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Ask us in a year,” is the answer to most  
questions about Happy Retreat, questions such

as, “When was the stone kitchen built?” or, “Is this 
an original window?” or, “What was this room used 
for when Charles Washington lived here?” We are 
just beginning to unravel the complicated history of 
the house. Early on, we were fortunate to have Matt 
Webster, who is now Director, Grainger Department of 
Architectural Preservation at Colonial Williamsburg,  
help us estimate the history of the construction of  
the house and outbuildings. His diagram showing  
the phases of construction is reproduced elsewhere  
in this newsletter. 

Now we are beginning to peel away some of the 
layers, both inside and out, that will reveal the details 
of when the different sections of the house were 
built, what they looked like and how they were used. 
We have hired the consulting firm of Maral Kalbian, 
LLC, from Berryville, Virginia, to prepare a historic 
structures report on the house. We envision the report 
to be an ongoing project which will be carried out in 
phases over the years.

Restoration and investigation of an old house really 
never ends. New details are always being discovered. 
A visiting expert in architectural history may spot a 
feature that has never before been noticed or may 
offer a different perspective on something previously  
thought settled. 

Archaeology will also help us understand the history 
of the house. In 2006, we had a Phase 1 archeological 
survey of the entire 12.3 acre property done by Dr. 
Charles Hulse of Shepherd University. That survey 
provided an overview which we will use as a guide for 
further, more detailed studies.

Our job as the stewards of the house is to move slowly 
and carefully with the restoration. I think often of my 
father, Dr. John Washington. I can’t help but suspect 
that as a physician, the Hippocratic injunction – 
“First, do no harm” – guided his painstakingly careful 
restoration of Harewood, the home of Charles’s 
brother Samuel. The restoration of Happy Retreat 
demands the same standard of care. 

Walter Washington President
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T he consulting firm of Maral Kalbian, LLC, of 
nearby Berryville, Virginia, has been hired to 

prepare a Historic Structure Report (HSR) on Happy 
Retreat. The National Park Service provides this 
description of a historic structure report, considered 
an essential first step in restoration:

A historic structure report provides documentary, 
graphic, and physical information about a property’s 
history and existing condition. Broadly recognized as 
an effective part of preservation planning, a historic 
structure report also addresses management or 
owner goals for the use or re-use of the property. 
It provides a thoughtfully considered argument for 
selecting the most appropriate approach to treatment, 
prior to the commencement of work, and outlines a 
scope of recommended work. The report serves as an 
important guide for all changes made to a historic 
property during a project-repair, rehabilitation, 

or restoration-and can also provide information 
for maintenance procedures. Finally, it records the 
findings of research and investigation, as well as the 
processes of physical work, for future researchers.

The HSR will provide the foundation to guide the 
restoration of Happy Retreat. Maral Kalbian is an 
architectural historian. She will be joined by Dennis 
Pogue, a member of the faculty of the University 
of Maryland and Ken Livingston, an architectural 
technician from Berryville. As a team, they have 
extensive experience in architectural history, 
archaeology and historic preservation. They have 
recently completed HSRs for Belle Grove Plantation, 
in Middletown, Virginia, and Clermont Farm, in 
Berryville. Their initial report will be completed this 
summer. The HSR will be ongoing. The first phase will 
focus on the house. The outbuildings will be addressed 
in a later phase.

B ecause it was built in phases by different 
owners during different architectural periods, 

Happy Retreat presents special challenges to historic 
interpretation and restoration. It is believed that 
the original house that Charles Washington built in 
1780 consisted only of the two wings. When built, 
each wing was one and one half story tall with a 
gabled roof. Some accounts of the house say the two 
wings, which face each other, were connected by a 
“breezeway,” but no one is sure what that means or 
whether it is true. 

Judge Isaac Douglass bought the property in 1837.  
He built the central portion of the house and added 
the second stories to both wings.

In the 1940s, extensive termite damage in the east 
wing required that that section of the house be 
completely gutted and rebuilt. In the 1950s, the  
east wing was again extensively remodeled.  
So there is virtually no original interior fabric left in 
that wing. The central chimney and fireplaces have 
been removed, the configuration of the rooms has 
been substantially altered and a new staircase built. 
We are fortunate to have the architectural records that 
document some of these alterations. Because it has 
been so substantially modified, this wing will not be  
a priority for restoration.

The central portion of the house has not been 
significantly changed since it was built by Judge 
Douglass. Other than the addition of bathrooms,  

the floor plan and interior detail remain the  
largely the same as they were when he lived there. We 
will attempt to identify original paint colors,  
wall treatments and other details during the 
restoration process.

The two rooms on the first floor of the west wing will 
be the main focus of restoration and interpretation. 
It appears that Charles built the front room first 
and then added the back room. The back room was 
converted into a kitchen in the 20th century. The 
front room was used as a dining room. The historic 
structure report will help us determine what each of 
these two rooms looked like when Charles Washington 
lived at Happy Retreat and perhaps how they were 
used. We plan to restore both rooms to the way they 
looked during Charles’s lifetime. 

This model showing 
the different phases 

of construction  
of Happy Retreat 

was drawn by Matt 
Webster, Director,  

Grainger Department 
of Architectural 

Preservation,  
Colonial 

Williamsburg 
Foundation.

Phase 3

Phase 2

Phase 1

HISTORIC STRUCTURES REPORT UNDERWAY

SETTING RESTORATION PRIORITIES
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A photograph from the 1940’s shows a wooden portico 
where the stone steps stood, so we knew the steps were 
not original to the house. An article by Tom Fairbairn 
published in the 2007 issue of the Jefferson County 
Historical Society Magazine completed the history. The 
article, titled “Life in the Goldfish Bowl: Happy Retreat 
1945 -1954“, recounted Fairbairn’s boyhood memories 
of living at Happy Retreat. His parents worked for 
R.J. Funkhouser, who bought Happy Retreat in 1945. 
After his father died that same year, Fairbairn and 
his mother moved into the house as caretakers. 
He recalled in the article the extent of restoration 
carried out by R.J. Funkhouser throughout the house 
including that “[p]atios were constructed at both ends 
opening off the sides of the wings.” This pinpoints the 
construction of the steps.

Based on Fairbairn’s article, we also think the 
stones for the steps may have come from a stone 
slave quarters near the house that was torn down 
contemporaneously. The stones will be preserved on 
site for closer examination. We are grateful to Kable 
Construction Company for 
its help with the demolition 
of the screen porch.

Shepherd University 
Archaeologist Dr. Charles 
Hulse was on hand 
to inspect the ground 
uncovered by the removal 
of the screen porch. 
Further archaeology of that 
area will be conducted  
in the future. 

A n example of how photographic and 
documentary evidence has helped us understand 

a piece of Happy Retreat’s past came when the  
1960s era screen porch was removed last fall. The 
porch foundation was masonry, with gravel infill. As 

the gravel infill was removed, a small stone patio with 
steps was revealed outside the west door. They had 
been left in place when the porch foundation was laid. 
The immediate question was how old the patio and 
steps were. 

Wooden portico in  
place before the stone  

steps were built.

This stone patio with steps was uncovered when the screen porch was removed.   
Workers from Kable Construction Company are shown removing debris from the screen porch foundation.

PIECING THE PAST TOGETHER
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 Measured drawings of Happy Retreat by architect Samuel Ogren dated October 18, 1954

I n 1954, Happy Retreat was purchased by  
Robert E. McCabe and Margaret McCabe,  

his wife. They owned the house until 1968. The 
McCabes engaged architect Samuel Ogren of Delray 
Beach, Florida, to design renovations to parts of the 
house; and landscape architect Thomas W. Sears of 
Philadelphia, to design an elaborate landscape plan. 
The architectural renovations were completed. The 
landscape design was not. When the McCabes sold 
the house to William and Mary Gavin in 1968, they 
passed the originals of all of these plans on to the new 
owners, along with the McCabe’s correspondence with 
Ogren, Sears and others involved in the restoration, 
including local contractor Leonard Propps who did 
the renovation work. We are fortunate that the Gavins 
kept all of these documents and passed them on to us. 
They have already proven to be a treasure trove of 
information about the evolution of the house during 
the mid-20th Century as well as giving clues to its 
more distant past. We are indebted to Jane Rissler, 
Director of the Jefferson County Museum, and Laura 
Donahue, Archivist at American Public University, 
for their advice and assistance in conserving these 
important archives. 

THE McCABE ARCHIVES
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D uring the winter months, restoration work has 
been limited to the interior of the house.  The 

bookcases installed in the two main parlors during 
the 1950s have been removed.   The mid-20th Century 
wallpaper has been stripped from the front hall and 
stairway in preparation for painting.  

David Kardok, an expert carpenter from Harpers 
Ferry, is completing an inventory of all 44 windows 

in the house, documenting the condition of each both 
inside and out.  The inventory, which was designed 
by architect Kevin Sarring, will serve as a restoration 
guide for each window.   Before the cold weather set 
in, David replaced sash cords and made other repairs 
to make all of the windows in the center portion of the 
house operable, also replacing the weather stripping 
around each window.    

NEW WATER LINE
T he main water line into the house had become badly corroded over the years, restricting flow and 

water pressure.   We are deeply indebted to Lee Snyder, President of Jefferson Utilities, who sent a 
bulldozer and crew over to replace the line in early December.  

Archaeologist Dr. Charles Hulse of Shepherd University monitored the excavation work.   He reported 
that no significant archaeological features were encountered during the course of the waterline 
construction. Only a few small fragmentary artifacts were unearthed and documented.

RESTORATION UPDATE
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Margie Fithian
William Jackson
William Senseney
Robin Huyett Thomas
Michael  Tolbert
Matt Ward  
Scott Rogers

Thank You!
Thanks to these businesses for their donation of time, labor, equipment and 
material to the restoration of Happy Retreat.

American Public University    |    Belfor

Kable Construction Company    |    Jefferson Utilities

MidAtlantic Contracting, Inc.

UPCOMING EVENTS
Shepherd University Symposium on the History 

and Restoration of Happy Retreat.    
Friday, April 8 – Saturday, April 9.   
The Symposium will kick off Friday evening at 7 
pm at Fishermen’s Hall in Charles Town with a 
keynote speech by Philip Meade, Historian and 
Curator of the Museum of the American Revolution 
in Philadelphia. On Saturday, there will be panel 
discussions on the history and preservation of 
Happy Retreat from 9 am until 4 pm at Happy 
Retreat. The symposium is sponsored by Phi Alpha 
Theta, the history honors society at Shepherd.    
See our website for further information.   
www.happyretreat.org.  

Charles Town Heritage Day Festival.    
Saturday June 18. 10 am – 4 pm. Celebrate Charles 
Town’s heritage with local arts and crafts vendors, 
music, food, a wine garden, a 5k walk/race through 
the streets of Charles Town, and tours of historic 
places, including Happy Retreat.

BBQ Picnic Fundraiser at Cedar Lawn.    
Saturday, June 18. 5 p.m.  Dr. Taylor Fithian 
and Margie Fithian will host a BBQ picnic at their 
beautifully restored home, Cedar Lawn.  Ticket 
cost $75.  See our website for further information.   
www.happyretreat.org. 

Happy Retreat Craft Beer and Music Festival.   
Saturday, September 10. We will host our first 
annual Happy Retreat Craft Beer and Music festival 
on the grounds of Happy Retreat. Come and sample 
beers by craft breweries from around the region, 
enjoy great food and listen to live music. See our 
website for further information.    
www.happyretreat.org.  

T he name “Rising Sun” is taken from the Rising Sun Tavern in 
Fredericksburg, Virginia.  The tavern is located in the house built by Charles 

Washington in 1760 and where he lived before he moved to Happy Retreat.  
The house became a tavern in 1792.  It is now owned and operated by the 
Washington History Museums.
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P lans for the Charles Washington Chamber  
Music Society are taking shape. The mission  

of the Society is “to foster the appreciation of  
chamber music through performances and 
educational outreach featuring local musicians  
and visiting artists.” 

The Society envisions performing eight concerts  
per year (Spring, Summer, Fall, and Winter) at  
Happy Retreat to showcase works from 18th and  
19th century American composers, as well as standard 
classical repertoire. These concerts will offer patrons 
the opportunity to hear performances by chamber 
musicians in the setting in which chamber concerts 
were historically held, and also to enjoy premieres  
of 18th and 19th century chamber works that have 
not been performed since the time they were written.   
These concerts will be held on Saturday evening and 
the following Sunday afternoon on four weekends 
during the year.  Most of the musicians will be  
drawn from the Charles Washington Symphony 
Orchestra.  Possible thematic ideas for concerts or 
competitions are: The Music of Early America,  
Music by Candlelight, 19th Century Music Young  
Artist Performance Competition.  

The Society will also develop opportunities for access 
to the arts by holding master classes, open rehearsals 
and instructional courses at Happy Retreat. The 
Society is the inspiration of Gary Stewart. Gary, who 
plays both the guitar and the viola, is a musician with 
the Charles Washington Symphony orchestra.  He has 
performed as a soloist and chamber musician with the 
Cleveland Baroque Orchestra and the Cleveland Opera 
and has won top prizes in guitar competitions.  
We are excited that Gary is bringing his talent to 
Happy Retreat!  

CHARLES WASHINGTON 
CHAMBER MUSIC SOCIETY
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Here is My Donation:   o$100    o$50    o$25    Other 
	 	 	 					 oYes, I would like to volunteer to help Friends of Happy Retreat

Mail Check Payable to: Friends of Happy Retreat, P.O. Box 1427, Charles Town, WV 25414 
(Friends of Happy Retreat is a 501(c)(3) non-profit corporation.

PLEASE HELP SUPPORT the RESTORATION of HAPPY RETREAT

Please visit our new website
WWW.HAPPYRETREAT.ORG
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