
located on Corn

2 R o X Rg.vgrgndjobn
o = 3 Leesburg, where ’
. rnwall Street.zn > in the backeround. The
The bause.al‘ 102 % [Cdosz‘one Methodist Church z‘a:n ;-0;’5 Corfzwa// Street.
Littlgjohn lived. The o Jr purchased in 1815 sood a
house that Charles B ;7:;:::) courtesy of Thomas Balch Library.

by was vacant in
wned Rokeby. Whether R;’lki yeriod, Charles’s
Binns’ brother also 3‘1 ording to a census f;or tha }gmther Tl e
o da o v ]jv(i:;g there in 1810.° His other )
brother, Simon, was

: in 1801), was in
from his father in
i i TOPELLy . large house on
A Binns (who E}ll)enit:i;gz.g It seems unlikely that a larg
Tesidence at Rokeby

: ts suggests
200 acres Woul(.i be emptyfor the site of the stored d:lil;:elgnby Cia.rles
An alternative theolgi,easanton used was one Pufi at the corner of
that the empty }}ouiz 09.1° That house was locate
Fenton Mercer in :

k 28, p. 492, recor irginia, p. 298, line 2.

o Loudoun County Déeiizofor Loudoun County, z;gnia, g 153, line 81. “In Debate
8. 1810 United States Ce for Loudoun County, ticle by Biigene Scheal, “In
. 1820 United States Census a, August 18, 2002, a.rd Lives On.” Scheel quotes county
10, Wawi”?"" Post, Lgudoufl Exiir c’e A Loudoun Legen ’ resting-place. Loudoun County

About Document’s Hiding 11) aation for the documentz1 ere to Mercer on January 8, 1810,

hiStorian Ned Dougl:';:s6 ‘:zoi'ze d sale from James Saun

eed Book 2L, page 540,



The Methodist Church build-
‘ ing, at which Rev. Littlejohn
streets, across from the pars ittlejohn  Was a pastor, is no longer
par onage where Li ] standing. A historical marker

At the £ . £ the ' on Cornwall Street points out
t the time of the burning o that it was one of the first

mond Tecovering from an illness!! and, since he  thurcp_puymeq properties in
ve been vacant. Having traveled fof = the United States. The

ital, the vac .. . church’ tery remains
ant home of or and s cemetery '
2 V]rgl nia legislat - Mext fo the site of the original

church where it is enclosed by

e i
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OLP STONE CHURCH, LEESBURG, VIRGINIA, BUILT 1766 ~T0,

Pleasanto question becomes why would a wrought i ce. The
D trave] tw, mil f X ight iron fen ] . 5
Mments. And wh;l l(l)ld h © her into the country to store the docu- Lees[mrg house that Charles Binns purcbasezé  from CIYIl.)arles Ii‘entor; Mercer ::t g,oa{;g;; :‘:l:::f
. Wwo i ¢t 102 Cornwall, remains and is curre -
outside the towpp © entrust them to 4 house on a deserted estate ng; however, the parsonage, located a

dence. Privately owned, Rokeby is still one of the most beautiful estates in Loudoun County.
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eclaration of | d o2t Rokeby 34 7éputedly the place where the
fdependence ang other Important documents Were

T
S

LA JeSers
P Minar

4] s ey

£ 4

OVCI' £ SR, . i 4} i
government documents Therefore, Leesburgers GomN ALl

elr toWn . 1 £ R B P
Sion of gyep Prestigious g *2s the capital for two weeks, if posses” | Hagernt et | s
Nation’s Capita] OCuments determines the location of the s ] B | ;
: B X 3 o »&4..§.’/a~
(\J , : . TYIEE & 3ux%
P 3¢ 35 R A 25 N
ohe ﬁ?‘ﬂ«’?m" X 2\:
i ,},!e:(,y,-;ewas T A8E
222 Bt

9B

He BE R A R i

it

Map oftbe o;zgmal to';;;z Iot; ;'n Leesburg by Charles O. Vandevanter. Lot no, 49

Was purchased in 1816 by the Methodist Episcopal Church for a rectory. Lot no. 52

el

11. Doyglay was sold by Charles Fenton Mercer to Charles Binns, Jr. in 1815, where the govern-
(University Proorton, Cpgy,: R ment documents were likely stored. The hotel where Pleasanton stayed was probably
12 Calder Lo Tess of M- sissippi 139 8t 7 Mercer and tpe Trial . . within a block of the courthouse (lots 27 and 28).
P.245 > ditor, Ty, Virging Lazz,,f '9,1' Re, o National Consrvatim Courtesy of Thomas Balch Library
az, gi.ft er,

(University Press of Virginia, 1986),



