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History of Old Town Alexandria

Old Town Alexandria, located along the Potomac River in Virginia, is a vibrant historical district
known for its well-preserved 18th- and 19th-century architecture, cobblestone streets, and rich
heritage. Established in 1749, this picturesque community has played a significant role in American
history, serving as a bustling port, a center for commerce, and a residence for many prominent
figures. The story of Old Town Alexandria is a tapestry woven from its colonial roots, its pivotal role
during the Revolutionary and Civil Wars, and its ongoing transformation into a thriving urban
center.

Colonial Beginnings

Old Town Alexandria was founded in 1749 when the Virginia General Assembly officially established
it as a town. The location on the Potomac River made it an ideal site for trade and commerce. The
town quickly grew, supported by its strategic position near the river and its proximity to the colonial
capital of Williamsburg.

Early Development

- Port City: Alexandria became a major port of entry for goods and a shipping center for tobacco,
which was Virginia's primary cash crop during this period.

- Diverse Economy: The town's economy thrived as it attracted merchants, artisans, and laborers,
contributing to its growth as a cultural and economic hub.

- Civic Institutions: By the 1750s, Alexandria established its own government and civic institutions,
including a courthouse, a jail, and a market square, which further solidified its status as a town.



Revolutionary Era

As tensions between the American colonies and Great Britain escalated in the 1770s, Alexandria
became a focal point for revolutionary activity. The town's merchants and citizens were actively
involved in the movement for independence.

Key Events

- Meeting Place: In 1774, the first Virginia Convention was held in Alexandria, where local leaders
gathered to discuss resistance against British rule.

- George Washington's Influence: George Washington, a prominent figure in the American
Revolution, had strong ties to Alexandria. He frequently visited and conducted business in the town,
and it was here that he purchased many supplies for his troops during the war.

- Role in the War: Alexandria served as a supply base for the Continental Army. The town's strategic
location made it an essential support center for military operations in the region.

Post-Revolutionary Growth

Following the American Revolution, Alexandria continued to flourish as a commercial center. The
town's economy shifted from tobacco to other industries, and its population grew rapidly.

Economic Expansion

- Trade and Shipping: The port remained busy, with ships arriving and departing regularly,
facilitating trade with both domestic and foreign markets.

- Manufacturing: As the economy diversified, manufacturing industries began to emerge, including
shipbuilding, textiles, and food processing.

- Transportation: The introduction of the canal system and later the railroad in the early 19th
century further bolstered Alexandria's economic growth and connectivity.

Civil War and Reconstruction

The Civil War profoundly impacted Old Town Alexandria. The town's proximity to Washington, D.C.,
made it a strategic location for the Union Army.

Military Significance

- Occupation: Alexandria was occupied by Union forces in 1861 and served as a supply base for the
Union Army throughout the war.
- Hospital Facilities: The town became known for its military hospitals, where thousands of soldiers



received care. The most notable was the Mansion House Hospital, which treated both Union and
Confederate soldiers.

- Civilian Life: The war brought significant challenges to the local population, including food
shortages and the dislocation of families.

Post-War Changes

- Economic Disruption: Following the war, Alexandria faced economic challenges. The abolition of
slavery changed the labor landscape, leading to a new social order.

- Reconstruction Efforts: The Reconstruction era brought efforts to rebuild the economy and
infrastructure. Alexandria sought to redefine itself in the post-war context, implementing new civic
programs and services.

20th Century Transformation

As the 20th century progressed, Old Town Alexandria experienced significant changes that
transformed its character and landscape.

Urban Development

- Preservation Movement: In the mid-20th century, a preservation movement emerged, aimed at
protecting the historic architecture and neighborhoods of Old Town.

- Revitalization: The community took steps to revitalize the waterfront and promote tourism. This
included the restoration of historic buildings and the establishment of museums and cultural
institutions.

- Historic District Designation: In 1946, Alexandria was designated as a historic district, which
helped safeguard its architectural heritage and fostered a sense of community pride.

Modern Era

- Cultural Hub: Today, Old Town Alexandria is known for its vibrant arts scene, with galleries,
theaters, and performance spaces that attract visitors and residents alike.

- Dining and Shopping: The district features an array of restaurants, boutiques, and shops, making it
a popular destination for both tourists and locals.

- Community Events: Annual events, such as the Alexandria Film Festival and the Scottish Christmas
Walk, highlight the town’s rich cultural tapestry and foster community engagement.

Conclusion

The history of Old Town Alexandria is a rich narrative of growth, resilience, and transformation.
From its colonial beginnings as a bustling port city to its pivotal role in the Revolutionary and Civil



Wars, Alexandria has continually adapted to changing times while preserving its historical
character. Today, it stands as a testament to the enduring legacy of American history, attracting
visitors with its charm, culture, and vibrant community. As Alexandria continues to evolve, it
remains rooted in its historical significance, making it a unique and cherished part of the American
landscape.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the historical significance of Old Town Alexandria?

Old Town Alexandria is significant as it served as a major port city in the 18th and 19th centuries
and was a vital center for commerce and trade, particularly during the colonial period.

When was Old Town Alexandria founded?

Old Town Alexandria was founded in 1749 and quickly became an important colonial port due to its
strategic location along the Potomac River.

What architectural styles are prominent in Old Town
Alexandria?

Old Town Alexandria features a mix of architectural styles, including Georgian, Federal, and
Victorian, with many buildings dating back to the 18th and 19th centuries.

Which famous historical figures have connections to Old Town
Alexandria?

Notable historical figures connected to Old Town Alexandria include George Washington, who lived
nearby, and Robert E. Lee, who was born and raised in the area.

What role did Old Town Alexandria play during the Civil War?

During the Civil War, Old Town Alexandria was occupied by Union troops and served as a supply
base, significantly impacting its economy and development.

What are some key historical sites to visit in Old Town
Alexandria?

Key historical sites in Old Town Alexandria include the Carlyle House, the Stabler-Leadbeater
Apothecary Museum, and the historic waterfront area.

How has Old Town Alexandria preserved its historical
character?

Old Town Alexandria has preserved its historical character through strict zoning laws, preservation
efforts, and the rehabilitation of historic buildings, maintaining its charm and heritage.



What events are commonly celebrated in Old Town Alexandria
that reflect its history?

Events such as the Alexandria Historic Garden Week, the Scottish Christmas Walk, and various
heritage festivals celebrate the rich history and cultural heritage of Old Town Alexandria.
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