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THE SILVER SPRING AREA
by
Mildred Newbold Getty
Part I

In Boyd's History of Montgomery County,_Marv]andI can be found this notation
pertaining to the early land grant where the main part of Silver Spring is located:

"GIRL'S PORTION. This was surveyed for Colonel Dulaney, in 1688. It extends
from Rock Creek, eastward, to 0.H.P. Clark's farm, three and three-eighths miles.
The Ashton and Sligo Turnpike passes through the tract. The Silver Spring Farm, the
estate of the late F.P. Blair, and the residence of the Hon. Montgomery Blair, in-
cludes a portion of the tract; also, the Silver Spring Station and Sligo. The
Brookeville and Washington Turnpike crosses it.'

When Andrew Jackson was president he brought a young newspaper reporter named
Francis Preston Blair to Washington from Kentucky, to edit a paper called The Globe,
which would be favorable to the administration.

Congress had passed tariff laws which South Carolina did not like. The state
legislature had nullified them. Jackson declared this couldn't be done. Blair,
then living in Kentucky, wrote a stirring editorial in his home paper, The Argus,
denouncing nullification. This caught the President's eye. He sent for Blair imme-
diately to come and help him.

Though the young editor was from Kentucky, actually he had been born April 12,
1791, in Virginia. His father, James Blair, subsequently moved his family West.



When Francis came to Washington he became one of Jackson's behind-the-scenes advis-

ors, being said to belong to the President's so called "Kitchen Cabinet.'" He bought
a house on Pennsylvania Avenue, now known as ''Blair House,'" which is used today as a
guest house for the White House.

In those days Washington wasn't a healthy place in which to live. The land was
Tow, containing many swampy areas. Basements of even the best of homes were apt to
be wet. Malaria and typhoid fever were rampant, especially in the summer, and the
heat of the season was oppressive. The mists which arose from the swamps were
thought to contain infectious germs known as miasma. The common feeling was that
the miasma caused the summer complaints. In order to escape the wet cellar of his
home, and to provide a more healthy residence for his family in the summer, Francis

Preston Blair set out one day on his horse, Selim, which had been purchased from Gen.

Wm. Lingan Gaither. It was thought that beyond the second rise of hills to the
north of Washington the terrain was high enough to be free from all danger of the
deadly miasma. At that date the area was covered with woods where wild animals
roamed, and residents were few and far between.

Blair was enjoying his ride when his horse suddenly shied at a rabbit, throwing
him off. When the rider struggled to his feet and looked for Selim he found his
mount caught by the reins on a bush. Nearby was a beautiful spring of water. A
small column arose and fell sparkling in the sunlight. The sand and mica seemed to
shine like silver. The newspaper editor was so impressed by the beauty of the place
he decided to buy the property and build nearby. In all he purchased one thousand
acres. One of the stones marking the boundary between Maryland and the District of
Columbia is located on the property purchased by Blair.

In 1842, Blair had his summer dwelling built. It followed the architectural
lines of a French chateau. He named his estate Silver Spring. To preserve the
spring he built a summer house over it. This is standing today. The roof is con-
structed in the shape of an acorn. Although Blair was a man of keen mind, had great
business ability and political acumen, he was also a sentimentalist. He had pro-
posed to his wife under an oak tree with acorns scattered all about. When the cou-
ple were married they had their silver decorated with silver acorns. The architec-
ture of the spring house followed the same pattern.

Francis Preston continued to use Silver Spring as his summer residence until
1854 when he gave his son, Montgomery, the house on Pennsylvania Avenue, and moved
to his country home permanently. He still took an active part in national politics,
breaking with the Democrats over the issue of slavery and secession. He believed
the Union should be preserved even if it meant war. He and his sons helped to form
the Republican party. His daughter, Elizabeth, had married a naval officer, Samuel
Phillips Lee. She had one son, Blair, who in later life was U.S. Senator from Mary-
land. Admiral Lee, though of southern descent, also remained loyal to the Union,
and during the Civil War was in command of the North Atlantic Blockading Squadron,
the naval force which blockaded the South. In this terrible period Elizabeth and
her son were living with her father at Silver Spring.

On July 11, 1864, Jubal Early marched down what is now Georgia Avenue (then
called The Union Turnpike) intent upon capturing the capital city. The Lees, with
the Blairs, fled into Washington ahead of the advancing Confederates. Jubal Early
camped for the night by the famous spring. John C. Breckenridge, a rebel officer,
and cousin of the Blairs, used the main house for his headquarters. For this reason
it was spared, but the home of Montgomery Blair, Falkland, which stood nearby wasn't
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