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Alexandria’s tourism econ-
omy, begun in the mid-1920s, 
was still in the embryonic stage 
in the 1940s. The city was reel-
ing from the impact of the 
Great Depression and then 
World War II, which delayed 
reinvestment in large swaths 
of what is now Old Town.

Despite this reality and the 
desperate condition of many 
of Alexandria’s 18th-century 
buildings, hope ran high in the 
fledgling preservation move-
ment, which promoted projects 
to restore Alexandria. A model 
was Colonial Williamsburg, the 
nation’s first large-scale histor-
ical restoration project, which 
was initiated by John D. Rocke-
feller in the 1920s.

An April 17, 1944, local 
newspaper announcement 
of the imminent demolition 
of the home of town founder 
William Ramsay, the modi-
fied gambrel-roof structure 

located at the northeast cor-
ner of King and North Fair-
fax streets, shook Alexandria 
residents.  Unlike the pristine 
Murray-Dick-Fawcett House, 
already recognized by national 
historians as one of Virginia’s 
most authentic period homes, 
the nearly two-century-old 
Ramsay House building was 
by then well-worn, having suf-
fered years of neglect, inappro-
priate alteration and use. 

This situation was capped 
off by a devastating fire in 
1942, which essentially gutted 
the building’s interior, further 
threatening its existence. The 
city’s fire chief was not pre-
pared to condemn the building 
just yet, and ordered it boarded 
up, expressing hope that the 
building might be restored as 
a museum at some point in  
the future.

Within days of the newspa-
per article, the media reported 

“frantic citizen efforts,” which 
quickly built pressure to save 
the building. Nationally recog-
nized architectural historians, 
community organizations and 
even private individuals, such 
as Ramsay’s great-great-grand-
daughter Rebecca Ramsay Re-
ese, pledged funds and labor to 
the preservation effort.

City officials were imme-
diately engaged, and within 
two weeks of the published an-
nouncement, Council had ne-
gotiated and consummated 
a sale with the site’s owner 
to purchase the property for 
$9,500. The plan was for a per-
manent center to promote 
Alexandria tourism to be es-
tablished in the early building.

The city’s lightning-quick 
acquisition of the property 
was not matched by the high 
expectations envisioned by 
Council for an imminent pri-
vate-public partnership. In-

stead, the building languished 
for many months while a res-
toration proposal was slowly 
developed. Frustrated by the 
snail’s pace of the process, the 
city finally issued an ultima-
tum for the project, prompting 
a renewed discussion on the 
fate of the building and the role 
of preservation stakeholders  
in Alexandria. 

National Preservation Month 
started as National Preservation 
Week in 1973. In 2005, the Na-
tional Trust expanded the cele-
bration from a week to the entire 
month of May to offer a fuller 
exploration of buildings and 
spaces of historical significance 
to a larger American history. 
Readers can learn more about 
historic preservation in Alexan-
dria at www.alexandriava.gov/ 
Preservation. 

Out of the Attic is provided by 
the Office of Historic Alexandria.

ACM BOARD  
Denise Dunbar 

President 

Russell Bailey 
Suzanne Brock 

Carter Flemming 
Joe Sestak  

Tax-deductible donations  
can be mailed to:  
Alexandria Times 

908 King Street, Suite 200 
Alexandria, VA 22314

CONTRIBUTORS 
Gayle Converse  

Kim Davis 
Mathylda Dulian 

Mark Eaton 
Mark Edelman 

Thompson Eskew 
Kim Gilliam 
Ella Mitchell 

Erin Shackelford 
Hannah Shiblaq 
Kathryn Ziemer

DIRECTOR OF ART & DESIGN 
Jessica Kim 

graphics@alextimes.com

SALES & MARKETING
Margaret Stevens 

mstevens@alextimes.com 

Marty DeVine 
mdevine@alextimes.com

Patrice V. Culligan 
pculligan@alextimes.com  

 
Stephanie Santiago 

ssantiago@alextimes.com 

Tina Franco 
Business Operations Manager 

tfranco@alextimes.com

Alexandria’s first historic preservation

James Libresco 
Reporting Intern 

jlibresco@alextimes.com

Julia Gwin  
Reporting Intern

Jim McGrath 
Sports Reporter 

jmcgrath@alextimes.com

Out of the AtticOut of the Attic




