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Location: 120 Chatham Lane, Fredericksburg, Virginia. Owned and managed by the 
National Park Service as headquarters of the Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania 
National Military Park. 
 
Latitude: 38.30856 Longitude: -77.455732 (center of west side front door, 
Google Earth, Simple Cylindrical Projection, WGS84) 

  
Significance: Chatham Manor, circa 1768, is significant as a fine example of period Georgian 

architecture that, despite some alterations, still maintains its original integrity.1 
From the builder, local planter William Fitzhugh, to retired General Motors 
executive John L. Pratt, the manor has been associated with local and nationally 
prominent individuals.2 Its use as a Union headquarters and later a hospital 
during the Civil War ties it to events of national importance, as well. The 
gardens at Chatham Manor are significant as a landscape designed by noted early 
female landscape architect, Ellen Biddle Shipman. Additionally, Shipman’s 
plans were implemented and maintained by the homeowner, Helen Devore, and 
documented by prominent female photographer Frances Benjamin Johnston. 

  
Description: Located on a ridge above the north side of the Rappahannock River in Stafford 

County, Chatham’s front elevation overlooks the city of Fredericksburg, 
Virginia. A series of terraces step down toward River Road and the origination 
of a curving driveway that at one time formed the main access to the manor. On 
the north and south side of the house and its flanking ancillary buildings, the 
property slopes down to wooded ravines. The east side is fairly flat, with fields 
to the north and a private residence to the south. The current entrance, a 
driveway leading into the property from Chatham Heights Road to the east, 
passes by a small cottage before intersecting with a gravel parking lot and 
continuing on around the property, past greenhouses, and out to River Road. 
 
The landscape surrounding the manor was originally a plantation consisting of 
dependencies and outbuildings, and hundreds of acres of pastures, farmlands, 
and woods.3 An advertisement in the Virginia Herald, dated February 14, 1797, 
described Chatham’s landscape as encompassing “eleven or fifteen hundred 
acres… the grounds adjoining the house are neatly laid out in pleasure and 
Kitchen Gardens, interspersed with a variety of scarce trees, a choice collection 

                                                 
1 Robert W. Johnson, Preliminary Historic Resource Study, Chatham- Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania County 
Battlefields Memorial National Military Park, Virginia. October, 1982, National Park Service, Denver, Colorado. 
pg. xvii. 
2 Ibid 
3 Ibid., pg. 2. 
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of flowers and flowering shrubs…”4 Bordering these gardens were four acres of 
vegetables, and orchards, fruit and nut-bearing trees, shrubs, and vines, fields of 
red clover, orchard grass, and hay.5 
 
Outbuildings included a brick kitchen and larder, servant’s quarters and laundry, 
and smoke-house, and a stone dairy and spring house. There were stables and 
coach-houses and a “large and well planned Farm-Yard, with Barns and 
Granary, a Cow-House with separate stalls for thirty-six grown cattle, apartments 
for fattening veals, muttons and lambs; extensive Sheds for Sheep, and other 
arrangements for stock of every description…”.6 
 
The majority of Chatham’s landscape remained agrarian until the Civil War, 
although some of the acreage was sold off. During the war, the property would 
serve as Union headquarters and a hospital, which impacted the function and 
aesthetic nature of the grounds. The wife of the owner, Mrs. James Lacey, wrote 
upon her return to the mansion that “the trees had been cut down, the yard and 
garden were a wilderness of weeds and briers, and there were nineteen Federal 
graves on the lawn.”7 
 
Subsequent owners would once again farm the fields and graze cattle, and 
Chatham’s gardens would be redesigned, but not to the pre-war extent. Much of 
the acreage was sold off by the early 1900s, so the focus on the landscape 
narrowed to the property immediately adjacent to the house. In 1920, new 
owners would bring in an architect and landscape architect to renovate the 
buildings and grounds. The most drastic changes the Devores made to the 
property were on the east, and formerly back side of the manor, which the 
architect had reconfigured as the new façade. The approach to the flagstone 
terrace and front door was through brick columns flanking a flag path that led 
past formal beds of perennials edged with boxwood, a rose garden, pergola, 
alleés of dogwoods, a pool and box parterres, all bordered by gravel and turf 
paths. Brick walls and ancillary buildings (kitchen, laundry, and a new 
summerhouse) enclosed the gardens, and decorative garden urns and statuary 
provided terminals for vistas and intersecting paths.8 
 
The west side of the manor was landscaped with terraced lawns, brick walls, 
curving steps, and classic temples.9 A driveway initiating from the road below 
forked off on the west corner of the property to form a loop around the grounds- 
through a service yard on the south and around the walled gardens and the north 
side of the house. Woods surrounded the property to the west and south, while to 

                                                 
4 Ibid., pg. 43. 
5 Ibid., pg. 43 
6 Ibid., pg. 44. 
7 Ibid., pg. 179. 
8 Zachary Rutz, Chatham, A Landscape Introduction, 2006, Garden Club of Virginia, pg. 29-34. 
9 Ibid. 
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the north and east were cultivated fields and pastureland.10 
 
In 1931, new owners would continue to farm and raise beef cattle, and would 
also add greenhouses off the driveway on the north side of the grounds.11 Later, 
the gardens would be simplified, with the removal of the parterres and several 
trees to ease maintenance. 
 
The National Park Service acquired Chatham in 1975, and the landscape went 
through several reincarnations to the present date.12 As headquarters for the 
Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania Military Park, the focus of the house and 
grounds became the period during the Civil War, so cannons were placed on the 
front terrace and interpretive signage was placed in key areas. However, in 1984, 
the Devore-era gardens were restored and replicas replaced garden ornaments 
that had been auctioned off after the NPS’s acquisition of the estate. 
Today, the landscape presents a dichotomy. On the river side of the house, Civil 
War artifact such as cannons and a reproduction pontoon bridge, as well as 
interpretive signage, provide a sense of events at Chatham during the war. Near 
the house, two twisted catalpa “witness” trees stand as appropriate reminders of 
the devastation of the war. On the east side, the remains of the Colonial Revival 
gardens recall the grand country estate Chatham would evolve into before 
WWII. The gardens have become unkempt, with overgrown shrubbery and 
boxwoods and deteriorating pergolas. Picnic grounds now lay to the north of the 
summerhouse, and old shrubs and trees dot the landscape. The challenge now 
seems to be to find a way for Chatham’s interpretation to include the Civil War 
era and the significant Ellen Biddle Shipman colonial revival gardens while 
managing the upkeep of what could be very maintenance-intensive grounds. 

  
History: Chatham was built between 1768 and 1771 by William Fitzhugh, a landowner in 

Spotsylvania County who divested himself of these rural holdings to buy land 
and build a fine brick mansion across the river from Fredericksburg. At this time, 
Fredericksburg was experiencing rapid growth as a commercial hub, due to its 
location as a port town on the Rappahannock River, as well as its position along 
the main north-south highway corridor.13 A plantation in this area would be well 
positioned to take advantage of the readily available transportation options, and 
Chatham eventually became a profitable enterprise, employing upwards of 100 
slaves and growing crops such as wheat and corn.14 However, the ease of access 
to Chatham, and the known hospitality of its owner would eventually cause 
Fitzhugh to tire of his visitors, put his property on the market, and permanently 
escape to his townhome in Alexandria.15  

                                                 
10 Ibid., pg. 48. 
11 Ibid., pg. 40-41. 
12 Johnson, pg. 244. 
13 Ibid., pg. 33. 
14 Ibid., pg. 35. 
15 Ibid., pg. 40. 
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According to tax records, Chatham remained a profitable plantation throughout 
the antebellum period,16 and the granddaughter of owner Judge John Coalter, 
Delia Page, would describe “the gravel walks, the beautiful flower beds and 
shrubbery,” some of the many pleasures she enjoyed on her visits in the 1830s or 
‘40s.”17 Just before the war, in 1857, the property, described as consisting of 712 
acres, was auctioned off to James Horace Lacy18 after the death of Coalter’s 
widow, and a local Fredericksburg paper noted that the estate still included fine 
gardens and terraces.19 
 
Chatham’s landscape would be heavily altered and its use forever changed by the 
ravages of the Civil War, when the property would serve as Union headquarters 
and a hospital. As plantation owners throughout the South experienced after the 
war, Lacey suffered financial difficulties, in part due to the loss of his slaves, and 
the expense involved in reclaiming the land.20 Chatham, now down to 468 acres, 
was sold in 1872.21 
 
From 1874 to 1889, the new owner of Chatham, Oliver Watson, leased his 
property to a farmer, who worked the land with four black laborers.22 By 1909, 
after several short-term owners, the estate, now encompassing just over 30 
acres23 was listed for sale in The Daily Star. The landscaping was described as 
“attractive, having a variety of trees and shrubbery, walkways and terraces.”24  
Like many large old Southern plantations, Chatham and its grounds had been 
reduced to a fine, colonial-era country residence for the affluent businessman. 
When the property was advertised for sale again in 1920, Daniel Devore and his 
wife, Helen, would trade their home in Washington, D.C., along with $1,000 in 
cash to acquire the estate. During the eleven years that they owned Chatham, the 
home and grounds underwent a significant transformation, as documented by the 
collection of photographs taken by Frances Benjamin Johnston and archived at 
the Library of Congress. Along with an architect and builder hired to address 
changes to the buildings, the Devores engaged Ellen Biddle Shipman to draft 
plans for the gardens and landscape. Shipman had struggled to position herself in 
a career that, while deemed suitable for woman due to the domestic nature of 
gardening, in general, still suffered from the belittlement of their male 
counterparts. However, her Colonial Revival gardens at Chatham garnered rave 
reviews from national garden magazines,25 and in the years to come, grew to be a 
popular destination during the new Garden Club of Virginia’s garden week.26 

                                                 
16 Ibid., pg. 101. 
17 Ibid., pg. 92. 
18 Ibid., pg. 107, 111. 
19 Ibid., pg. 108. 
20 Ibid., pg. 189. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid., pg. 195. 
23 Ibid., pg. 208. 
24 Ibid., pg. 211 
25 Rutz, pg. 35-36. 
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The Devores sold Chatham to John Lee and Lillian Pratt in 1931.27 They 
continued to farm and take care of the gardens, but after the death of Mrs. Pratt, 
the maintenance-intensive colonial revival gardens, which had been so popular 
before the war, would become too much of a burden. In 1955, Pratt hired noted 
landscape architect Charles Gillette (also known for his colonial revival gardens) 
to simplify the walled garden.28 Among the changes implemented were the 
removal of the parterre beds, boxwoods, and numerous apple trees.29 After 
Pratt’s death in 1975,30 Chatham Manor and its grounds would be acquired by 
the National Park Service and serve as the headquarters for the Fredericksburg 
and Spotsylvania National Military Park. 

  
Sources: Johnson, Robert W. Preliminary Historic Resource Study, Chatham- 

Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania County Battlefields Memorial National 
Military Park, Virginia. October 1982, National Park Service, Denver, 
Colorado. 
http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/frsp/chatham_hrs.pdf 
(accessed May 26, 2013). 

 
Johnston, Frances Benjamin. "Chatham," Colonel Daniel Bradford Devore 

house, 120 Chatham Lane, Fredericksburg, Stafford County, Virginia. East 
flower garden pergola. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2008679206/ 
(accessed July 27, 2013). 

Rutz, Zachary. Chatham, a landscape introduction. 2006. Garden Club of 
Virginia. http://www.scribd.com/doc/56100352/Chatham-a-landscape-
introduction (accessed May 26, 2013). 

  
Historian: Leslie Bird, 5721 Partlow Road, Partlow, Va. 22534 (540-582-8599) 

 
June 20, 2013 
 
2013 HALS Challenge Entry: Documenting the Cultural Landscapes of Women 

  
  

                                                                                                                                                             
26 Ibid., pg. 37. 
27 Ibid., 37. 
28 Ibid., 41. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Johnson, pg. 242. 
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"Chatham," Colonel Daniel Bradford Devore house, 120 Chatham Lane, Fredericksburg, 
Stafford County, Virginia. East flower garden pergola (Frances Benjamin Johnston, 1927, 
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C.). 
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Looking west to Chatham façade (Leslie Bird; July 29, 2013). 
 

  

Rose pergolas in formal garden (Leslie Bird; July 29, 2013). 
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View to east wall (Leslie Bird; July 29, 2013). 
 

 

Overview of gardens looking north (Leslie Bird; July 29, 2013). 
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