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GENEALOGICAL RESEARCH I N  THE RECORDS OF ALEXANDRIA CITY AND ARLINGTON COUNTY 

The following remarks are taken from the presentation on research i n  the records of 
A l m a  C i t y  and ArZington County delivered by flreanne M t h  Rccy a t  the Conference 
held by the Virginia GeneatogicaZ Society, March 10, 1984. They are printed here with 

m s .  Ray ' s  kind permission. 

Because of t h e i r  unique his tory ,  Arlington Co. and t h e  City of Alexandria are two of 
the  most d i f f i c u l t  Virginia l o c a l i t i e s  in which t o  do research. Their  short-lived s t a tu s  
as part of t he  D i s t r i c t  of Columbia makes them h is to r ica l ly  and judic ia l ly  di f ferent  from 
the  r e s t  of the  Commonwealth. 

In 1789 Virginia offered t o  cede ten square miles of land t o  t h e  United S ta tes  f o r  a 
penanent seat  of government, and w h a t  was t o  become par t  of t he  D i s t r i c t  of Columbia was 
s e t  as ide  f o r  tha t  purpose in 1791. Fedem1 off ices  were mwed the re  in 1801, and, con- 
currently,  Virginia's part of t h e  D i s t r i c t  became known as Alexandria County. V i r g i n i a n s  
became, however, unhappy with t h e i r  s t a tu s  in t h e  District, and Con$ress f i n a l l y  receded 
the  a rea  t o  the  Commonwealth in 1846. After recession, Alexandria Co., Va., existed un- 
til 1920 when its name was changed t o  Arlington County. 

During t he  time it was F9;rt of t he  Dis t r i c t ,  Alexandria Co. had a federal  c i r c u i t  court, 
3 Register of Wills, just ices of t h e  peace, and an O r p h a n s '  Court. Levy and CriminaJ. 
courts were added l a t e r .  Meanwhile, the  Town of Alexandria's Hustings Court was abolish- 
ed and i ts functions passed t o  t h e  Alexandria Dis t r i c t  Court. After  retrocession, t he  
town was rechartered as a City and, in 1870, became an independent c i t y ,  separate from 
Alexandria County. The City had its om Corporation Court a f t e r  1870 and w a s  a l s o  t he  
county s ea t  of Alexandria Co., which had both a county court and a superior court  (the 
Circuit  Superior Court of Law and Chancery, later the  C i r c u i t  court). In l*, Virginia's 
county courts  ceased t o  ex i s t ,  and t h e i r  records passed t o  t h e  custody of t h e  Circuit  
Courts. The City's Corporation Court was equivalent t o  a C i r c u i t  Court after 1904. 

The Virginia S ta te  Library holds many records from t h e  City and County of Alexandria, 
including records rrom the  Dis t r i c t  of Columbia period of t h e i r  history.  A few of t h e  
l a rger  s e r i e s  include: records of the Circuit  Court, D i s t r i c t  of Columbia, 1801-1846, con- 
ta ining deeds, w i l l s ,  orders, Minute Books, Judgments and Executions, Fee Books, jury 
books, witness attendance records, and various dockets; records of t h e  Criminal C o u r t ,  
D is t r i c t  of Columbia, 1838-1846, containing Minute and judgment books; records of t he  
Dis t r i c t  of Columbia Grphansf Court, containing Minutes, account books, and indentures; 
records of the  Arlington County Court, 1847-1904, containing Dockets, minute books, and 
cases a t  l a w ;  records of the  City of Alexandria, among them t h e  Hustings Court records, 
1779-1801, and t he  Court of Oyer and Terminer criminal proceedings, 17Srr-1800. There a m  
stil l  many records in the  l o c a l i t y  of origin,  i n  a var ie ty  of repositories,  and i n  the  
Dis t r i c t  i t s e l f .  An exhaustive search w i l l  therefore require v i s i t s  t o  record repositories 
in Northern Virginia and the  D i s t r i c t .  

Those planning a v i s i t  t o  t he  Virginia S ta te  Library should remember t h a t  a l l  t he  rec- 
ords i n  its collection have not been microfilmed and t h a t ,  under provisions of t h e  Public 
Records Act, or iginal  court documents generated in c i r c u i t  courts o r  t h e i r  predecessors 
a r e  closed t o  public use. These records may be used only by patrons who gain writ ten per- 
mission from the  c le rk  o r  judge of t he  court in question. 








