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DATE: November 12, 2020 

 

TO: Board of Supervisors 

 

FROM: Laura Arseneau, Branch Chief 

Heritage Resources and Plan Development, Planning Division, DPD 

 

SUBJECT: Response to October 20, 2020, Board Request for analysis of options related to 

establishment of a Historic Overlay District for River Farm and other options 

for preservation 

 

 

On October 20, 2020, the Board directed the Department of Planning and Development (DPD) 

to analyze and gather information regarding the possible creation of an expedited Historic 

Overlay District (HOD) for River Farm, as well as other potential options to protect the 

property.  

 

Property Background 

The River Farm property is in the Mount Vernon Magisterial District at 7931 East Boulevard 

Drive in the Alexandria portion of Fairfax County (Tax Map Parcel 102-2 ((01)) 0020). The 

property is in the MV-4 Wellington Community Planning Sector of the Comprehensive Plan. 

The Comprehensive Plan Map shows the property as planned for private recreation uses; there 

is no site-specific plan recommendation for the property. The property is zoned R-2 (residential 

use at 2 dwelling units per acre) and is also identified on the County’s Inventory of Historic 

Sites. The property is shown in Figure 1. 

 

The 24.69-acre property is owned by the American Horticultural Society (AHS). The AHS 

relocated its headquarters to the property in 1973. The property has an approved Special 

Exception Use from 2009 for a public benefit association (SEA 79-V-073-04).  

 

According to current tax records, the property is developed with a two and a half story 

single-family dwelling that is currently used as the headquarters for the AHS and for event 

space. There are also various associated barns and detached structures on the property. The 

property has one vehicular access point along the western property line from East Boulevard 
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Drive. In addition, there is a Resource Protection Area located along the eastern property line 

and a portion of the northern property line (Figure 1).  

 

 
Figure 1- Aerial View of AHS Property with Resource Protection Area Delineation 

Historical Background 

 

The River Farm property has an extensive history dating back to George Washington and has 

become a community landmark. It has great potential significance in the built environment, 

archaeological resources, existing landscape, and the use of the property by the community.  

 

The property is listed on the Fairfax County Inventory of Historic Sites as “Wellington/George 

Washington’s River Farm.” Listing in the Inventory, maintained by the History Commission, is 

an honorific designation that offers no protection against modification or demolition of the 

property. The property is not listed on the National Register of Historic Places or the Virginia 

Landmarks Register, nor is it located within a County-designated historic overlay district.  
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The property was originally owned by George Washington. In 1790, construction began on the 

dwelling that is now known as Wellington. In 1795, George Washington gave Fanny Bassett  

Washington and her husband Tobias Lear, Washington’s private secretary, a life estate on the 

property. The Lears completed construction of the dwelling, naming it Walnut Tree Farm. 

Following Tobias Lear's death on October 11, 1816, the property reverted to Washington 

family ownership.1  

 

In 1859, Washington's heirs sold the property to Stacy Snowden, one of the many Quakers who 

had come to Virginia from Pennsylvania and New Jersey in the mid-19th century. It appears 

that Snowden lived at his adjacent property, Collingwood, and his brother Isaac lived on 

Walnut Tree Farm. Local historians credit Isaac with creating the name Wellington. The 

Snowdens sold Wellington in 1866, and the house passed through two more owners until it was 

purchased by Malcolm Matheson in 1920. The Mathesons remodeled Wellington to its present 

form in 1924. Wellington remained in domestic use until 1973, when the property was 

purchased by the AHS, which uses the property as its national headquarters.2 

 

The main house was refurbished soon after the AHS acquired Wellington. The front gates of 

Wellington were originally the front gates of the White House, installed in 1819 under James 

Monroe. They were removed in 1937 during a White House renovation and moved to 

Wellington.3 

 

Although the information on file states that the current main house was built in the 1790s, there 

is conflicting information about the exact construction date. According to historians, the date 

cannot be determined without a thorough archaeological research effort and analysis. The 

earliest photographic evidence we have of the main house in its current location is from around 

1900.  

 

Fairfax County Park Authority Archaeology Collections Branch staff has conducted a 

preliminary analysis and concluded that the property has a moderate to high probability for the 

presence of both historic and prehistoric archaeological resources. While there are undoubtedly 

some areas that have been subject to disturbance, it is anticipated that there should be 

archaeological remains of outbuildings that would have been on the property. A Phase I 

systematic archaeological survey could identify those areas that are intact and disturbed. Areas 

with intact deposits could be evaluated for their integrity. A cultural landscape survey, to 

recognize and document the importance of the terraced gardens and other resources, is also 

recommended. The River Farm property might also contain information about the Native 

Americans who chose to occupy this resource-rich area, as well as evidence of the enslaved 

persons who would have lived and worked there.  

 

 
 
1 Fairfax County Inventory of Historic Sites, Site Report- “Wellington/Washington’s River Farm.” 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid.  
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In addition to the historic nature of this property, this location has served as a public amenity 

and open space recreation area for the community. Any potential development threatens this 

existing well-maintained park-like setting.  

 

Existing Easements  

Deed records and online database research through the Virginia Department of Conservation 

and Recreation identify two existing easements on the property (Figure 2). Since the easements 

run with the title of the property, any sale of the property would have these easements included 

and the new owner would have to abide by the easement conditions.  
  

  

 
Figure 2- Existing Easements on AHS Property 
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The first open space easement is located on the eastern edge of the River Farm property along 

the Potomac River (in tan dotted area on Figure 2). The 8.15-acre easement is held by the 

Virginia Outdoors Foundation. This easement was placed on the property in 1978 and includes 

the following restrictions: 

• No subdivision of the property subject to the easement. 

• Management of existing trees. 

• No alteration of existing topography. 

• No building, structure, or mobile home in the easement area. 

 

The entire deed of easement and all conditions can be found in Attachment 1. In addition, the 

Virginia Outdoors Foundation inspects the property periodically to ensure the conditions of the  

easement are being met.  

 

The second open space easement, (the National Park Service (NPS) easement) generally shown 

in stripes in Figure 2, runs along the western edge of the River Farm property and adjacent to 

the George Washington Memorial Parkway. The easement encompasses 2.209 acres of the 

property and was placed on the property in 1979. Restrictions within this easement include:  

• The encumbered part of the property is to be used as open space only. 

• A driveway on and across the easement area must be approved by the Secretary of the 

Interior. 

• The easement area cannot be subdivided. 

• No signage or storage is allowed. 

• Existing trees must be managed. Any tree larger than six inches in diameter and more 

than 30 feet in height can be removed only with written permission from the Secretary 

of the Interior (dead trees excluded). 

 

The full text of the easement is included in Attachment 2.  

 

 

Fairfax County Property Preservation Options 

Staff has identified the following four options—other than simply relying on existing 

restrictions—to assist with preserving or ensuring a level of County-review of proposals to 

modify the property or the structures:  

 

1. Establishment of a County Historic Overlay District 

2. Establishment of a Conservation Easement 

3. Public/Private Purchase 

4. Downzoning 
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Preservation Option 1- Establishment of a County Historic Overlay District  

As noted above, the property is listed in the Fairfax County Inventory of Historic Sites. The 

Fairfax County Zoning Ordinance contains the regulations for an historic overlay district 

(HOD) in Section 7-200, and the powers and duties of the Architectural Review Board (ARB) 

are included in Section 19-300. The ARB’s responsibilities include advising the Board of 

Supervisors on matters related to historic preservation, making recommendations on proposed 

site plans, subdivision and rezoning applications, and approving any construction, 

reconstruction, alteration, or other work that would require a building permit for properties 

within an HOD. The creation of an HOD for the property would require ARB oversight and 

would help ensure the preservation of historic integrity, viewsheds, and the unique character of 

the buildings.  

 

If the property were to be included in an HOD, the ARB, comprised of Board-appointed 

historic preservation professionals, would review, comment, and make a recommendation 

regarding any proposal to subdivide the property. In addition, the ARB would review and 

either approve or deny any proposed exterior modifications to any structure on the property. 

The ARB can review subdivision plats and grading plans to assess their overall impact on 

existing conditions in an HOD, on the “visual character of the district” and, on the overall 

historical, architectural, or archeological significance of the district. 

 

The creation of an historic overlay district could help ensure that the historic, architectural, 

archaeological, and cultural resources on the River Farm property are preserved for future 

generations. In addition, an historic overlay district can be imposed by the county without 

owner approval. While the creation of an HOD would not necessarily prevent subdivision, any 

changes to the site would remain subject to the existing restrictions, including the easements, 

as well as the design guidelines and other provisions of the HOD.  

 

Process for Establishing a Historic Overlay District 

The process for establishing a new HOD is contained in Section 7-200 of the Zoning 

Ordinance, and is summarized below: The full text of this section of the Zoning 

Ordinance can be found at: 

(https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/planningdevelopment/sites/planningdevelopment/files/

assets/documents/zoning/zoning%20ordinance/art07.pdf ). 

 

1. A request to establish an HOD can be initiated by the Board of Supervisors. 

Owner concurrence is not required. This action would include a Comprehensive 

Plan Amendment, a zoning map amendment to delineate the boundary of the 

historic overlay district, and a zoning text amendment to include the provisions 

of the specific HOD.  

 

https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/planningdevelopment/sites/planningdevelopment/files/assets/documents/zoning/zoning%20ordinance/art07.pdf
https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/planningdevelopment/sites/planningdevelopment/files/assets/documents/zoning/zoning%20ordinance/art07.pdf
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2. Staff would prepare and submit a report evaluating the proposed HOD. The 

report would identify proposed “boundaries as well as the historic, architectural, 

archaeological, or cultural significance of buildings, structures, or sites to be 

protected, and describe present trends, conditions and desirable public 

objectives for preservation.”  

 

3. After public hearings, the Planning Commission would make a recommendation 

and the Board of Supervisors would decide whether to adopt the proposed 

amendment and establish the HOD. 

 

The ARB (with assistance) would formulate and adopt design guidelines for the 

HOD as outlined in Sect. 7-204(7) of the Zoning Ordinance. 

 

Estimated Timeframe to Establish a Potential HOD 

 

River Farm is a single parcel, and much historic research has already been completed. 

With the assistance of consultant resources for the required design guidelines, staff 

estimates that, with an expedited timeline, an HOD could be established in 

approximately four months.  

 

 

Preservation Option 2- Establishment of a Conservation Easement 

The property owner could impose a conservation easement on the property to protect the 

architecture of structures and to preserve the grounds. The easement could be established in 

coordination with a local non-profit, or a state or national entity. Easement conditions could 

require ARB review and approval of any future architectural modification or ground 

disturbance to preserve the buildings and protect viewsheds; and provide for the preservation 

of the property for public benefit and amenity. However, easements must be pursued and 

agreed upon by the owner.  

There are several existing historic architectural easements and open space easements in the 

County. The conservation easements at the Silas Burke House and the Cross Farmhouse are 

examples of existing conservation easements with historic architectural and open space 

conditions. 

 

The Silas Burke House, located in Burke, has a conservation easement for both historic 

architecture/facade elements and open space preservation; both easements are recorded and run 

with the land. The property owner developed a continuing care facility on-site and granted the 

easements to the County. The architectural easement includes preserving interior and exterior 

character defining features, meeting preservation industry standards, and annual reviews 

(Attachment 3). The open space easement preserves the open space around the historic house 

and the outbuildings, and restricts any construction that would obstruct viewsheds, including 

landscaping.  
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The Cross Farmhouse, located in Chantilly, has a conservation easement established in 2001. 

The purpose of the easement was to preserve and maintain the existing grounds and viewsheds, 

as well as to preserve the exterior appearance of the existing farmhouse. The property was 

developed with several multi-family residential dwellings after approval of rezoning case RZ 

2000-SU-008, but the farmhouse and the immediate area around it were preserved with this 

easement. The easement conditions include prohibiting changes to the exterior of the 

farmhouse or grounds without authorization from the County, ensuring the owner maintains 

the easement area, and ensuring the owner maintains the appearance of the farmhouse before 

selling, among other conditions (Attachment 4).  

 

 

Preservation Option 3- Public/Private Purchase of Property with Goal of Preservation of 

House and Public Amenity 

The County, alone or in combination with other interested parties, could purchase the property 

with the goal of preserving the house and public amenities. Preservation could be 

accomplished through the placement of an easement or other agreement that preserves the open 

space, the historic structures, and other attributes of the site. Ideally, the County would work 

closely with any potential owner to discuss the goals of the County for the property including 

preservation of historic resources and continuation of the property as a public amenity.  

 

As stated previously, a private property owner ultimately has the final decision in agreeing to 

easements on the property.  

 

Preservation Option 4- Downzoning 

While the Board has the theoretical option to authorize a Board’s-own-motion rezoning of the 

property to a lower-density zoning district (e.g., R-E, 0.5 dwelling units per acre), such a step 

would require significant additional study and discussion with the Board and would not ensure 

preservation. 

 

 

We hope that this responds to the Board’s request. If you have any questions or require any 

additional information, please contact Laura Arseneau at 703-324-1380 or 

Laura.Arseneau@fairfaxcounty.gov.  

 

Attachments: 

1. National Park Service Easement Language and Deed 

2. Virginia Outdoors Foundation Easement Language and Deed 

3. Silas Burke House Easement Language Excerpt 

4. Cross Farmhouse Easement Language Excerpt 

 

mailto:Laura.Arseneau@fairfaxcounty.gov
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cc:  Bryan Hill, County Executive 

Rachel Flynn, Deputy County Executive 

William Hicks, Director, Land Development Services 

Kirk Kincannon, Director, Park Authority  

Barbara Byron, Director, Department of Planning and Development 

Leanna O’Donnell, Planning Division Director, Department of Planning and 

Development 

David Stoner, Deputy County Attorney, Office of the County Attorney 
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72663 I: 

DEED OF GIFT OF EASEMENT 
a c ~ ~  5 0 3  FACE 83 j. 

-. 
.v. herein-called the Grantor, and the 

/VIRGINIA OUTDOORS FO~J~~DATION, herein called the Grantee. 

WITNESSETH: 

WHErEREAS the Open Space Land Act of 1966 declared that 
the preservation of open-space land serves a public purpose 
for the health and welfare of the citizens of the State by 
curbing urban sprawl and encouraging more desirable and 
economic development of natural resources, and authorized 
the use of easements in gross to maintain the character of 
open-space land, and 

WHEREAS the Grantor is the owner of the fee of real 
property hereinafter described which Grantor desires 

'd preserved as open space land in the public interest, 

NOR, THEREFORE, in recognition of the foregoing and 
in consideration of the sum of ten dollars ($10.00) and 5% ' 5 other valuable considerations, the receipt of which is * hereby acknowledged, the Grantor does hereby grant and 
convey to the Grantee an open-space easement in gross over, 
and the right in perpetuity to -strict the use of, the 
following described real estate containing 8.149 acres 
more or less in Mount Vernon District of Fairfax County, ' ' 
Virginia, herein called the Property: 

BEGINNING at a point at the end of a pier on the 
Potomac River at a corner of Wellington Subdivision; 
thence with a line of the wall of the pier 
S 33026' E 33.12 feet and with another line of 
the wall S 53°10'20" W 109.77 feet; thence with 

2 
the mean low tide of the Potomac River (as found 
January 23, 1973) S 21012' E 52.14 feet, S 3E054, 

0 E 44.00 feet, S 54056' E 61.00 feet, S 41°51' E 59.00 
feet, S 2g034' E 100.00 feet, S 36O 19' E 153.00 
feet, S 26002' E 194.00 feet, S 14O58' E 66.00 feet, 

7 S "006. E 64.00 feet, S 14O44' E 82.00 feet, 

2 S 40015' E 12.00 feet, S 20°48' W 33.00 feet, 
> S 2027'E 46.00 feet and S 13O58' W 22.00 feet 

5 to a corner of Halpin; thence with the lines Of 
Halpin S 7g004, W (Passing through an iron pipe 
at 29.18 feet) 450.00 feet to a point on the 4. 

along the alignment of the 4.00 foot brickwall 
foot high brickwall (known as Ha-Ha); thence 

462.50 feet to a point at the northern-most end 
of the 4.00 foot wall; thence N 03~00' W 512.50 
feet to a point on the line of Weeks'; thence 
with the lines of Weeks N 69°39'30" E 200.00 feet 
to the point of beginning, containing 8.149 acres 
of land and known as River Farm. 

The restrictions hereby imposed on use of the above 
described Property are in accord with the Conunonwealth of 
Virginia's policy set forth in Chapter 13, Title 10 of 
the Code of Virginia, 1950, as amended, Sections 10-151 
to 10-158 (Acts 1966, c.461; 1974, c.259). entitled 
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"Open Space Land Act," and the acts which the Grantor. its 
heirs, successors and assigns, so covenant to do and not to 
do upon the Property, and the restrictions which the Grantee 
is hereby entitled to enforce, are and shall be as follows: I 

1. Accumulation of trash, refuse, junk or unsightly 
material is not permitted on the Property. 

2. Display of billboards, signs or other advertisements 
is not permitted on or over the Property except to state 
solely the name and/or address of the owners, or to 
advertise the sale or lease of the Property, or to advertise 
the sale of goods or services produced incidentally to 
permitted uses of the Property. Pzovided that nc sign on 
the Property shall exceed four feet by four feet. 

3. Subdivision of the Property is prohibited. 

4. Existing trees shall be managed in accordance with 
sound forestry practicaa and trees may be selectively cut 
from time to time in such manner as will not alter the 
scenic character of the land. 

5 .  Grading, blasting or earth removal shall not alter 
: the topographic aspect of the Property provided that gardens, 
walks. and ponds may be constructed on the Property in 
accordance with plans approved by the Virginia Outdoors 
Foundation. 

6. No building, structure, or mobile home shall be 
built or maintained on the Property. 

7. Industrial or commercial activities are prohibited 
on the property. 

Representatives of the Grantee may enter the Property 
only from time to time for the purpose of inspection and 
enforcement of the terms of the ooen-s~ace easement aranted -.--- ~~~~ ~- ~~~- ~ ~ - ~. 
herein, following receipt of permission from or after 
reasonable notice to the landowner of the intended entry. 

Although this easement in gross will benefit the public 
in the ways recited above by encouraging and requiring 
elements of good land management, nothing herein shall 
be construed to convey a right to the public of access or 
use of the Property, and the Grantor, it heirs, successors 
and assigns shall retain exclusive right to access and use. 

Acceptance of this conveyance by the Virginia Outdoors 
Foundation is authorized by Section 10-163 of the Code of 
Virginia and is evidenced by the signature of its chairman, 
Louis Clifford Schroeder, to this deed. 



Accepted: 

STATE OF VIRGINIA 

, n ~ o t a r y  public in  and for 
the . .  juriedicci"o'on a aforesaid, hereby cert i fy  that - & r m u  0.J 

,;b., 
whose$- i s  si&ned t o  foregoing easement 

bearing date of the 3JC day of septernbcr, 1 9 x .  has 
acknowledged the same before ne in my Jurisdlccion n f o r e ~ i d .  

? 
Given under my hand t h t s x  day of 

&&dfi< . 1978. 

MY Cammission expires 

t. fld&M- 
U Necary Public 

(NOTARIAL S m )  

mls inst-ent rlth oertlfioate mnexod. 
admitted t o  roeord-Offloe OX ClroulL C O u F t  

Ilslrrar CouatY, "a. ,,CT 3 ,978 * t I O I p - *  

rents4 

iix\k~.%,*.i~,.. ,.. .- 
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