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My grandfather, ""Tom Page' Johnson, and father, "Billy Page"
on a visit back to Cherry Hill, Amelia Co., VA, c. 1943
Photo courtesy: Bill Johnston

He boarded in the home of fellow state highway
employee, Wallace S. Covington, who lived on Lee Highway
near present-day Pan Am Shopping Center. The area was
then called Hatmark, after the creek, or branch, that flows
nearby. While living here, he met my grandmother, Edna V.
Sisson, who was 25 years younger than he. They were
married in 1937.

I never knew my grandfather, as he died in 1945,
years before | was born. I have often looked at old photos
of him and contemplated his life. In researching this story
I have gained some insight into his life as well as my
grandfather’s Lee Highway.
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Lee Highway was to be only the third such project
undertaken in this country. The Lincoln Highway, which ran
from New York, NY to San Francisco, CA, was started in
1913, and the Dixie Highway, which ran from Chicago, IL
to Miami, FL, was started in 1914. On December 3, 1919,
the Lee Highway Association was officially formed. Dr.
Samuel M. Johnson was named General Director. Ironically,
Dr. Johnson was the son of a Union Army veteran from
Indiana. Still, he would devote much of his life to the
development of Lee Highway.* Dr. Johnson, who had no
formal training as an engineer, laid out the Lee Highway
route himself. Over the next several years, the route was
altered. The final plan bypassed New Orleans altogether,
in favor of a more direct route that would link Washington,
D.C. with San Diego, CA. Ultimately, Lee Highway would
run through 115 counties in eleven states, including the
District of Columbia. Nearly half the route went directly
through the heart of the old Confederacy. At the eastern
and western terminus would be links to New York City and
San Francisco, CA.

Citizens and landowners along the proposed Lee
Highway route were critical to the early development of the
road because there were no federal or state funds available.
Dr. Johnson lobbied federal, state and local officials tirelessly
for support. He also spoke to countless business, civic, and
service associations along the proposed route of the
economic benefits of the planned highway. He solicited their
support and sought subscriptions for membership in the Lee
Highway Association. He also urged them to form local
units of the association. While many citizens pledged their
support, a somewhat smaller number actually honored their
pledges.t* Asa result, the association struggled. Yet, asa
result of all this activity, land values along Lee Highway
rose dramatically as reflected in Fairfax County land records.

OnJune 28, 1919, the U.S. government permitted
the National Highway Marking Association to place a plaster
monument to commemorate the start of the Transcontinental
Motor Convoy to San Francisco, CA. This marker was
paced on the Elipse behind the White House in Washington,
DC.

In November 1921, the Virginia State Highway
Commission recommended to the legislature that an 18-foot-
wide concrete highway be constructed and:

“...that the route through Virginia,
adopted by the Lee Highway
Association, from Bristol, via Abingdon,
Marion, Wytheville, Pulaski, Dublin,
Radford, Lexington, Staunton,
Harrisonburg, New Market, Luray,
Sperryville, Warrenton, Fairfax, to Key
Memorial Bridge be officially known and
dedicated by the legislative enactment
as Lee Highway, as a fitting and
permanent memorial to and tribute of
love, admiration and respect for General
Robert E. Lee from the people of
Virginia.” *2

The following March, the Virginia General Assembly
added Lee Highway to the state highway system:

*“...for the purpose of establishing a
perpetual memorial from the people of
the Commonwealth of Virginia, and as
part of a national memorial to Robert
Edward Lee, the following section of the
said system shall be designated and
known as ‘Lee Highway’: Key Bridge,
Falls Church, Fairfax, Gainesville,
Warrenton, Sperryville, Luray, New
market, Harrisonburg, Staunton,
Lexington, Natural Bridge, Roanoke,
Salem, Christiansburg, Radford,
Pulaski, Wytheville, Marion, Abingdon,
and Bristol,...” 1

Anew, Zero Milestone marker was erected on the
Elipse behind the White House replacing the earlier 1919
Transcontinental Motor Convoy marker. The new marker
and was dedicated by President Warren G. Harding on June
4,1923. The 4-foot-high pink granite monument was a gift
of the Lee Highway Association, and remains the official
starting point for measurement of highway distances from
Washington, D.C. Dr. Johnson, who spoke at the dedication,
remarked:

“We have taken our stand for a paved
United States.”
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Lee Highway in Fairfax

Locally, Lee Highway was just the second paved
road in all of Fairfax County. The Little River Turnpike
was the first. In Fairfax, what was known as Lee Highway
is now alternately known as Old Lee Highway (Rt. 237),
east of Fairfax. Main Street (Rt. 236) through downtown
Fairfax and Kamp Washington to the city limit. What we
now call Fairfax Boulevard (Rt. 50 & 29), between Fairfax
Circle and Kamp Washington was also called Lee Highway
when a ‘cut-off’, or bypass, around downtown Fairfax was
constructed in 1931.

In Fairfax County, a Lee Highway Committee was
formed of interested citizens for the purpose of completing
the new road through the county. Those from Fairfax
included Charles Kaiser, a farmer, Lee Makel, Fairfax S.
McCandlish, a lawyer, Robert J. Miller, a dairy farmer,
James W. Pobst, a dairy farmer, John W. Rust, a lawyer,
Col. Consuelo A. Seoane, U.S. Army Signal Corps, of
Washington, DC, but who owned land on Lee Highway in

City of Fairfax

memm e Highway (1924-1931)

mmmmm | ce Highway (1931- Present)

Merrifield, VA, and Lehman H. Young, automobile garage
owner, Fairfax.

In March 1922, the citizens of Fairfax gathered at
the Fairfax County Courthouse to celebrate the adoption of
the Robert E. Lee Memorial Highway by the General
Assembly.” Alocal Lee Highway Association was formed
with Lehman H. Young as president, Fairfax Shield
McCandlish, vice president, and Dr. Frank W. Huddleston,
treasurer.

“Every effort will be made to hasten the
construction of the roadway in Virginia,
and it is stated there are good prospects
of its early completion.”

In May 1922, the State Highway Commission initially
awarded the contract for the construction of Lee Highway
from Falls Church to Fairfax to Lewis Morgan Johnston®’,
an Alexandria contractor. However, Johnston’s bid was later
rejected as too high.*®

In the fall of 1922, a group of concerned citizens in
the Falls Church and Providence Districts of Fairfax County
approached the Fairfax County Circuit Court with a petition
to have the funding of the Lee Highway project placed on
the November ballot.*®* The road bond in the amount of
$275,000.00 passed overwhelmingly. Inaccordance with the
Robertson Act, the Fairfax County Board of Supervisors
authorized the transfer of the funds to the State Highway
Commission. However, there was some apprehension on
the part of the board:

“A committee of Mr. ES. McCandlish,
Col. C.A. Seoane,® Mr. G.F. Harrison?
and Mr. Ronald Blake,? appeared before
the Commission and requested that they
be given the assurance that if the
$12,000,000 bond issue was passed by
the Legislature, that the Commission
would repay the money [$275,000.00]
advanced by Fairfax County to build Lee
Highway in a definite period of time. The
Commission advised the delegation that
they could not anticipate the action of the
Legislature and therefore, could give no
such assurance, but that it would be the
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In February 1923, the design of the sign had
changed slightly. The Lee Highway Association announced:

“The marking design is in the form of a
shield on which the name of Lee is
displayed, the shield being that of the
coat of arms of the Lee family. The
colors are blue and gray. Arrangements
have been contemplated also, for the
placing of permanent markers; these
being reinforced concrete, the posts
being nine feet in length, over six feet
above the ground. The marker on the
post is the same design as the pole
marking. It is of concrete, the colors
being fast colors produced by mixing
of pigment with marble dust. These
markers will be placed along the section
of the highway through this county.” 4

Rendering of the sign adopted by the Lee Highway Association
in 1923 to mark the route of the Lee Highway. Sign was to have
been nailed to telephone poles. A similar design appears in the
Rand McNally Official 1925 Auto Trails Map: Maryland,
Delaware, Virginia, West Virginia; Rand McNally Co.,
Chicago, IL.

Courtesy Page Johnson
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This second design, apparently, went into production
as itappears on the Rand McNally Auto Trails Map of 1925.
* However, in 1926, with the creation of the new US
Highway System, the original Lee Highway signs vanished.
No original Lee Highway signs could be located for this
article.

Almost as soon as it was completed, a call went out
for Lee Highway to be widened. The road was widened to
27 feet inthe late 1920s. In addition, a new crossing over
the Potomac, the Memorial Bridge, replaced the original
route, by way of the Key Bridge at Georgetown. In Virginia,
Lee Highway is 412 miles long and runs from the Memorial
Bridge in Arlington to State Street in Bristol, VA. Nationally,
itis 3,700 miles long from Washington, DC to San Diego,
CA.

Gradually, the old named auto trail routes were
superseded and largely forgotten. Today, Lee Highway is
now called by that name in only two states, Virginia and
Alabama, but much of the original route still exists. From
the Zero Milestone on the Elipse behind the White House, it
traverses the Memorial Bridge into Arlington. It runs through
Fairfax and out into the Shenandoah Valley; following US
11 in Virginia and into Tennessee; US 72 in Alabama and
Muississippi; US 70 through Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico,
and Arizona; and US 80 in Arizona and California, where it
ends in San Diego at the Pacific Milestone.

Tom Page Johnson

Economic prosperity goes hand-in-hand with
population growth. My grandfather, Thomas Nelson Page
Johnson, moved to Fairfax County from Amelia County, VA
in 1921 because this was where the jobs were. “Tom Page”
a.k.a. “T.P.” moved here to work on the Lee Highway project
and probably to escape life as a rural route mail carrier and
the family tobacco farm. He was hired by the State Highway
Commission as a foreman of one of the two grading crews.
In this capacity, he supervised convict laborers, using mules,
primitive graders, and surplus military vehicles to level and
fill the old roadway leading from Falls Church to Fairfax
and beyond. It was hard, dangerous work. Dangerous in
the physical sense, but also because the men he supervised
were convicted felons. Several of these men escaped in
spite of the fact that my grandfather always carried a
shotgun while working. #
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The quarry was in charge of
Foreman C.C. Pruett, with a force of
about 30 prisoners, and they moved and
crushed about 850 cars of stone.

The building of 6 wide bridges
was supervised by Foreman Whitten
with a force of 15 to 20 prisoners.

Mr. W.S. Covington was in
charge of the sub-grading and placing
the forms ahead of the paving machine,
with Mr. Wm. Hurley as Foreman in
charge of the laying of the concrete.

The modern and well kept
prison camp at Merrifield was in charge
of Capt. G.F. Bing, who cared for health,
food and clothing of prisoners.

All these gentlemen are experts
in the line of work that they had
supervision over [and] are due a great
deal more credit than | am able to give
in these few lines for the splendid
stretch of road that they have finished
in so shortatime and I believe at a great
saving of cost to the State over and
above putting the work out at
contract.” 4

Lee Highway was part of the National Auto Trails
system which predated the US highway numbering system.
A unique feature of the auto trails were colorful and
distinctive signs which marked each route. There were at
least two different designs for signs to mark the route of
Lee Highway. In July 1921, the Lee Highway Association
announced:

“The design adopted is enameled in red,
white and blue with the legend, ‘Lee
Highway,” in a curved diagonal across
the center strip of white, with black
letters. The marker is shaped to attach
to telephone poles.” #

This effort appeared to have failed due to lack of
proper funding.

10

A Koehring Paver in operation on Lee Highway in Fairfax near
Blake Lane, in the summer of 1924. This machine, built by the
Koehring Machince Co. of Milwaukee, WI, was steam powered.
Photo courtesy Lee Hubbard.

A Buffalo-Springfield Steam Roller on Lee Highway at Blake
Lane. The home of Frank & Wena Gibson is just visible in the
upper left background. Summer of 1924,

Photo courtesy Lee Hubbard.
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policy of the Commission to allocate
such sums as they may have available,
to such Projects to repay the advance
just as though no advancements had
been made or the work completed. The
Committee was also advised that the
Chain Bridge Road would be
maintained as a detour until the Lee
Highway had been completed.” 2®

Lee Highway was constructed by the State
Highway Commission utilizing the State Convict Road
Force. Work on the Falls Church to Fairfax section began
in August 1923.

“A large number of mules and road
building machinery has been
assembled at Old Camp Alger in
preparation for starting grading
between Fairfax and Falls Church.”” 2

During the construction of Lee Highway, the State
Convict Road Force were housed in stick camps that were

moved as road construction progressed. The Virginia
legislature anticipated the need for this and adopted legislation
that would allow for the temporary use of private land for
this purpose. Landowners were reimbursed a small sum for
the use of their land. The convicts were not chained, as they
worked during the day as is popularly depicted in the movies.
However, they were chained together in their tents at night
at the end of day.®

There were at least three different camps along the
route of Lee Highway in Fairfax County. The first was located
at Camp Alger, the sight of the former Spanish-American
War training camp near Falls Church. The second sight
was located at Merrifield on Lee Highway at its intersection
with Interstate 495. The Virginia Department of
Transportation still maintains a small facility here. A third
camp was located west of Fairfax near Shirley Gate Road
on the north side of Lee Highway. This location was later
used as a temporary prison camp for German prisoners of
war during World War 11.% Additionally, this location became
the first site of the semi-permanent State Prison Camp No.
30, or simply Camp 30. Acamp for free laborers was located
near the Hatmark School which stood on Lee Highway at

State Convict Road Force (a.k.a. Chain Gang) on a lunch break. Lee Highway, Fairfax, VA c. 1924.

Photo courtesy: Bill Johnston
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the top of the hill just east of the City of Fairfax line.

It is somewhat shocking today to think that Lee
Highway was constructed through the use of mules, surplus
military equipment and convict labor supervised by shotgun-
toting guards. But, that is exactly how it was done.

In the spring of 1924 State Highway Commission
announced plans to abandon the original route into Fairfax:

“It was brought to the attention of the
Board that the State Road Commission
proposed to abandon the route by
Campbell’s corner into Fairfax, for the
Lee Highway, and to substitute a route
leaving the present road at a point
northeast of Fairfax and coming out
on Little River pike in front of the
Fairfax school house.” #’

The Fairfax County Board of Supervisors, under
pressure from local residents, objected and drafted a
resolution which was sent to the commission reminding
them of the terms of November 1922 bond referendum:

*“...the bonds for the building of the
road were issued by Providence district
and by court order for a route from
‘Campbell’s corner, in the Town of

PR : 5
Gillespie's Texaco. Cor. of Lee Highway and Main Street, Fairfax,
VA. The first service station in Fairfax. Constructed 1925.

Photo courtesy of Lee Hubbard.

Fairfax, to Brown’s store, in Falls

Church.” %

In March 1922, Mr. Henry G. Shirley,?® State
Highway Commissioner, met with the Fairfax County
Supervisors Ballenger, Reid, Stewart and Buckley and
Commaonwealth’s Attorney Wilson M. Farr regarding the route
of Lee Highway into Fairfax. Shirley agreed to leave it up to
the Supervisors to decide on one of three routes:

“One coming into Fairfax at the east end
of the town, near the Fairfax school;
another following the old road and
coming out at Campbell’s corner, and the
third leaving the present road at the north
end of the Willard place and coming in a
curve about a hundred yards to the west
of the Willard barn and by way of
Mechanic street [University Drive] to the
Little River pike [Main Street] at the

Herald office corner.”” %

The Supervisors decided on the route by Campbell’s

corner, Main Street and Old Lee Highway.

As the construction of Lee Highway approached the
Town of Fairfax, the new road created a lot of attention. Its
progress was recorded in every weekly edition of the Fairfax

Herald:

S

VA. The first Starbucks in Fairfax. Constructed 2001. Stands near the

site of Gillespie's Texaco. Photo courtesy of Page Johnson.
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“The widening of the highway at
Campbell’s corner, where it will turn
upon the Little River Pike, is about
completed, and the grading force is now
working in the vicinity of Mr. Harry
Wilcoxen’s farm. At Campbell’s corner
the roadway on one side was cut down
about five feet and widened to 53 feet.
The excavated material was dumped into
the old railroad cut, south of the home
of Mr. James U. Kincheloe, and on the
street between the home of Mr. J.W.
Birkett and the Willard property. In
widening the roadway a number of
maple trees, on the Kincheloe place,
had to be removed. Dynamite was used

to blow the roots out of the ground.” 3%
32, 33

The grading was completed by June 1924. The
construction of the road surface began June 18" and was
completed by November 11, 1924. Grading and construction
of Lee Highway continued on towards Centreville and
beyond. The official opening of the Georgetown to Fairfax
section of Lee Highway occurred on December 2, 1924. A
midday luncheon and an oyster supper were held on
December 2™ at the Hatmark School located just east of
Fairfax Circle. A larger celebration occurred at the Falls
Church on December 131", 34 3

The completion of Lee Highway was a boon to
the local economy. Merton E. Church, a real estate agent
from Falls Church, VA wrote to the Washington Post:

“As to the material benefits of this
splendid road; every foot of real estate
bordering thereon between Washington
and Fairfax has increased from 500 to
1,000 percent in value. Hundred of
residences and business buildings have
been erected along and adjacent to the
highway that would never have been
built if the road had not been
constructed.” %

One of the first businesses in Fairfax to open on
the newly completed Lee Highway was Gillespie’s Texaco,

which stood on the NE corner of Lee Highway and Main
Street.*” Gillespie’s is believed to have been the first
service station in Fairfax.

* Leveling the ground at the northeast
intersection of the Lee Highway with
Main street, for the purpose of putting
up a modern filling station, is being
pushed and several teams and a score
of men are employed on the work. The
excavated material is being taken to the
old railroad cut, near the home of Mr.
James U. Kincheloe, and is being there
dumped. The house, now the property
of Mr. Wilson M. Farr, is being moved
back some distance to make room for
the filling station which will be operated
by Mr. B.S. Gillespie, and which, it is
expected, will be ready for service by
the time warm weather comes.” % 3

The men who actually built the road in Fairfax
County were not forgotten, at least by one appreciative
citizen. James W. Pobst, a Fairfax dairy farmer who resided
on Lee Highway south of what is now Fairfax Circle, wrote
to the Fairfax Herald in November 1924:

“The grading was supervised by
Foreman T.P. Johnson and W.P. Pitts,
with M.M. Mays as Foreman of clearing
right of way, etc. The grading was one
of the big problems, but with 15 to 35
mules and 30 to 50 men in addition to a
steam shovel manned by Mr. J.E. Fink,
who could operate it as though it was a
human being, the hills disappeared
before the forces of Johnson and Pitts
as so much grass before a sickle.

| want to especially mention the
truck drivers that so materially aided
the construction of the road under the
supervision of Foreman J.M. Harrison.
Besides moving the material for the road
they unloaded 275 cars of cement which
in itself was a big job to say nothing of
the other truck loads of material needed
for the work.



