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“Springfield has no history.” That is what my wife was told back in 1981 when she set out to prepare
a script for a slide presentation of Springfield’s history. The speaker was a local high school history teacher
who went on to add that “the place was nothing but farmland.”

In the sense that no history had been written the statement was correct. No place has a history until
someone writes it. However, what was implied was that there was nothing from which to write a history.
No monumental event had taken lace in the past that profoundly influenced the course of events. What
happened in the lives of individual farmers or tradesmen would not quite fill the bill.

To some people it may appear that Springfield was created in 1949. That was when the Shirley Highway was
completed. Like water overflowing the banks of a reservoir, Washington, D.C.’s suburban population
flooded the Virginia countryside. Housing developments, shopping centers, schools, churches, and
synagogues appeared where empty fields and forests had previously stood. Roads were extended,
straightened, widened, and created.

Actually, this process had been going on at a much slower pace since the seventeenth century when this
land was part of Northumberland County. The land became part of the Northern Neck Proprietary in 1649 at
the whim of the exiled King Charles Il of England who set aside more than five million acres for seven of his
loyal followers. The whim became a reality when the crown was restored in 1660 and the Proprietary was
consolidated under Thomas 6™ Lord Fairfax in 1719. The land changed county names three more times
(Westmoreland in 1653, Stafford in 1664, and Prince William in 1731) before it became Fairfax in 1742.

But, land speculation has always been the name of the game and the largest single land holding in Fairfax
County was the 21.996 acres acquired in 1694 from the Proprietary by William Fitzhugh. It was ultimately
known as Ravensworth. That property occupied the heart of Fairfax County and most of Springfield long
before there was a Fairfax County or a Springfield. Springfield did not have an identity until the Orange and
Alexandria Railroad came through in the 1850s and gave that name to a station built on Henry Daingerfield’s
“Springfield Farm”—close to where the tracks crossed Backlick Road.®

But, there was a community here before there was a name. Few people living in Springfield, and Northern
Virginia in general, realize that they are literally living on top of generations that have gone before. To
some extent the behavior of those earlier residents has shaped our own behavior. The post World War Il
population followed established paths like water flowing into ruts worn by time. Of course, the flood
reshaped, extended and expanded those ruts—and created new ones. Anyone traveling along Old Keene Mill
Road or Rolling Road or Backlick Road must sense that these are old names for old routes. When new
families settled into new homes in new developments, they put down roots into soil that someone else
plowed long ago. Caught up in our world of townhouses, quarter acre lots, green yards, paved roads, and
fast moving traffic, it is not easy to see a quiet graveyard that may not even be marked, or an occasional
artifact that comes to the surface when a new bush is planted, or a ditch that was once a canal now filled in
with dirt or debris, or a millrace that serves no mill, or a chimney standing by itself in the woods.

A glance at Beth Mitchell’s’ map of Fairfax County which accompanies her book, Beginning At A White Oak,?
is revealing. The map shows the original land grants superimposed on a modern map. The rural settlement
patterns of large land holdings stand out against the clusters of suburban subdivisions held together by a
fine web of roads. This document juxtaposes our past with our present. It heightens the contrast by
skipping the evolutionary stages marking the passage from a rural to an urban society.

Dominating the center of the map is Ravensworth plantation. Surrounding Ravensworth are smaller land
grants from two to five hundred acres, settled by yeoman farmers who evolved into Fairfax County’s
antebellum middle class. According to Patricia Hickin:

! Daingerfield et.al v. Daingerfield Heirs, 1870, Arlington Court Archives, shows a plat of Springfield Farm and the
location of the RR station.

2 Beth Mitchell, Beginning At A White Oak . . . The Patents and Northern Neck Grants of Fairfax County, Virginia,
Office of Comprehensive Planning, Fairfax County, Virginia 1979.
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It is difficult to define the middle class in Fairfax. They are generally thought
of as the farmers who owned one to three hundred acres of land and a few
slaves, or the tavern owners, innkeepers, millers, carriage makers, surveyors,
and the like.?

Among the earliest families to settle along Pohick Creek, just outside the boundary of Ravensworth, in what
would become the West Springfield area was the Keenes, the Halls and the Barkers. | became aware of the
interrelations between these families only after | decided to investigate the origins and fate of Keene’s Mill.
The Fairfax County History Commission, of which | am a member, encourages research into local history’
and since | live along Keene Mill Road close to the mill site, | decided to make it a spare-time project.

Before | started the project, Edith M. Sprouse, another member of the Commission, who spends a lot of time
in the circuit court archives, handed me two sheets of paper containing copies of abstracts of court actions
taken against William H. Keene. It seems that Keene was tried for murdering Lewis Q. Hall and was
condemned to hang on January 30, 1857.* Could this be the owner of the mill? Who was Lewis Q. Hall?
Why did Keene murder him? Another abstract referred to Keene being sent to the penitentiary for more
than a year—implying that he didn’t hang.® And, that too was a curious thing. If he was condemned to
hang, why didn’t he hang? My search for a history of Keene Mill was starting on an intriguing note.

Edith continued to throw documents at me. Some weeks later she handed me four more copies of
handwritten documents. The handwriting was heavy. The original papers were splotched with ink. On
some of them words were scratched out and new words inserted. They were hard to read. Close inspection
revealed that one of the documents was the official report of an “inquisition” held at the “house of Maria
Sutherland . . . on the 20" day of Oct. 1855” over the body of Lewis Q. Hall. It went on to state that:
“Lewis Q. Hall came to his death by William Keene on the 27" day of Oct. 1855 by means of a knife in the
hands of said Keene, . . .” The statement was signed by T. J. Suddath J.P., Acting Coroner, and twelve
jurors of inquest.®

A second document was a deposition given by Lewis Q. Hall to T. J. Suddath, Justice of the Peace, in the
presence of Calvin Hollister, M.D. on the 27" day of October, the day he died. Hall sated that he had no ill
will toward Keene at the time he went to see him. He added:

J, the sad Lewis &. Hall, wernt to the fiowse of said William H. Heerne
an the 27% day of Cct. 1835 in comparny with Jofin UW. Batker and
inquived for Miss Mavia Hall fre infouned me that she was net theve
and if J wistied te see frer T muest go and leak for ey’ fre the said Reerne
told me that J Frew the path that J cam ard J nuest go aut of fiis fowse
fallawed ly said Reene and praceeded at twe steps teward fiis midll foe
with wibich foe dorte it J did nat see, but J teld Jobin U. Baker whbern I
gel in the wad J was cut; ard fie fas cut me as well as J car vecallect.
J did not see UW. Reene an any Dusiness af mine and fiis. J was
secuvity with Jofin Sutfiedand foy Miss Mavia Hall whe lves with fimn
and said nete was payalite te Jsaac Hall Executor of Cassandva Hall
fav whiich e was a gaing te praceed accavding te law against us and J
wistied ta infovn fiev that if the money was paid that it woeuld save

casts.”
To this statement, Lewis Q. Hall signed his name for the last time.
The third document was the testimony of John W. Barker. He verified Hall’s statement about going to

Keene’s house to find Maria Hall who apparently lived with Keene, and of being sent away by Keened. Then
Barker recited what happened from his perspective:

. .. aftey we came aut Reene followed us, e passed me and J saw fimn
e fois fand inle fiis pantalecn packet tafte aut a Frife, wliich vevy

% patricia Hickin, “1840-1870,” in Nan Netherton, et.al., Fairfax County, Virginia, A History, Fairfax County Board of
Supervisors, Fairfax County, Virginia, 197, p. 279.

* Fairfax Court Order Book (from now on abbreviated as FCOB), 1852:20-2, Fairfax Circuit Court Archives.

® |bid., 1852-203

® Inguests 1837-1902, Part II, Fairfax Circuit Court Archives.

"1bid. (1 will quote the spelling and punctuation—or lack thereof—as it appears in each document cited.)
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rucchi vesembiles the Frife now presented ta me (feve the Frife was
farnded the witness by the Cavoner). He the prisoner W H. Heene
weernt wp te L & Hall the Decd. Und threw fiis left fand evey fiis reck,
decd. Und stalibed fiim on the left side,; the Decd. Tmmidiatly said to
me, that fie (Heerne) fiad cut lim,; Feene then retuwed ta the Howse,
and as fle passed me (the witniss) ashed me ta come in and tafte
samething le dvnft; fe then went in and unlocked fiis desk, and finding
rna lguer, said te me that Wavial fiad gore off arnd caviied away all
the liguay, wtiite J was talfing ta Reene, the Deced. Came on, tawards
this fowse; J followed fiim and aver fteaf fiim iwside af Mus.
Sauttieland fence; J assisted lim ta M. Seutfielands fause, arnd
whberr J avey toak fiim fis bowels fiad come through the cutl. J cavved
tiirn the Decd. Te the fouse, ard wernt inmediately te Tsaacs Hall's
wlbe went divectly fox the Dactor.

It would appear from these documents that Keene (where we now know did operate the mill) attacked and
murdered Lewis Q. Hall without provocation. Not only was Keene’s attack bizarre, but what followed was
equally odd. After Keene stabbed Hall he turned to Hall’s companion, John W. Barker, and invited him back
into the house for a drink. Strange still, Barker apparently accepted the invitation even though his friend
was wounded and told him so. This behavior suggests that all three men were not rational.

Further, the documents raise additional questions. Why did both Hall and Barker emphasize that the
purpose of their visit was to find Maria(h) Hall, not to seek William Keene? What had been the relationship
between these three men prior to the incident of October 27" ? Who were the various other Halls
mentioned? What was Maria(h) Hall’s relationship to Keene and to Lewis Q. Hall? What was Keene’s
explanation of what happened that day? What other documents might be available to help us gain insight
about these people and this incident? These questions momentarily overshadowed my curiosity about the
mill.

The census of 1850 reveals that William H. Keene was a miler; that he was thirty-five years of age and he
lived with a Jane Keene who was seventy-six.® Keene must have been forty at the time of the killing.
There is no listing for Maria or Cassandra or Lewis Q. Hall. There is no reference to John W. Barker. Maria
Sutherland, whose house was the scene of the coroner’s inquest, is shown as being thirty years old and
married to John Sutherland, a farmer, forty-three years of age. They had five young children ranging in age
from thirteen years to three months.* The inquest documents referred to “Mrs. Southerland’s” house. This
suggests that there was no Mr. Sutherland (the preferred spelling) by 1855”*" There was an Isaac Hall living
in Alexandria. He was a forty-eight-year-old cooper.'? Perhaps this was the person living near Keene’s mill
by 1855.

The Alexandria Gazette carried three brief stories about the incident. The November 1, 1855 issue stated,
under the heading of “Murder” that “a man named Hall was stabbed by a man named Keene, near Sangster’s
station...he died on Monday,” It added: *“There had been difficulty between them.” Two days later
(November 3, 1855), The Gazette noted: “William H. Keene . . . has been committed to jail at Fairfax
Court House.” A third article published one year later (November 15, 1856) under the heading “Fairfax
Circuit Court” stated:

Ftte case of the commeorwealth vs. Heene was given to the fury on
Fviday evering, after alite and powerful arguments fiad leer made ly
Messvs. Eduwards, Thomas and Scolt, in befialf of the prisorey, and ly
My. Dularny on the past of the Commoanwealt, and an Saturday
wrtfavtunate cvminal moved for a new tval, bt fis Horner, Judge Tyler

¢ Ibid.

° U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Seventh Census of the United States, 1850: Fairfax County,
Virginia, 127.

% bid., 165.

1 In the previous year another inquest was held in the same place over the body of John Sutherland. They found he
“came to his death by excessive drinking and expired.” See “Inquest Into the Death of John Sutherland,” Inquests,
1837-1902, Pt 1., Fairfax Circuit Court Archives.

12 seventh Census, Alexandria, op.cit.371.
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was constvained le demy the matien—ithie point raised not leing of
sufficient impavtance te wavvant compliance therewith. JIthey toak arn
appeal from the Judges decisiorn and will cavy the case up tef the
Cowurt of Uppeals on the point vaised. The Judge thern passed the
senterce uporn the wrelchied cvminal.

We know from the court order books that Keene’s sentence was that he was to be “hanged by the neck until
he be dead on January 30, 1857.” ** It is curious that The Gazette article did not state that the sentence
was or what the “power arguments” on behalf of the prisoner were.

While | was reeling through page after page of The Gazette on microfilm in the Alexandria Library’s Lloyd
House, Edith Sprouse again appeared (she was on an unrelated quest) and directed my attention to an index
of obituary notices' appearing in that publication. Turning to that source, | found an entry under William
H. Keene dated January 23, 1858. Anticipating an explanation of his death, | threw in the appropriate reel
and whizzed to the right page. But, there was no obituary there. Instead there was small boldfaced column
heading: The Case of Keene. Under the heading was letter from William H. Dulany, Attorney for the
Commonwealth, to the Governor of Virginia dated January 8, 1858. In the letter, Dulany protests the
governor’s decision to grant a reprieve to Keene and the commutation of his punishment to ten year’
imprisonment. More importantly, Dulany wants to establish that he was not consulted and did not in any
way participate in the decision. Dulany claims that he has been “censured by some of the citizens of the
county for having prepared a statement of evidence in a criminal prosecution essentially variant from the
elicited at the trial of the cause.”

The governor’s response to Dulany’s letter is included in the column. The governor reviewed his actions
pointing out that he twice “respited the prisoner in order to obtain an abstract of all the evidence.” He
went on to the state:

Cn the 7% of Mavch and finally an the 234 of Upri, 18557, T erdeved
the Cammonwealth’s Uttawney to le weten le. The Secrelarvy af the
Cammmeornvealth, J lelieve, sent the letter ta My D. Funsten, of
Ulexandva, Va infouned me that fie communicated the contents ta the
counsel of the prisoner, that ane af them, the assaciate af My. Thamas
in the defense, applied te you, arnd you declined te mafte eut an alistract

awing ta the lapse af tine.
The governor pointed out that “you had been afforded every opportunity to make a statement to the case,
as | supposed, and had made no contradictory statement to that made by prisoner’s counsel . . .” The

governor’s acquisitions were based on “all the memoranda of testimony laid before me.” He concludes:

theve i3 ne graund of censuving you for the pardon in this case. J tafte
the whicle vespansiliility of it; and a veview af the case canfiuns me in
the decisiore J made. Uevy vespectfully, yours, c,.

Fenny d. Wise

Dulany underlined the governor’s last point in a final paragraph:

Tt will te pevceived that J nevey fuvnished any “statement” af evidernce
in the case te the Govewnor, and was not called upor ly fiim te de sa. J
will mevely ostate that J never saw any ‘“statement” of evidernce
funistied foimn, ard cauld thevefore neitfier cortvadict nay corcut re suct
statemnernt.”

We know a lot more about why Keene did not hang. At least we know who was responsible for making the
decision not to hang him. We know that he was sentenced to prison for ten years. But we do not know how
or why Governor Wise reached this decision. We also know that there were some people very unhappy with
the decision—among them William H. Dulany. It was curious that the governor chose to communicate with
Dulany, a Commonwealth’s Attorney, though intermediaries, including Keene’s own lawyers, when he was in
the process of making this decision. Why didn’t Dulany protest loudly when he found out the governor was

'3 FCOB 1852:202
14 Obituary Notices From The Alexandria Gazette—1784-1915, Alexandria Library Staff, Heritage Books, Bowie, MD,
1987.
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considering commuting the sentence? It seems that with each new discovery there follows a new set of
guestions.

It wasn’t until June 1992 that | was able to visit the Virginia Archives located in the Virginia State Library
(now The Library of Virginia) in Richmond. Armed with the Dulany-Wise exchange from The Alexandria
Gazette which cited the government’s message to the General Assembly of Virginia, communicating your
reasons for the reprieves, pardons, and commutations of punishment granted by you to criminals’ since the
last session of the Legislature . . .” | thought | might be able to find that message. The staff archivist was
not encouraging. He stated that there was no records kept of governors’ messages to the legislature. |
thought that very strange. Surely, a secretary recorded all the proceedings of that body. Still, he was the
archivist and he knew his business better than | did. Feeling a little like | was imposing on him, | asked how
he would recommend that | proceed to find out how and why the governor decided to commute Keene’s
sentence. He suggested looking at Governor Wise’s papers which he could deliver to me—but just one
month at a time. Which month did | want? Since | knew that Keene’s trial was held in November, 1856, and
that he was scheduled to hang in January, 1857, | selected December 1856, as a starting point.

The folder was delivered to my table. It contained what appeared to be hundreds of letters and notes—
most of them appeals for clemency. The task of reviewing all of them in a short period of time turned out
to be easier than | thought it would be. Fortunately, the governor’s secretary wrote a short phrase on the
back of each letter summarizing the purpose of the document. By referring to the summary, | was able to
move thought the pile rather quickly. In one another afternoon, | sorted through five months for
documents. References to the Keene case began to appear like nuggets of gold in prospector’s plan There
were just three documents in the December folder, but as each month was opened more documents came to
light until May, 1857, when all references to Keene ceased. | found approximately twenty--eight documents
which a staffer reproduced.

Now Keene’s side of the story began to emerge. The first nugget was a letter from John F. M. Lowe, a past
4™ ward councilman from Alexandria (1847-1849) to “His Excellency, Henry A. Wise” dated December 15,
1856. Lowe states that he is writing on behalf of Mrs. Kizendapher, the sister of William “Kein” and “other
relatives and friends of Kien’s” asking that if the governor *“cannot pardon him altogether, at least to
commute his punishment from hanging to that of penitentiary imprisonment for a short time.” Lowe argues:

Naw, tiis Excellency will at ence pevceive with a vewy small
prapastion af fiis wsual discevnmert, ex penetration, that i was
not such a Fitling as ta constitute Muvder in the fivst degree the
penally of which is death, J undevstand no threat fad teern made
by Hein against Hall, and rnon proved, rne matice praven L
corsequently i was not a premeditated act; but an the cantravy
they fad leen friends for years d Hein fad eften blefriended fim,
(Hall) lut at a time when lotf weve infoxicated A Frew noft wlialt
they did, ere unfortunately fitlted the athier.”

A second document signed by fifty-six people made essentially the same argument:

hal the llaw which preduced death was given wfiibst fe was

lalievewing urdey intexication sufficient le vemove the idea that it was

glver: with the delillevation necessary le canstitute guitt of a degree to

Justily fis execution' .”’
A third document turned out to be literally a lifesaver for Keene. It was an affidavit given to Washington L.
Harper, a Justice of the Peace, by Thomas C. Dodson. Dodson was married to Nancy Keene, William’s sister.
He had inquired of Barnett Steward, one of the jurors, on the evening of the day the decision was reached

just how the jury could have arrived at a verdict of murder in the first degree. Steward told Dodson that he
had “done all he could to make it better with Keene” but;

endeavered to prevail wupern fiim te concwy, A, amang otfter mearns
employed, thveatened fiim, that the count would tafte the fuvy dowrn te
Ulexandva A areund the Civcuit, till they steald agree that or the
Saturday mewing afevesaid, fie fad thouglt ever the mattey A that it

!> T, Michael Miller, Alexandria (Virginia) City Officialdom, 1749-1992, Heritage Books, Inc., Bowie, MD, 1992:25.
% Jno. F.M. Lowe to “His Excellency Henry A. Wise,” December 15, 1856, Henry A. Wise Papers (from hereon
designated HAWP), Virginia State Archives, Richmond, Virginia.

17 petition to “His Excellency Henry A. Wise.” No Date, HAWP.
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seemed to be faalishiness for ane mar la contend against elever A , that,
rat bieing witling te leave fame for such a length of lime as i might tafte
rnealy a week, fie gave up, d made wp fiis mind te agree that the jury
should rerder the vevdict afevesaid, but that fie was rot salisfied with
the vevdict wdlben it was vendeved A never wowld be.”’

This is an amazing statement for several reasons. First, we have a juror admitting that he voted to hang a
man because he had already devoted a week to the case and did not want to spend more time on the mater
even though he did not think Keene was guilty of first degree murder. Secondly, this is not a sworn
statement in the juror’s own words. This is a sworn statement by the condemned man’s brother-in-law—not
exactly a disinterested party. This constitutes hearsay evidence that the juror was “threatened”. It also
shows that Dodson had approached a member of the jury to question his decision. By today’s standards this
could be considered intimidation. Apparently, it was not out of line in a 19" century rural community. At
any rate, the governor found the affidavit convincing enough to grant a “responite” of Keene’s sentence
until “the 27™ of March next” so that “the proper tribunal may have an opportunity to decide upon all legal
questions in the case.”*

Ironically, on the day before the governor reached his decision, H.W. Thomas, Keene’s lawyer, wrote a
letter to David Funsten, another of Keene’s lawyers, passing on information that the Court of Appeals
overruled Keene’s application for a new trial.”® What the basis for the appeal application was, or why the
court refused to hear it, | do not know. At any rate, Keene’s fate was now a matter for the governor to
decide.

Sometime in early March, the governor was apparently visited by, or received a package of letters from,
John Geisendaffer, who was identified as a brother-in-law of William H. Keene. Geisendaffer (sometimes
spelled Keisindaffer, or Kisendaffer, or Kizendapher. | will use the spelling and the punctuation—or lack
thereof—that appears on the document to which | am referring) included a letter of introduction from R. L.
Mason of “Fairfax County, near Alex.” This was probably Richard Mason who is identified in the 1850 census
as a twenty-one-year-old-lawyer.? Mason, professing to know nothing about the case, introduced
Geisendaffer as a “mechanic of industry and good character” whose purpose is to “sue for mercy.”?

Geisendaffer included a second letter from Harrison Hough, son of George S. Hough, a Quaker who operated
a dry goods store in Alexandria.?® The letter introduced “Mr. John Keisindaffer, who was the person who
fired 160 Guns in honor of your Election as Governor of this great & glorious old state.”® This letter was
also written on behalf of William Morgan, another of Keene’s brothers-in-law (see genealogical chart). In
fact, Geisendaffer either hand delivered or sent several letters from his friends in Alexandria—few of them
knowing much about Keene or the murder. | include in this the letter from John F. M. Lowe cited above,
and perhaps the petition with fifty-six signatures.

“Kisendaffer” is listed in the 1850 census for Alexandria as a “‘cedar cooper” age sixty, born in Germany.
His wife was Sabina [Keene], age fifty; and they had a son, Frederick, age twenty, also a cedar cooper.” As
a “mechanic” in an urban area, he knew a lot of people. Among them was the sheriff of Alexandria, Edward
Sangster, who argued in his statement to the governor that “the friends and relatives of Keene are many of
them worthy and high respected citizens and are entitled to confidence and consideration.” Sanager also
implies that Hall was of questionable character.?

We stiowld not speak af the dead unless it le of meviteviaus acts—tliut
view vattiey thern expase them to the gaze of generatlions yet le corme—
corsequeently—J carnnal—J will nat—oay anything about the character

18 Affidavit by Thomas C. Dodson, December 26, 1856, HAWP.

¥ Henry A. Wise to “the Staff of Fairfax Co or the Clerk for the Staff,” January 16, 1857, HAWP.

20 H, W. Thomas to David Funsten, January 15, 1857, HAWP.

21 seventh Census, Alexandria, op.cit:364.

22 R, L. Mason to “His Excellency Gov. Wise,” February 12, 1857, HAWP.

2 William W. Henshaw, Encyclopedia of Quarter Genealogy, V.6, Virginia, Genealogical Publishing Co., Baltimore, MD,
1973. Harrison Hough was “discharged” from the Quaker meeting in 1841 for “managing a dance hall.”

4 Harrison Hough to “His Excellency Henry A. Wise,” March 2, 1857, HAWP.

% seventh Census, Alexandria, op.cit:359.

% Sangster was himself of questionable character. Two years after he wrote this letter to the governor, he was sued
by twelve of his friends who had put up the security money for his bond as sheriff. It seems that they did not turn in
Alexandria’s revenues (taxes) to the state government. His bond holders had to put up the money then proceed
against Sangster in court to get some portion of their money back by selling off his land. See Grigsby, etc. v. Sangster,
FCFF#40h (1859).
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wnd standing of the unfartunate individual wha was the vickin of this
awful and unfortunately tragedy.”’

The letter was also signed by John T. Johnson, a shipsmith,”® another acquaintenance no doubt, of
Geisendaffer, who added: *“I fully concur with E. Sangster.”

Finally, “Keisindaffer” wrote a letter of his own explaining what he perceived as the sequence of events
leading up to the stabbing.*

Faivfazx Cly Va March 15, 1857

Ta tiis Excellerncy
Herevy U. Wise Sty

Witliarn Heere is a vesident of this
county. His Grandfatfiey was an old Settley named Williarn Heen, a
favmer witie cwned land and staves. My Fattey, William, a vesident of
Faifax, and all the family lelonged te the great Demacvatic Savty.
My wrfovtunate distressed and tuy perdtent lvatfier now in dungeor
awned a gust and Saw mill and was tuping te mafe an fonest living
fox fimself. Tn 1853, in the manth of Ccta, fie fiad 7 ay 8 mern employed
i vepaiing fis mill. Cre af the men emplayed fiad a guavvel with fim.
FHall and Pavker came te fiis flowse. Hall was ance af the same family
and alised fin in fiis cwn fowse. Reerte came there and watted fiim aut
of tis bied. My brathier and Parfer stead tallting. Hall went away te a
reightiers fence wtber Barker avevtackt fim. He said Heene had cut limn.
Darker said fie did nat see fim rex did rof Frow that fe was fucd; the
leers irn durngeorn 15/ months [. He says if foe filled Hall fre did not intert
le de it. He is as much distvessed marn and rnot treated lifte a fiunarn
leing, wiliich fas cawsed sichress, J fhope youy Excellerncy will fiave
campassian on fim and venule fiis sentence. J fiape yauy Eacellency
will fave mercy or fim and save the stain af nmurder on fiis distressed
Pierds, yowr mevcy i3 mast eavnestly requested.

Ysisns Mast Reopectfully

Cte Jobirn Reisindaffer
Ty W I Heere

This letter does not mention drinking or a fight, but it does offer an explanation as to why Hall and Barker
visited Keene on that fateful Saturday. Keene had apparently quarreled with one of Hall’s relatives, a man
he employed to repair the mill. Hall was going to confront Keene about his actions. The sentence which
states that “Keene came there and waked him out of his bed: must be a mistake. The author probably
intended to write “Hall came there and waked him out of his bed” must be a mistake. The author probably
intended to write “Hall came there and waked him out of his bed.” It is also interesting to note that the
letter was written in Fairfax County—where the jail or “dungeon” was located. Since Geisendaffer lived in
Alexandria, | assume that he wrote this letter in the presence of, or shortly after visiting, Keene.

Five or more days before Geisendaffer wrote the above letter, perhaps after he visited the governor and
made a personal appeal as is implied by the introductory nature of the letters from Lowe, Mason and Hough,
the governor was moved to inquire of his secretary what Keene’s status was. On the back of the envelope,
he wrote.*

2" E. Sangster to “His Excellency Henry A. Wise,” February 14, 1857, HAWP.
28 seventh Census, Alexandria, op.cit:324.

2 John Keisindaffer to Henry A. Wise, March 15, 1857, HAWP.

% Note and Envelope scrap found in March, 1857, collection, HAWP.
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His secretary responded:

In the case of Wm Reene, the vecavd shaws fle was sentenced by the
Cincuit Court of Facvfar te le fiung, fov muvder in the fivst degree, on
was induced ta concuy in the verdict enly lecause fie lelieved fe was ta
te cavvied vournd the Judificial Civcudt, the Gavewnay ferelefore grarnted a
reprieve le enalile the parly te apply fov a wwite of evvay la olitain a new
tual. e Repriewe postpaned the execution af the senternce urlil the
27% af Mavch, (the presert marnth ).

e Cerstitution autfiavizes e Govewrar (la commute capial
puriistimernt. Jte law of 1852 autfievizes fim te avdey the prsoner to le

On the back of the note, the governor wrote:

Rernird me

CY this case

Ugainst befare

Ttie 27% inst.
HU Wise

Mavich 10t

Under that is scrawled:

Mavcti 20
Reprieved urlil
It Friday in May

It should be noted that the secretary’s advice to the governor that the “affidavit by one of the Jurors that
he was induced to concur in the verdict” was inaccurate. The affidavit was from Thomas C. Dodson,
Keene’s brother-in-law, quoted above—not from the juror Stewart. This reaffirms that the basis for the
governor’s first postponement of Keene’s execution was the assumption that the juror’s experience was
accurately reported by a party who had an interest in the outcome. Apparently the Appeals Court did not
find the evidence for a write of error, whatever that evidence may have been, nearly so persuasive.

Between March 10™ and March 20", the governor received Geisendaffer’s letter quoted above but also two
letters from Keen’s lawyers: one from David Funsten and W.T. Edwards and another from H.W. Thomas.
The letter from Funston and Edwards is an appeal for clemency. They state that Hall and Barker went to
Keene’s house “under the pretense of seeing one Maria Hall; that the deceased and Keene were not on
friendly terms, and there had been no friendly intercourse between them for years.” Further, “that Keene
was drunk and had been in that condition for several days.” The writers were satisfied “that Hall and
Barker knew at the time they went to Keene’s house, that Maria Hall was not there, and | therefore
conclude that the pretense of seeking her was a false one.” The testimony of Hall and Barker was
“suspicious.” They regarded Barker’s testimony that he turned back with Keene when offered whiskey even
though his friend had been stabbed “very remarkable.” Hall and Barker did not make “fair, full and
thoughtful” statements concerning the purpose of their visit. There is too much “doubt hanging over the
transaction to justify the extreme verdict,” therefore the *“case is a proper one for the interposition of
executive clemency.”®

3 W.T. Edwards and David Funsten, Esq. to Henry A. Wise, March 17, 1857, HAWP.
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H.W. Thomas’ letter was written to David Funsten examining the merits of Funsten’s application for
clemency and was probably included by Funsten in the same envelope. Thomas argues that the killing was
not “deliberate and premeditated.” He claims that the “evidence shows” that when Hall and Barker went
to Keene’s house, they “found him drunk and excited.” He believes a “controversy ensued” between them
and that one blow was struck “upon the heat of the moment” and “l do not think that under the
circumstances he should receive the same punishment as the deliberate assassin.”*

The governor was persuaded to postpone the sentence again. On the back of an envelope bearing a
canceled stamp and the name “David Funsten, Esqg. Alexandria, VA” is scrawled in a heavy hand:

Let the prisaney in this case le vespited unlit the I Feiday in May, that
J may fave lime le considey the wlale evidence wlieve an alistvact
theveaf shall le prepared ly the Comthis alty wha prasecuted in the
Case, as well as by the Cournsel of the prisores.

HU Wise

Mavch /5% 1557

Under that note, is written another:

Upl. 234 1857
Wite ta Camtts

Uity L pisaners
Caurnsel fay

alostract af testimarny
Feny . Wise33

A more formal notice of “respite” was sent to Walter Powell, Sheriff of Fairfax County, on March 20",
Powell acknowledged receipt on March 22", five days before Keene was to hang.**

Here is the proof that Governor Wise did order the Secretary of the Commonwealth twice to write to the
Commonwealth’s Attorney and to the prisoner’s counsel to obtain an *“abstract of the evidence.” The
governor in his letter to William Dulany, published in the January 8, 1858, Alexandria Gazette stated he had
done so. Apparently, Dulany never responded to the governor’s request. Thus, he did not try to influence
the governor’s decision. While Dulany could not be censured by Hall’s friends for constributing to the
governor’s final decision to commute Keene’s sentence, he certainly could be criticized for not attempting
to influence that decision. Perhaps he lost interest in the case or he no longer felt that it was a case of first
degree murder.

April was the last folder in the Wise papers to render documents about the Keene case. Several of them
should be quoted in their entirety. The first is a statement from Barnett Stewart, the juror, in his own
words in an affidavit before a Justice of the Peace:

Vinginia
County of Wlexandria te wit

Jhis 4% day of Upul 1857, Barnett Stewart pewsenally
appeared before the undersigned a Justice ef the Peace for the County
aforesaid & being duly swenn, sayeth: that it was cne of the jurors in
degree in the Civcuit Court of Fairfax County at the bast November tevm
theweaf: that a man named Barker was the principal witness examined
against said Heene on said tvial & was the only ane present besides
Heene & Fall at the time that the latter was killed: that said Stewaxt
weganded the testimony of said Barker as inconsistent on its face & it
was altegethier unsatisfactory te him, but that the said witness was naot
impeached & that this latter fact was used with effect to destroy the
force of said incensistency in the mind of said Stewaxt: that en the

% H.W. Thomas to David Funsten, Esq., March 17, 1857, HAWP.
% Note found in March folder of HAWP.
3 Walter Powell, Sheriff, to Henry A. Wise, March 22, 1857, HAWP.
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netivement of the jury the said Stewart sefused for a length of time to
unite in the verdict which was subsequently rendeved but that the other
jurons unged that the case must be tiied accerding to the testimeny &
that Barker's testimony was unimpeached, whatever said Stewart might
think of it’s improbiability: that said Stewaxt at last yielded to the said
suggestions of the jurons, not however until a fusther influence was
brought te bear namely, that if the verdict was wreng there were otfier
chances, such as a new tvial & the Executive parden: that said Stewant
weluctantly agreed to join in the verdict nendered under the impression
that unless Barkers testimony had been contradicted ox fie had been
impeached as a witness that it was said Stewarts duty to take such
testimony as twe whatever said Stewarts epinion ox doubit might be of
the twst of the same, devived from other seunces: & that said Stewant,
but referiing te the existence of a stwong popular feeling at that time
existing, states as his belief, that the minds of the jurors were more ex
less under excitement caused by same twa ox thuee cases of homicide that
fad been committed in the neighlionhiood a shont time before & that the
jury wene perhaps cver ready te visit any case that might atise with the
severest penalty of the law, & that the rwesult would have been different
with Heene ut for such previous offences.

Und the said Steward desives it to be fusther centified that fie
wecammends that said Feene to the clemency of the Executer & hopes
that the punisfument may be cammuted to what fie regarded as proper,
namely, the penalty for murder in the second degree, believing that the
end of justice will se, best be attained.”

Jehin Summens §.9.

This certainly firmly establishes the fact that Stewart was having second thoughts about Keene’s degree of
guilt. However, he still seems to be rationalizing his role in the jury process. He made it easier to absolve
himself of guilt by choosing to believe that a wrong decision would be corrected down the line by a new trial
or executive review. His conscience (or social pressure?) had now forced him to take a stand in contrast to
the one he took as a juror and to participate in the correction process.

Another juror having second thoughts was Richard K. Lee. Lee served on the coroner’s jury that met in the
Sutherland home to investigate the cause of Hall’s death. Lee appeared before Alexandria Justice of the
Peace, W. J. Harper on 22 April 1857. Harper states that®

[Lee] is well acquainted with Jofin Barker the principal witness on
the tiial of said FHeene at the inquest aforesaid; & that fe did not believe
said Barker's testimany before said cononer & that fie weuld place ne
confidence in any thing said Barker weuld state on cath in any case
when fe would be intexested & connected as he was with that Fall
baniln.”®

Two days before Lee made his affidavit, another letter was written to the governor calling into question the
testimony of John W Barker from his own brother Quenton. Quenton Barker was a forty-eight-year-old shop
keeper in Alexandria according to the 1850 census.® ** He is married to Lucretia Keene, the sister of
William H.—a fact that he does not mention in his letter®® (see Keene genealogy in the appendixes); nor
does he mention his relationship to John W. Barker. Quenton states that he grew up in the neighborhood
and is very critical of “This tribe of Halls” who are no better than “wild indians” who consider education a

¥ Affidavit by Barnett Stewart, April 4, 1857, HAWP.

% Affidavit by Richard K. Lee made to W.J. Harper, April 22, 1857, HAWP.

%7 Barker was married to Amanda Hall, who was Lewis Q. Hall’s sister (see FWB A2:298).

#seventh Census, Alexandria, op.cit:359.

¥ The relationship between Quenton Barker and John W. Barker as sons of Leonard and Anna Barker is established in
FCFF#52p, Johnson & Company v. Barker, 1832.

0 Quenton Barker to “Hon. Henry A. Wise,” April 20, 1857, HAWP.
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disgrace and “religion is a thing almost unknown among them.” He describes Maria Hall as “one of the
tribe” who hung around Keene’s Mill “day & nights” and “would get some person to make charges and get
some of her connexion to go after K. to force money out of him.”

Quenton Barker’s letter further stated that he met John W. Barker in Alexandria shortly after the incident
and had been told by him “positively that Keene did not cut Hall” and that he *“saw no knife used by
anyone.” In fact,

fouse with K. to get same whiskey, remained semetime than stated for
this same tale to Mx. James C. Denty, his brother in baw, and te atfiens.
Denty & myself whe was summened in the case stated the same, but
Barker tald quite a different story in couwd. now it is well fnow that
Barker is a poor inelriate and for years has been going with these
them and seldem gees among his nelations but makes himself a toel for

Here are three people—Stewart, Lee and Quenton Barker—who did not trust the word of the only witness,
John W. Barker. Did Keene’s lawyers attempt to attack Barker’s creditability at the trial? Two of his
lawyers, Funsten and Edwards, in their appeal to the governor for clemency state that Barker’s testimony
was ““suspicious.” Quenton Barker stated that he and Denty personally heard a very different description of
events from Barker himself and “stated the same” when they were summoned in the case. Yet, Barnett
Stewart, the juror, claims that Barker’s court testimony was “unimpeached,” and for that reason he had to
go along with the rest of the jury. What really went on in that courtroom in November 1856—we will
probably never know.

Apparently, Geisendaffer efforts to bombard the chief executive with paper missives continued. On April
20, Daniel Francis Sprigg wrote on “behalf of a parishioner of mine whose brother, Wm. H. Keene, is now in
jail in Fairfax co. under sentence of death for murder.”** Sprigg identifies himself as the editor of the
Southern Churchman and offers two reasons to save Keene’s life. First, “testimony will be placed before
you in a few days, which | think will lead your Excellency to the opinion, that the homicide, was not a clear
case of murder in the first degree,” Secondly, “the poor wretch, is but a few degrees removed from
heathenism, & is ill prepared to meet death.”

Seven days later a backup letter was sent from Alexandria by Henry A. Wise, Jr., to his father, the governor,
telling him that a Reverend Mr. Sprigg will be sending him “evidence” which will “prove” that “some man”
who was not known to Henry Junior was not guilty of murder in the first degree.*

Geisendaffer wrote his last letter to the governor on April 25. He begged the governor to spare the life of
W. H. Keene from an *“ignominious death” which will bring disgrace upon the family, especially his sister
Sabina (Geisendaffer’s wife) “who is the wife of one of our most industrious citizens, not only at his trade
but in the cause of democracy.”*

The last letter that | found in the April file was from William H. Keene. It was his final appeal, written on
April 24" in his own words, and | will cite it in its entirety;*

Ja your Excellency Heny A. Wise Governor of Va hoping your oner
doe me Justiss it iss all J pray for is eaguel Justiss on this earth
between man and man and J dee earnestlay appeal unte you for to
prayer and J will give you a full statement of my condishion and
factes se far as they have ever accerd unte me. Jn 1855 in actobier J
fiad severl hand imploid in bilding my mill and amaengest the xest J had
a man wesking for me by the naim of FHall well all handes got en a
sprey and J discharged all handes untill they got seber & at the same

*1 Daniel Francis Sprigg to “Honorable Henry A. Wise,” April 20, 1857, HAWP.

*2 Henry A. Wise, Jr. to Governor Henry A. Wise,” April 20, 1857, HAWP.

8 John Geisendaffer to “His Excellency Henry A. Wise,” April 25, 1857, HAWP.

* W.H. Keene to “Your Excellency Henry A. Wise Governor of Va.,” April 24, 1857, HAWP.
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time J had a baone fel on my left hand which J was deranged with and
need not a t times what was den fer J had en fryday drink a larg
quanty of speintes and on Satterday J was crasey in my bed and all
alone and about toe on three o clack Hall and barfier came te my house,
and bittellay approactied me J had done weng in diiving Weslay hall
away frem my house J beged them to let me alene J was sife and did
nat went any fuss with thim. J had ne dealing with them and J was
all alone waood thay leave my fouse as J thet hard of being curst in my
fiowse. Well thay beth got up and went cut the dere and J found they
were dwnke on apperd so well J laid still en my bed and in a fu
minutes theyl ath come to the dere and cold to each otfien and said less
J jupt up off my bed and met them baoth at the dore and a scuffell
insued and J found my self out in the yard contending afinest both of
them with my ene hand and at least T got locs fram them and Fall
went off and barker staid sam half cuer aftewvords and when J cem te
my self J found T was dreadfullay beaten and Bueasd up and if I
cut Fall J dont na it for it wennt my intenshun nor my desive te Rill him
nat ne ene else for after I got loos fram them Fall never said fe was
bt But went off cut of sight and left Barker Standing in my yard,
and J Fad hard werke to get Barker to leav my primisscess as the
fiaues they cam from wewnt moxe then a mile of and J had to leg barfer
te meat FHall and not com bake te my houes aney moxre and this iss all
yyens and it has bin my daylay study with all the exewsfun J cood use
to Biing te mind what had hapend and if it had ever occurd unte me
atfier wies J wood of said se and it was sic monthes befor I cood belear
J am utterlay deprived of all power in ther ceming unte my foues in
as well as my propedy when J was all aloene and in a felpless
condishion en my sik bed and then to lay in prisen and siffer in cold
and in inones and in darkness in a cloes sell for what J never hot of
docing in all my lfe, and J exnistlay dee ask your oner and will ever
pray for you te commute my punisfment and at your hands J commit
my complaint and my distress as a pore unfortunat man for J have
ance sufferd deth fer in this dungen and o fiow hard it iss to suffer
dubile deth without noing what J am to dy fore. Jn the naim of god J
sSend this unte you a praying te aequl Justiss to be don fer en exth
betwen man and man J asciibie myself to be your unfortutunat prisener
under the aufull setnence of deth. Upr 24 1857
W.3¢€. Heene

NB it is hard for me to suffer for ather peaplels sines nox if thay was
the J have never fiad extended unto me the oner of ever cansujlting my
in my sell is all wayes full a men under and sufull cendishion as J am
they shoed J thinke ot to Be alone and stid of that ther is ne fealing of
fumanity shene thay thinfe a man is life beast thay dent eaven thinfe a
man fias a scle to be saved in the mides of all my distiess ther is not a
day that J can have a peafull ene ta myself and if it be so that I am
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Rilled J am then plunged inte eternity fiead formost for in the manner J
am (held) her my ease is mowne full and how aufull is it te think en
that J shall Be plunged in hell By the hands of the pecpel and after
all my misway fer an exth to not have that privilegde that was erdaind
to man by the deth of cur saver Jersus cuist wha died for siners and J
fiape and twst in your aner you will locke Seariss en me and not let my
sale and beday Bath perish under you du considenashun in behalth of a
pe suffer in my aufull candishion
W. Ft. Keene

and in darness
I you ener govner . U. Wiez of Va

Now it was time for the governor to decide. Keene’s punishment had been postponed twice. It was to be
carried out on the first Friday in May—approximately two weeks from the date of Keene’s letter. The case
against Keene hung on the trial testimony of John W. Barker. In the past month, that testimony has been
guestioned by two jurors and his brother. At the same time, Keene’s account does not ring true either.
Yes, there was a sight and yes, everyone was drunk; but Keene who had to fight with one hand had no
memory of stabbing Hall. And, if we are to believe Quenton Barker, Hall must have been knifed after he
left Keene’s yard. That does not seem likely.

The fact to which both John W. Barker and Keene agree is that Barker lingered in Keen’s yard after there
was a serious fight between the three men. This is hardly the act of a rational man concerned with the
condition of his friend. But it does lend credence to the argument that these were three very drunk,
irrational men who simply did not know what they were doing.

On the back of an envelope postmarked “Fairfax, 24 April” the governor wrote:*

Let this man,s
Punisfment be
Commuted te ten
JIn the penitentiony

Fenry A. Wise
apt. 25% 1857

Some months after | waded through the governor’s papers in Richmond, when | was searching for what could
possibly have happened to Keene in prison, | had a conversation with Paul W. Keve, author of The History of
Corrections in Virginia.”* He called my attention to the fact that Virginia governors usually submitted
statements concerning their decisinos regarding pardons to the Journal of the House of Delegates which is
published at the end of every session—a document the Richmond archivists failed to call to my attention.
When | had an occasion to visit the Alderman Library at the University of Virginia, | found the Journal for the
session of 1857-1858; sure enough, | found Governor Wise’s explanation of his decision in the documents
section of the book.*’

29. J reprieved William F€. Heene, who was condemned to be fung by
the cincuit cournt of the county of Fairfax en the 4% Friday of January
of the present year, for the crime of murden—iyivst, en the 17% January
until the 27% of March last, and afteuvards, en the 20% of March until
1t $riday in May, te afferd time te consider the whole evidence, when
an albistract theweof should be prepaed by the atterney whe prosecusted,
and by the counsel of the prisoner.

*> Note on envelope scrap found in April, 1857, collections of HAWP.

6 paul W. Keve, The History of Corrections in Virginia, University of Virginia Press, Charlottesville, 1986.

*" Journal of the House of Delegates of The State of Virginia, for the Session of 1857-58, Richmond, William F. Ritchie,
Public Printer, 1857:clxxvi - clxxvii.
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Subsequently, on the 25% of Upnil, J commuted the punishiment of
death, to which this prisener was sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment in
the penitentiany, for the reason that the homicde was committed undex
premeditation; that the prisener was woused from his bed by the
deceased and anathier, while fie ws in a state of intexication, o baboring
under its effects, and the tlow which caused death was inflicted in a
sudden scuffle, under this influence, and iwthout intention to Rill.

I think the governor made the right decision, but | am struck by the arbitrariness of the system. From
December, 1856, until April, 1857, the governor was inundated with letters and petitions from the prisoner’s
relatives and friends of his relatives. Not a single letter came from the prosecuting attorney or from the
Halls. The governor acted on Dodson’s affidavit in postponing sentence the first time; and in the end he
accepted Keene’s perspective on how things happened. He scribbled his decisions on the backs of
envelopes—an action that in itself symbolizes the haste and arbitrariness of a harassed executive. It
appears that whoever had the governor’s ear won.

Why didn’t Keene carry the day in court? Did he ever make a statement in his own defense? Did his lawyers
ever attack Barker’s credibility? Was Keene’s case weakened because in Quenton Barker’s words: Keenes
witnesses had been at Court two days and was most all drunk and some falling down in the court house and
was not able to give evidence to what they knew . . .?”*® Perhaps the juror Barnett Stewart’s explanation
focuses on another contributing factor.*

The jurans were moxe an less under excitement causedce by seme twe on
thiee cases of humicide that had been committed in the neighliorhood a

shoxt time before & that the jury were perhaps cveveady te visit any
case that might axise with the severest penalty of the law, . . .

| still had a lot of unanswered questions—not just about the trial and the process of sentencing—but also
about the mill and what finally happened to William H. Keene. The answer to what happened to the mill
required research in the Fairfax Circuit Court Archives. With the help of archivist Connie Ring, threads of
information were teased out of deeds, wills, and court records. A larger picture of the Keene family and
details about the mill began to emerge.

My search for the date of origin of Keene’s Mill provides a good lesson in how easy it is to misread
handwritten primary sources, and how error can be come amplified. An acquaintance sent me a reference
in a secondary source to a request made by the Rev. Lee Massey of Pohick Church in 1769 to the Fairfax
County Court (the governing body of the county until 1870) asking the court to order a “road be opened
from the church to the ox road at Keene’s mill.”*® When | found the source cited,, | entered the following
direct quotation into my notes: “on the motion of Rev. Mr. Lee Massey it is ordered that the road from
Pohic Church to the ox road at Keen’s mill be cleared . . .” This was to the best of my knowledge the first
recorded reference to Keene’s mill, and it meant that the mill had to have come into existence in or before
1769. Since there is no mill shown at the known location of the mill on James Keene’s property cited in
Beth Mitchell’s map identifying Fairfax County property holders in 1760, ** the easy conclusion is that the
mill had to have been built between 1760 and 1769.

That is what | stated in the first draft of this paper. It was also included in the text of a historic market |
had submitted to the Fairfax County History Commission and eventually to the sate to be placed near the
site. Subsequently, while research another topic, | returned to the court order book of 1768-1770 and
reread what was recorded as Massey’s request. | was shocked at what | found. He did indeed request that
a road be cleared, but not to “Keen’s mill.” He wanted it to go to “Keen’s Hill.” The distinction between
the handwritten “H” and “m” was hard to discern, but | had read it as an “m” because | had wanted it to be
that. A second entry on the same subject in the court order book of 1770 also clearly refers to “Keen’s
Hill.”*® Massey may have said “mill” and the court clerk recorded it as “Hill” or when it was transcribed
from notes into the court order book it might have been miscopied—just as | had one in reverse. Or he
might have said exactly what was recorded. It is impossible to know. | have never seen any other reference
to “Keen’s Hill;” but for the want of a letter my whole thesis regarding the date origin, had to be rewritten.

*8 Quenton Barker, op.cit.

9 Stewart, op.cit.

%0 Hollin Hill Bulletin, Winter, 1965.

°1 FCOB 1768-1770:142

%2 Beth Mitchell, Fairfax County, Virginia in 1760; An Interpretive Historical Map, Fairfax County Office of
Comprehensive Planning, 1987:96-97.

> FCOB 1770:34.
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In December 1799, an agreement® was drawn up between James (Il) and William Keene, whose properties
occupied the west side of Pohick Creek for about one or two miles, and William Barker, whose land occupied
an equal distance on the east side of the creek. For $500.00, William Barker agreed to permit James Keene
to raise a dam on the Pohick to allow water to be conveyed to his saw mill. In return, Keene had to build an
abutment on Barker’s property running parallel to the creek starting “from the East side of the present
upper mill dam” to prevent flooding below the dam’ and to allow Barker to build two watergates below the
dam stretching across to William Keene’s land.

This implies that there already was a mill dam in place, presumably servicing a mill. The agreement was
recorded in January 1800. Therefore, the documentary evidence would lead us to conclude that, while no
mill existed on James Keene’s property in 1760, one probably did exist there by 1800.

While the documents provide clues, archeological evidence exists on the mill site which is located on the
north side of Old Keene Mill Road just after the road crosses Pohick Creek (see site diagram). Two millraces
lay in silence there. One race runs parallel to the creek on the west side and was at one time fed by the
Pohick. The other one runs parallel to the road and at right angles to the lower race and the creek. This
one was fed by diverting a small branch which empties into the Pohick above the mill site. The deep rut
into this race just before the mill tail, suggests an overshot waterwheel in contrast to the lower race, which
probably turned an undershot wheel moved by current. | suspect that the overshot race was built later than
the lower race to get the additional power that an overshot design harnessing the water’s weight would
provide.

The mill stayed in the Keene family until the death of James (Il) in 1836 when Silas Burke, James’
administrator, sold it to Presley Barker and Archibald Hall in 1838 (see chain of title for Keene’s Mill).** Hall
died that same year so Barker sold the mill and approximately four acres to William and John Sutherland
who had married two of Archibald’s daughters.®® On a receipt written to cover part of this transaction,
Barker referred to “the sawmill & grist mill.”>" This implies two separate structures; and that also fits with
two millraces. However, no document has come to my attention clearly showing or stating that there were
two mill structures on the property.

William H. Keene, the last of his father’s children, acquired the mill property in April 1849.% just one month
after his father, William (IV), passed away. He paid the Sutherlands $800.00, a sum he probably felt secure
investing since he was named executor of William’s estate and heir, after the death of Jane—his
stepmother—to “all my estate both real and personal not herein otherwise disposed of”>® An inventory of
William’s property lists twenty-two slaves®® Nine of those slaves were given to William H.’s siblings and one
was sold to pay another brother $500.00 cash;’ but that still left twelve to be sold or rented.

William H. probably felt comfortable running a mill. He might have even worked there as a young man. His
grandfather hand an interest in the mill—he cosigned the 1799 agreement made with William Barker to
expand the mill pond. His granduncle James (Il) built it and ran it until his death in 1833. William H. Keene
was thirty-four years old when he bought the mill. Running a local saw and grist mill would make him a
respected and essential member of the community. This may have been his plan, but fate held a very
different destiny for him.

Shortly after his father’s death, five of William H’s seven siblings sued to have their father’s will set aside
on the grounds that William H. had unduly influenced him.®* Four of the five girls—Jane Morgan, Nancy
Dodson, Lucretia Barker, and Sabina Geisendaffer—had just received two slaves each; Susan Rowley was to
get $50.00, and Thompson Keene was to receive $500.00. Apparently, they were not satisfied and the court
agreed. The will was set aside and annulled in 1852 and George Burke was appointed administrator of
William (1V)’s estate.

In 1853, William H. tried to recoup something by suing George Burke for $750.00, which he claimed the
estate owed him for services rendered to his father from 1844 through 1848 at a rate of $150.00 per year.®
Six witnesses testified on William’s behalf. All of them agreed that William H. lived with William (IV) and
handled his father’s affairs—according to one witness since 1840. While there was some cultivation on the
farm, the renting of slaves seems to have been a major source of income. Sometimes payment for slave
services was made in kind: fish, meal, bacon, etc. At least two witnesses stated that the farm was “very
poor.” Three witnesses agreed in the words of T. J. Suddath that “William had done more for him [William
H.’s father] than any of his children,” and,
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. .. that since fie had had the management fie fad kept them in provision
which was nat the case before & that fe thought he cught te do a little
moxre for Wm than any of his children that fe cught to be paid fer his

sewices.

Lawrence R. Taylor, George Burke’s attorney, drew a different picture. He accused William H. of hiring out
the slaves and pocketing the money to the tune of $3,000.00 from 1844 through 1848. Whether he was able
to prove that charge is unclear. The case was submitted to arbitration in November 1855—two years after it
was instituted—and finally resolved in April 1856. The decision by Thomas J. Murray was that the statue of
limitations applied for all the years of service except 1848. Therefore, William H. Keene was awarded
$150.00 three years after he brought suit against his father’s estate for $750.00. By this time, he was in jail
for the murder of Lewis Q. Hall.

On October 30, 1855, the day after Hall died, Keene turned over all of his property in trust to Henry W.
Thomas, a Fairfax attorney.®® Thomas was given the power to sell the mill property and “the real and
personal estate of which William Keene, the father, of the said William H. died possessed or entitled, also
all his interest in the dower now held by Jane Keene, widow of said William . . .” to pay off Keene’s
personal debts and his anticipated legal debts. The document also established a sequence of people who
would receive any proceeds left from the sale of his estate should he die in jail. First in line was Jane
Keene, his eighty-one-year-old stepmother who lived with him. If she should die, Keene’s estate would go
to Maria Hall who also apparently lived with him. Third in line was Richard Keene, son of Addison Keene—
William’s cousin (see family genealogy). Jane Keene did die in November,® and William went to jail that
same month.®

In the following month, Henry W. Thomas initiated suit in the name of William against the other heirs of
Jane’s dower—Jane Morgan, John and Sabina Geisendaffer, Quenton and Lucretia Barker, to force them to
agree to sell the nine slaves and divide the proceeds. The salves were sol in January, 1856, for $6,787.00
and the money was divided.

The mill property was put up for sale in July 1857. It was purchased by George Chichester, the higher
bidder, for $480.00.%" Chichester died in 1858 and the property went through his wife to his son, John H.
Chichester, without a deed. John H. Chichester in turn sold the land “containing about five acres more or
less” for $300.00 to Wilmer and Montgomery Corse in January 1869.%® The fact that the property lost value
and that only land is mentioned in the deed would seem to indicate that no mill structures were still
standing on the site by 18609.

From this time until 1958, the ownership of the mill property has been lost. Apparently, the five acres were
abandoned and at some point quietly incorporated into the land of Fred W. and Gladys L. McLaughlin. They
sold a portion of the land in 1958,% and it changed hands two more times until it was acquired by the
Presley Company, a land developer, in 1974. In order to continue selling the land, the cloud on its title had
to be removed. This was done by court action in ¢.1985."

In 1971, hurricane Agnes knocked out a small bridge which carried Old Keene Mill Road, then just two lanes,
over Pohick Creek. It was replaced, but the road was too narrow to carry the increased traffic brought
about by new housing developments. The accident rate was increasing and the winter snows made passage
precarious. The bridge was raised, and the road straightened and widened to four lanes in 1979. The
section that once passed by the mill was abandoned and ultimately turned over to two privates families
whose homes front on the new Old Keene Mill Road. The section between the old road and the Shannon
Station Townhouse community, where the millraces are located, belong to the Fairfax County Park
Authority. People driving west across the Pohick Creek can glimpse on their right a ribbon of stagnant water
and totting leaves in the lower millrace. The rest remains buried under a canopy of forest and the detritus
of time.

William H. Keene was forty-seven years old when he entered the Virginia State Prison in Richmond. In his
letter of appeal to the governor, Keene had described the Fairfax jail as a dungeon. The prison he entered
in 1857 actually had dungeons built in it to hold men in solitary confinement as mandated by state law in
the belief that three months of such confinement just prior to release would contribute to rehabilitation.
That law had been abandoned by 1838.” The prison was designed by Benjamin Latrobe and completed in
1800. Paul Keve, a scholar who has studied the evolution of the Virginia prison system, offers this
description:
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Artistically the building was a gem. As a place to contain, employ, and control
two hundred prisoners, however, it was sadly deficient. It could be
categorically called a failure unless the judgment would seem to be disputed
by the fact that the building survived successive fires and remodelings to give
service for a century and a quarter. There is no dispute that throughout the
nineteenth century, Virginia could boast the possession of one of the most
elegantly designed prisons in the country while at the same time suffering with
one of the least utilitarian and least humane of America’s prison buildings.

Keve adds:

Latrobe’s single prison building housed its inmates in cells, many of which were
large enough to hold several beds; but with no provision for heating the
building, the inmates suffered considerably in the winter. The heavy,
windowless, solid oak doors to the cells served adequately for security purposes
except for the sever defect of defeating supervision. With two or more
inmates in most cells, any sort of activity could be going on within, and there
was no way that any guard could observe or know about it. Ventilation was
poor, there was no plumbing, and the heavy stone walls and wooden floors
were typically damp with condensation. The odors of packed-in bodies and
open toilet buckets were pervasive. Yet, it was in these rooms that the
inmates had to eat, for there was no dining room."”

Into this place, William H. Keene disappeared. All prison records were lost during the Civil War. One can
only conjecture as to what happened to him. He could have died in prison—the death rate was high.”* If
that happened, his body could have been sent to the morgue at the Medical College of Virginia—one
supposes they were always looking for cadavers.” He could have been pardoned during the war to serve in
the Virginia military.”® However, indexes of Confederate military records at the National Archives show no
William H. Keene. Other Keens, Keans or Keins do not check out. He could have escaped. On April 3, 1865,
a day after the fall of Petersburg to the Union forces, Richmond was set afire and abandoned. Two hundred
eighty-seven prisoners walked out of the prison after looting it before Union forces entered the city. Some
were recaptured.’’ Finally, Keene could have served his time and been released in 1867, then stayed away
from Fairfax County. His name cannot be located in the 1870 census. What happened to William H. Keene
is not in any written record that | have found.

| started this search looking for a mill and | found a man. Along the way, | discovered some things about his
property, his slaves, high neighbors, his relatives, the court in Fairfax County and justice in 19" century
Virginia. | learned how widely used and destructive whiskey was in antebellum Fairfax County. | found
family cemeteries. | found descendants of the Hall family still living in the area, and sometimes family
members in search of their past found me. Few descendants knew anything about the murder. In my search
for William H. Keene, | found that Springfield did have a history—a history that occurred on many levels,
including that of a small farmer who did not seem to have much control over the direction of his life.

But the absolute events in any of our lives cannot be used to define our history in any meaningful way if not
recorded—or, if recorded, are not found. Historic research is a heavy responsibility since the record of our
past is our only claim to immortality—even the life story of a small farmer is revealing and significant.

End

See Appendix A: Chain of Title for Keene’s Mill.

See Appendix B: Partial and Tentative Genealogy of The Keene Family
See Appendix C: Map—Site of Keene’s Mill.

See Section I: Murder At The Mill, Overview

See Section IlI: Historical Overview
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