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Keeping Green an Alexandria Legacy: Family, Furniture, & Fire
The Green family of cabinetmakers were among the most successful producers of furniture in 
nineteenth century Alexandria. Three generations of craftsmen plied their trade for seventy years 
and saw their business grow as the city changed around them. 

In 1817, William Green, his wife Mary, and their seven children left Shef�ield, England, to settle in 
Alexandria, Virginia. They promptly set up a cabinetmaking shop which sold “all kinds of 
upholstery work, cabinet, chairs and sophas [sic].” As many Americans still placed a high value on 
English goods, William Green’s status as a recent arrival from England quickly made his business 
popular among the city’s fashionable clients. 

William’s son James took over the family business in 1824, but a few years later a devastating �ire 
which started in their shop on Royal Street destroyed much of their business. They were not 
insured and lost an estimated $20,000. This �ire was one of the worst in Alexandria’s history and 
ended up destroying 53 dwellings, stores, and a warehouse. However, the Green family rose from 
the ashes of this tragic event and reopened their business within a year, advertising all the latest 
styles including Grecian, Gothic, and French style furniture. 

By 1834, they purchased a three-story brick building at the corner of 
Prince and Fairfax Streets to be their new factory – the Green Steam 
Furniture Factory. This factory was the �irst cabinetmaking establishment 
in Alexandria to be equipped with a steam engine to run the power-sawing 
and turning machinery, which enabled furniture to be produced on a much 
larger scale. In keeping with more provincial cabinetmakers, the Greens 
produced all manner of wood products, including cof�ins. The Green  
family sold most of their items to clients across Virginia                      
although some pieces were sold as far away as Europe. Their                       
biggest regional competitors were based in Washington, D.C.,                                            
and while they eventually opened a showroom on Pennsylvania 
Avenue, Alexandria remained their base of operations. 

Like many business owners, the Greens sometimes 
experienced tense relationships with their laborers. Young 
boy apprentices, many of them orphans, worked in the shop 
learning the furniture trade and performing the more menial 
tasks. Green refused to pay his more skilled journeymen the 
wages recommended by the Columbia Society of Cabinet-
makers. Despite their wages being below the average, by 
1850, they employed forty-�ive men and �ifteen women and 
were by far the largest furniture manufacturers in Alexandria. 

Beginning in the 1850s, James’ sons, John and Stephen, entered the family business, eventually 
taking over in 1857. When the Civil War broke out, John Green joined the Confederate Army. The 
furniture factory was shut down in 1861 when Union forces entered Alexandria. Eventually the 
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factory was converted into a hospital for Union soldiers. Five years after it 
closed, however, the factory was reopened, and business resumed as 
transportation links were reestablished by water and rail. 

Green & Brother created furniture not only for private homes, but churches, 
schools, and resorts. However, the business would never reach its pre-Civil 
War heyday. By 1880, they employed only three men and one woman and 
were the only establishment in Alexandria that was still producing furniture. 
They could simply not compete with the larger manufacturing centers in 
Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York. By 1887, the factory had closed. 

Today, the Lee-Fendall House Museum has one of the largest collections of 
furniture produced by the Green family on public display. Join us on April 25th 
and 26th for a special Green furniture focus weekend, where we’ll be 
highlighting the museum’s Green furniture collection.
                            
The cover of an 1871 Green & Brother catalog. The catalog provided customers with 
detailed descriptions of available furniture as well as a price list for ordering. 
Pictured on the cover is the family’s Green Steam Furniture Factory building, which 
still stands in Alexandria today. (Photo from the Libarary of Virginia)
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This April, the Lee-Fendall House is springing into action to tell a more complete story 
of our historical residents. Enslaved and free African Americans lived at the Lee-Fendall 
House throughout its history. We currently talk about their stories as part of our house 
tours and programs. Now, we want to show how they lived.

Research is underway to develop a permanent exhibit dedicated to this important 
aspect of our history. To let visitors see where African Americans lived at Lee-Fendall 
house, we are restoring and furnishing a space they actually inhabited. We are kicking 
off our fundraising campaign for this exhibit during Spring2ACTion, Alexandria’s 
annual day of community giving on Wednesday, April 29th. 

Your support for our Spring2ACTion campaign will enable us to complete the research on the lives of these residents, 
restore the space they once lived in, and complete the new exhibit. It will also support the reopening of our research 
library as a community resource. As we expand the history to all those living Under the Same Roof at the Lee-Fendall House, 
please support this new project by contributing online now through April 29th.

Spool-turned furniture like this table were part 
of a revival of Gothic and Elizabethan style 
furniture popular from the 1840s through the 
1860s. The original pieces produced in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries had been 
painstakingly produced by hand. However, the 
nineteenth century spool-turned pieces were 
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among the �irst consistently factory-manufactured, mass-produced styles of furniture, 
and included sofas, tables, chairs, and beds. Side tables like this one were often used to 
serve tea or hold lamps or decorative objects and were placed near a sofa or bed. 

This table was produced at the Green Steam Furniture Factory during the height of their 
business. Purchased around 1856 by Captain Samuel Bancroft Hussey as a wedding gift 
for his daughter, it stood for many years in their house at 617 South Washington Street 
known as “The Shadows.” This historic home was demolished in the 1970s and many of 
the pieces that were once in that house, many of which were produced by the Green 
family, are now in the collection of the Lee-Fendall House. 

This factory-made, Green side table exempli�ies the intricacies and �ine-detailing achieved 
through spool-turning.

Donating is easy! 
Visit: www.spring2action.org

https://www.spring2action.org/organizations/lee-fendall-house-museum-garden
https://www.spring2action.org/organizations/lee-fendall-house-museum-garden


After a competitive selection process, the Lee-Fendall House is excited to welcome its new Executive 
Director – Martha Withers! Martha brings extensive museum and leadership experience as well as a 
passion for storytelling to Lee-Fendall. Having started in January, she looks forward to settling in and 
learning about the museum’s opportunities. We sat down with her to learn more about her experience 
and plans for the Lee-Fendall House.

Tell us about your experience before you came to Lee-Fendall House. 
With a couple of decades under my belt working with small museums and historic sites, I �ind that my 
experience all comes back to help in public history and museum administration. I have found 
application for experience with developing museum shops, interpreting state law, disability services, 
basic bookkeeping, historic building repair, project management, exhibit design and construction, 
website management, and on and on. Even my theater involvement produced a greater familiarity with 
guest services, event management, and textiles. Facilities include the French Legation Museum, the 
Williamson Museum (where I was the founding director), The Admiral Nimitz Museum / National 
Museum of the War in the Paci�ic, the O. Henry Home, the Elisabet Ney Studio, and other historic houses.

What programs and plans are you excited about for this year?
I’m very excited about the work that will be going into the new exhibit space dealing with African-American residents of the house! All the 
aspects that brought me to museum work – research, working with artifacts, and bringing to light untold stories in a three- dimensional 
setting. Along with that, we’ll be upgrading our research archives and library space, so it can be a real community asset. 
 
How do you see Lee-Fendall House �itting into the Alexandria community? 
Of course, I’m just beginning to explore the community! [Martha is originally from and did her undergraduate studies in the DC area but 
comes to us from Texas.] However, the museum should be front-and-center in the history and historic preservation interests of the immediate 
area as well as regionally. I hope to see us use our mission, facilities, and expertise to support heritage tourism and the interests of our 
neighbors.
 
Why does public history and historic preservation matter to you?
My family is to blame! My �irst trip to the Smithsonian was at age 5 and with it came the awareness that history could be tangible (I really like 
the “stuff”). The concepts of public history and historic preservation came later, after my �irst museum education job in a small historic house 
museum. I realized that our largest single artifact was the building itself, and it had to be preserved to tell the stories people needed to hear.

Spring Book Talks!
Saturday, March 21, 7:00 PM
Prohibition in Washington, 
D.C.: How Dry We Weren’t
Author Garrett Peck will discuss the 
colorful history of Prohibition in our 
nation’s capital with stories of 
bootleggers, speakeasies, and jazz.

Saturday, April 4, 7:00 PM
Stolen: Five Free Boys 
Kidnapped into Slavery & Their 
Astonishing Odyssey Home
Author Richard Bell will discuss his 
new book about kidnapping, 
enslavement, and human traf�icking 
in 19th century America. 

Saturday, May 2, 7:00 PM
The Cabinet: George 
Washington and the Creation 
of an American Institution
Author Lindsay Chervinsky will be 
discussing her new book about the 
creation of the �irst presidential 
cabinet

Books will be available for purchase 
and signing after each talk.

Save the Date!
September 26, 2020  |  7:00 - 10:00 PM

In addition to welcoming Martha Withers as the new Executive 
Director, we congratulate staff member, Amanda Roper, on her 

promotion to the role of Manager of Interpretation.

The Lee-Fendall House Board of Directors also announces 
changes in leadership for 2020. Long-time president Pat 

Sanders has retired from the board, and stepping into her role 
is Kelly Jeffers. Meghan White replaces Kelly as board secretary. 
Laura Lieberman has replaced Carter Refo as board treasurer. 
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Get to Know Lee-Fendall’s New Executive Director 

Martha Withers

A Speakeasy Night

Sips
 

Secrets
&
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Mark Your Calendars! = free event for Friends of Lee-Fendall House!  
Learn more about membership at www.leefendallhouse.org.

Visit www.leefendallhouse.org for the most up-to-date
list of upcoming programs.

- Get full event details and purchase tickets for your
favorite events at LeeFendallHouse.eventbrite.com

Space at seasonal programs is limited and �ills quickly – advanced 
purchase of tickets is recommended.

Annual Easter Egg Hunt!

Saturday, March 14, 2:00 PM  |  Sunday, May 3, 2:00 PM
Downton Abbey Tour
Can’t get enough Downton Abbey? Explore Lee-Fendall’s unique 
connection to Highclere Castle – the real-world setting of the 
popular movie and series – and learn about the people who 
inspired your favorite characters during this special tour!

Saturday, March 21, 7:00 PM
Book Talk with Garrett Peck: 
Prohibition in Washington, D.C.: How Dry We Weren’t

Saturday, March 28, 2:00 PM
The Women of Lee-Fendall House
Join us for a tour tracing the experiences of the women who have 
lived in and shaped the house over the centuries. Beginning in 
1791 with Mary Lee Fendall, the tour will culminate in the story of 
the women who fought to save the house in the 1970s.

Saturday, April 4, 10:00 AM – 4:00 PM
Smithsonian Magazine Museum Day
We are offering free admission and self-guided tours 
when you register as part of Smithsonian Magazine 
Museum Day. Register for your free tickets now!

Saturday, April 4, 7:00 PM
Book Talk with Richard Bell: Stolen: Five Free Boys 
Kidnapped into Slavery & Their Astonishing Odyssey Home

Sunday, April 5, 2:00 PM
Under the Same Roof: Enslaved and Free Servants 
at the Lee-Fendall House
Explore the Lee-Fendall House from the perspectives of the 
enslaved and free African Americans who lived and worked in the 
home as domestic servants, both before and after the Civil War. 

Friday, April 10, 3:00 PM
Saturday, April 11, 10:30 AM, 12:30 PM & 2:30 PM
Sunday, April 12, 12:30 PM & 2:30 PM
The Lee-Fendall’s 21st Annual Easter Egg Hunt returns on Easter 
weekend. The museum’s garden will be �illed with hundreds of 
colorful, toy-�illed Easter eggs! Other activities include games, 
crafts, refreshments, and photos with the Easter Bunny.

Saturday, April 18, 10:00 AM – 4:00 PM
Historic Garden Week: Old Town Alexandria Tour
Come tour the Lee-Fendall House Museum as part of your Historic 
Garden Week ticket and visit our beautiful, half-acre garden. 
Tickets can be purchased at www.vagardenweek.org.

Saturday, April 18, 10:00 AM
Beyond the Battle�ield - A Civil War Walking Tour
A guided walking tour of Civil War sites in Historic Old Town 
focusing on locations and stories associated with soldiers, 
citizens, and the enslaved, including the occupation of Alexandria 
and emancipation.

Friday, April 24, 10:00 AM – 4:00 PM
Homeschool Day
Welcome homeschoolers! Join us for special tours and hands-on 
learning opportunities for the whole family! Come discover how 
life in America has changed over the past 200 years.

Saturday, April 25, 10:00 AM – 4:00 PM
Sunday, April 26, 1:00 – 4:00 PM
EXCLUSIVE! Green Weekend
The Lee-Fendall House is going Green with a special look at its 
exquisite assortment of locally-crafted Green furniture. The 
museum houses the largest known public collection of Green 
furniture.

Saturday, April 25, 10:00 AM
Alexandria Rocks! A Walking Tour                
This walking tour highlights the intersection of history and 
geology at some the city’s most popular sites! Explore the Fendall 
family’s involvement in the stone industry and learn about the 
in�luence of local quarries and their workers as the city developed. 

Wednesday, April 29
Spring2ACTion: Alexandria’s Giving Day!
Get inspired to make a difference in your community by 
participating in Spring2ACTion – a day focused on giving back to 
local nonpro�its you’re passionate about! 

Saturdays in May  |  Tours at 10:00 AM & 2:00 PM
Pillars to Pavers: Preservation in Alexandria
In honor of National Preservation Month, 
explore spaces not normally open to the 
public at four Old Town sites, including 
the Lee-Fendall House. This walking tour 
will explore the streets of Alexandria with 
stops to highlight how buildings have been 
preserved and reused for future 
generations to enjoy.

Saturday, May 2, 7:00 PM
Book Talk with Lindsay Chervinsky: The Cabinet: George 
Washington & the Creation of an American Institution

Sunday May 10, 1:00 PM – 4:00 PM
Mother’s Day at Lee-Fendall House
Mothers and grandmothers enjoy free house tours and light 
refreshments in the garden in honor of Mother’s Day!

Sunday, May 17, 2:00 PM
Stories in the Architecture
Venture behind the scenes, from the basement to the attic, and 
explore the history of the Lee-Fendall House through its 
architecture. Changes in style and home technology have all left 
their mark, from when it was built in 1785 through its continued 
use as a home in the twentieth century. 

http://www.leefendallhouse.org/?page_id=1836
http://www.leefendallhouse.org/
https://www.vagardenweek.org/
https://www.spring2action.org/organizations/lee-fendall-house-museum-garden
LeeFendallHouse.eventbrite.com

