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African -American Civilians and Soldiers Treated at Claremont Smallpox Hospital, 

Fairfax County, Virginia, 1862-1865 
 
 

 

 
 

The main house at Clermont depicted, but misidentified, in 

F.T. Millerôs The Photographic History of the Civil War, 1912. 

 

 

Clermont was the 300-acre estate of Daniel French, located along a ridge in Fairfax County, Virginia, on the south bank of Cameron 

Run and overlooking the town of Alexandria two and a half miles away to the east-northeast.  Elizabeth French Dulany inherited the 

property from her father in 1771, and she and husband Benjamin Tasker Dulany lived there and ran the farm from the time of their 
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1773 marriage until moving to nearby Shuterôs Hill in 1799.  The house was 

then rented to various families before ownership of the estate turned over in 

1818, 1820 and 1833ðthe last time conveyed to General John Mason, a 

merchant and federal government official, formerly of Analostan
1
 and son of 

George Mason of Gunston Hall.  Advertisements for this sale and ones of the 

1840s and 1850s provide detailed descriptions of the property.  About a third of 

it was woodlot, and seven spring-fed fields occupied 160 acres of bottom land 

along Cameron Run and 40 acres of high ground.  The outbuildings were 

numerous, and a ñcedar hedgeò bounded a five-acre garden and orchard adjacent 

to the commodious main house.  It was a newspaper ad, too, from 1795, that 

contains the first mention of the estateôs name, Clermont, presumably honoring 

the ancient French city.
2
 

 

At the outbreak of the Civil War, the propertyôs owner was French Forrest, a 

U.S. Navy officer, veteran of the War of 1812, and Adjutant General of U.S. 

forces during the Mexican War.  He joined the Confederacy upon Virginiaôs 

secession and went south to take command of the Gosport or ñNorfolkò Navy 

Yard at Portsmouth about May 11, 1861.  He later served as commander of the 

James River Squadron and Acting Assistant Secretary of the C.S.A. Navy.  

Forrestôs wife departed in haste when federal troops occupied Alexandria May 

24, leaving the estate vulnerable to the depredations of the incoming troops.  

Clermont was quickly occupied and later formally confiscated and sold by the 

federal government.
3
 

 

In July 1861, the estate became the campground of a brigade consisting of the 

Third, Fourth and Fifth Maine Volunteer Infantry Regiments and the Second 

                                                 
1
 Analostan is an island in the Potomac River off Georgetown, D.C. that once contained Masonôs ñcountryò home.  It is now called Theodore Roosevelt Island. 

2
 Edith M. Sprouse, ñClermont: The Rest of the Story,ò in The Fireside Sentinel, Vol. III, No. 9, September 1989, pp. 97-104.  The home was birthplace of 

Fitzhugh Lee, Confederate general, nephew of Robert E. Lee, and eventually governor of Virginia.  The location of the Clermont house was about where 

Clermont Elementary School now stands, at 5720 Clermont Drive in the Alexandria section of Fairfax County. 
3
 Edith M. Sprouse, ñClermont: The Rest of the Story (Continued),ò in The Fireside Sentinel, Vol. III, No. 10, October 1989, pp. 109-113; ñFrench Forrest,ò on 

Wikipedia, 2009, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_Forrest. 

Captain French Forrest, C.S.N., as flag officer of 

the James River Squadron.  Library of Congress. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_Forrest
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Vermont.  The men of the Third Maine ransacked Clermont house and converted it to use as the brigade hospital when the units 

returned from defeat at the first Battle of Bull Run (or ñFirst Manassasò).
4
  By that time, Clermontôs buildings had already been ñmuch 

injured,ò and six months later, the fences and outbuildings had nearly all been destroyed for fuel and building materials for camps in 

the vicinity.  The orchards and woods probably fared little better.  The stuccoed house, apparently much enlarged after 1804, had 

contained two parlors, a library, office, and center hall on the first floor; five vaults or cellars below; a winter kitchen in a timber-

framed wing; eleven ñcomfortable apartmentsò or chambers in the second and attic stories.  Its eight fireplaces meant that the attic 

rooms were not heated unless the Army introduced stoves.  All of these rooms now accommodated 50 or 60 patients in the charge of 

Asa B. Snow, surgeon for the 61
st
 New York regiment.  Perhaps the sole remaining outbuilding, Forrestôs former office, located 

perhaps 20 to 30 feet north of the house, would later be put to use as a dispensary of medicines.
5
  The home would remain a hospital 

for the duration of the war, not for the treatment of wounds and general illnesses, but as a specialized quarantine facility.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4
 Craig Young, ñThe Third Maine Regiment Volunteer Infantry Time-Line with Historical Information,ò June 28, 2001, http://thirdmaine.org/history.htm.  

5
 Sprouse (September 1989), pp. 99, 104; Sprouse (October 1989), pp. 112-113 and 115. 

An antebellum drawing of 

Clermont house and its 

immediate outbuildings, most 

of which were razed by Union 

troops.  Reprinted from Peter 

R. Henriques, ed., ñThe Civil 

War Diary of Anne S. 

Frobel,ò Northern Virginia 

Heritage, June 1987. 

http://thirdmaine.org/history.htm
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With thousands of troops, refugees, and former slaves on the move and converging on ill-prepared localities, communicable disease 

was bound to become a daunting wartime problem.  The most feared illnesses of the time were typhoid fever and choleraðboth 

bacterial maladies whose spread was promoted by poor sanitationðand smallpox, caused by an airborne virus known as variola.    

A detail of a map of the 

defenses of Washington 

showing the area to the 

west of Alexandria.  The 

camps of the Third and 

Fifth Maine Infantry 

Regiments are depicted in 

the lower left corner.  

These were located on the 

Claremont estate, at the 

foot of the hill upon which 

the house stood (just 

beyond the mapôs margin).  

From The Official Atlas of 

the Civil War.  


