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By Chris Connell
Piedmont Journalism Foundation

A fallen tombstone in an old cemetery 
on a farm outside Rectortown marks the 
grave of a man who killed a neighbor in 
1859 and set in motion events that made 
a little blue-eyed, flaxen-haired enslaved 
girl a poster child for abolition during the 
Civil War. 

In 1863, when Fannie Lawrence was 5, a 
famed abolitionist preacher in New York had 
her pose Shirley Temple-like in fancy dress-
es, then the photos were sold to raise money 
from sympathizers of the movement.

The Library of Congress has an online 
exhibit on Fannie Lawrence. And her tale 
is detailed in a 2015 
account, “A Sad Sto-
ry of Redemption,” 
written by Page 
Johnson, editor of a 
newsletter for His-
toric Fairfax City, a 
group dedicated to 
preserving local her-
itage.

Johnson drew 
largely on the 1893 
autobiography of 
Catherine S. Law-
rence, an ardent an-
ti-slavery and tem-
perance crusader 
from upstate New 
York who had come 
to Virginia to nurse 
Union soldiers at a 
tent hospital on the 
grounds of the Epis-
copal Seminary in 
Alexandria.

Fannie and two 
older sisters, Vi-
ana and Sally, were 
among several chil-
dren of three en-
slaved women who 
had been impregnat-
ed by their owner, Charles Rufus Ayres. He 
was a wealthy young Virginian who studied 
at Yale and the University of Virginia to 
practice law, but instead owned a mill and 
farmed 500 acres outside Rectortown with 
at least 12 enslaved workers. 

Despite his dependency on slavery, he 
was “a Union man,” Johnson wrote, and in 
his will, the 32-year-old Ayres promised the 
three women their freedom and money for 
them to move north and to pay for their chil-
dren’s education when he died.

The 1857 will came into force sooner 
than Ayres could have imagined. A bitter 
quarrel with a neighbor, William Wesley 
Phillips, over a gate ended in an exchange 
of gunfire on Nov. 11, 1859. Ayres – whose 

shot missed – was mortally wounded by 
Phillips and his 18-year-old son, Samu-
el, who also fired. Father and son were 
convicted of manslaughter and sentenced 
to three years in the state penitentiary in 
Richmond, which was soon to be the capital 
of the Confederacy. 

Ayres’ testamentary wishes did not go 
to plan. The women -- including Fannie’s 
mother, Mary Fletcher, who had still-en-
slaved children in the area -- at first forsook 
freedom and elected to remain in Virginia, 
living with Ayres’ kindly mother. When she 
died, Fannie, Viana, Sallie and many others 
escaped Rectortown, eluded Confederate pa-
trols and wild hogs for more than 40 miles, 

and made it safely 
behind Union lines 
to Fort Williams in 
Alexandria near the 
seminary. 

According to 
Lawrence’s autobi-
ography, Viana, at 10 
or 12 the eldest sis-
ter, pleaded for her 
to adopt 4-year-old 
Fannie. The nurse 
agreed to temporar-
ily take the “beauti-
ful child and I soon 
became very much 
attached to her.”

Lawrence wound 
up keeping her and 
taking her to New 
York, where she had 
Fannie christened 
at Plymouth Church 
in Brooklyn by the 
Rev. Henry Ward 
Beecher, brother 
of Harriet Beech-
er Stowe, author of  
“Uncle Tom’s Cab-
in.” Beecher parad-
ed the “redeemed 

slave child,” as he called her, before his 
congregation, baptized her as Fannie Vir-
ginia Casseopia Lawrence and took up a 
collection reportedly of $1,200, although 
Lawrence said she never received any of 
the money. He warned that her light skin 
put her in danger of being abused by slave-
masters or sold into prostitution. 

“Look upon this child,” the preacher 
urged. “Tell me, have you ever seen a fairer, 
sweeter face? This is a sample of the slavery 
which absorbs into itself everything fair and 
attractive. The loveliness of this child would 
only make her so much more valuable as a 
chattel.” 

The mystery in the graveyard
Only two engraved tombstones can be seen in the old, 

fenced graveyard on a farm outside Rectortown. The two 
lives nearly lost to time are marked in a quiet, undulating 
field of grass.

The farm’s owner wondered why so large a cemetery for 
two people. 

He knew of the men on the tombstones. William Fletcher 
(1782-1856) and William W. Phillips (1825-1876), had 
owned portions of this land and nearby property farmed by 
enslaved workers. Phillips and his son had gone to prison for 
killing another neighbor, Charles Rufus Ayres, in 1859 in a 
quarrel, setting in motion a chain of events that led to a little 
girl whom Ayres fathered becoming “the most photographed 
slave child in history” because she looked white.

Perhaps others are buried here, the landowner thought 
-- and went to unusual lengths to find out.

The landowner, who declined to be identified to protect 
his privacy, had heard of a “landscape history” project at 
the Upperville estate of the late Rachel “Bunny” Mellon. The 
nonprofit Mellon founded, Oak Spring Garden Foundation, 
had hired Michael Gaige, an ecologist based in New York 
state who prepares landscape histories combining detailed 
accounts of the natural features and the fruits of digging into 
land deeds and other records.

Gaige’s report was replete with illustrations, maps and 
photos for the foundation, which shares Mellon’s garden, 
books and passion for botany with artists, schools and other 
visitors. Oak Spring is only miles away from the farm outside 
Rectortown, which also once belonged to the Mellon family.

The landowner enlisted Gaige. As he had at Oak Spring, 
Gaige last April brought in a company that uses ground-
piercing radar to detect the outline of objects underground. 
The company’s radar is customarily used to look for cracks 
in concrete and pipes, not to detect burial places, but for 
$800, the job was done.

The radar, mounted on a three-wheeled device that looks 
like a lawn mower, shows only variations in density of the 
soil beneath the surface and cannot distinguish a tree root 
from a bone or even a sleeping groundhog. “It’s not like 
a depth finder on a boat that shows the fish. It’s not that 
sophisticated,” said Gaige.

But the operator placed small white flags in every spot 
where the radar blipped, “and at the end there was more or 
less a grid pattern, with 27 burials” three or four feet below 
the surface, he said. They could have been earlier settlers, 
enslaved workers or both, and with the high mortality for 
children in those days, more than one body could have been 
placed in those 27 locations, Gaige said.

For now, it remains a mystery and there are no plans to 
dig up the cemetery. “That’s outside my field of expertise – 
and comfort,” said Gaige.

--CHRIS CONNELL

The landscape history conducted for the Oak Spring 
Garden Foundation may be read at this link: bit.ly/3cMeTkK

A Rectortown graveyard’s 
link to the ‘most photographed 

slave child in history’
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The graveyard where William Fletcher and William Phillips – and 
perhaps many others are buried – on a farm in Rectortown.

Just before the Civil War began, fully half of 
Fauquier County’s residents were enslaved. 
Their lives, even their names, are buried 
in the past. It is beyond time to remember 
them. This is the third story in an occasional 
Fauquier Times series highlighting the 
forgotten -- many of whom have descendants 
living here today -- and the local residents 
working to uncover their histories. 

Filling in
Fauquier’s
Past
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Fannie Lawrence with the nurse who adopted 
her, Catherine Lawrence.

The flags, 
in roughly a 
grid pattern, 
mark places 
where 
bodies could 
be buried.

See FANNIE, page 6
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By Robin Earl
times staFF Writer

Anyone who stops by the new 
Warrenton-Fauquier County Vis-
itor’s Center in Warrenton Town 
Hall (21 Main St.) will be able to 
peruse brochures and employ an in-
teractive computer to find out about 
local sites of interest – historical 
buildings, special events and walk-
ing tours, for instance. 

If they stop by between 10 a.m. 
and 2 p.m., Tuesday to Friday or 
8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. on Saturday, 
they’ll also get a chance to chat 
with 17-year-visitor’s center veteran 
Becky Crouch. (Crouch is quick to 

point out that if she is not on the job, 
Warrenton Town staff are happy to 
answer questions at the front desk.)

A 40-year resident of Warrenton, 
Crouch said she has been a part of 
several iterations of the Visitors Cen-
ter – on Keith Street, on Beckham 
Street and most recently a building 
at 33 N. Calhoun Street. The new 
version is scaled down in size and 
digitized for today’s visitors.

Crouch said that visitors who stop 
by the center often want to know 
where they can take a hike or find a 
bike trail. “I try to find out what kind 

He sent Fannie to the studio of a Brooklyn pho-
tographer to pose in formal dresses, sometimes 
with her adoptive mother. The daguerreotypes, 
photographs developed on special silvered plates, 
were mounted on “cartes de visite,” calling cards 
that were popular in that era, and sold to abolition-
ist sympathizers. Fannie posed at least 17 times in 
Brooklyn and elsewhere.

The cards “were wildly popular in the North, 
making Fanny the most photographed slave child 
in history,” Johnson wrote in “A Sad Story of Re-
demption.”

Lawrence took Fannie on tours to sing at 
churches and may have profited herself from sales 
of the cards.

The story has no happy ending for Fannie or 
her sisters. Lawrence went back to Virginia to re-
trieve Viana and Sallie with the idea of placing 
them in “good Christian families” in New York 
who promised to educate them. Instead, they used 
them as servants. Sallie died of consumption in 
1867. Viana lived just four years more.

Fannie reached adulthood, but against her 

adoptive mother’s wishes “married one whom I 
opposed, knowing his reckless life rendered him 
wholly unfit for her,” Lawrence said. The husband 
abandoned Fannie with an infant daughter, leav-
ing them to destitution. When Fannie died, her 
“double orphan” child was left “unprotected and 
unprovided for, only as far as the small savings of 
her mother’s hard labor will go.”

“My three Southern children are all laid away, 
for which I thank my heavenly Father,” Lawrence 
wrote in the autobiography, titled “Sketch of the 
Life and Labors of Miss Catherine S. Lawrence, 
Who in Early Life Distinguished Herself as a Bit-
ter Opponent of Slavery and Intemperance.” 

The Civil War nurse died at 84 in 1904.
After serving his prison term, Phillips farmed 

his land without slaves and died in 1876 at 51. 
He lies near a second toppled stone marking the 
grave of a neighbor, William Fletcher, who died 
in 1856. It is not known whether Fannie’s mother, 
Mary Fletcher, belonged to William Fletcher.

After the deadly quarrel, Ayres, Fannie’s fa-
ther, was given a large funeral and interred in a 
churchyard cemetery in Rectortown.

As for the “most photographed slave child,” it 

isn’t known how or when Fannie died or where 
she is buried.

Christopher Connell is a freelance writer, work-
ing with the Piedmont Journalism Foundation.

A Rectortown graveyard’s link to the ‘most photographed slave child in history’

The Rappahannock Electric Cooperative (REC) 2021 Director 
Elections nomination process officially opened March 1. Director 
elections will be conducted this year in the following three regions;

•  Region II – the counties of Clarke, Fauquier, Stafford 
and portions of Warren and Rappahannock. Currently 
represented by Christopher G. Shipe. 

•  Region III – the counties of Albemarle, Madison, Greene, Rockingham and a portion of 
Page County. Currently represented by Darlene H. Carpenter. 

• Region VIII – the counties of Hanover and Goochland. Currently represented by William 
C. Frazier, who will retire this year.

Nomination Packets are now available. To obtain the candidate nomination packet, with 
the exception of the petition, visit myrec.coop/directorelections, email directorelections@
myrec.coop or call 540-891-5889.

REC members who desire to become a candidate must reside in the region to which they 
wish to be elected, meet director qualifications, and complete the nomination process.

Director elections will take place on Aug. 11, 2021, at REC’s Annual Meeting. The 
nomination process must be completed no later than 5 p.m. May 1, 2020. No nominations 
can be accepted at the Annual Meeting.

Now Accepting Nominations 
for REC’s Board of Directors

FANNIE, from page 4
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The gravestone of William Wesley Phillips, who 
killed Fannie Lawrence’s father. The gravestone is in 
a cemetery on a farm in Rectortown.

Democrat, retired Marine colonel announces run for Congress 
Staff Reports 

A retired U.S. Marine colonel and 
businessman announced Monday 
that he is seeking the Democratic 
nomination to challenge Republi-
can Rep. Rob Wittman in Virginia’s 
1st Congressional District in 2022.  

Stewart Navarre, of King George 
County, said he is running 
for the seat because he is 
frustrated with the bitter 
partisanship and dysfunc-
tion in Washington. 

“It has caused our citi-
zens and allies around the 
globe to doubt America’s 
place as the leader of the 
free world. I want people 
to believe in America and 
believe in what Ameri-
ca stands for. I’m concerned about 
where we are headed, and that is 
why I’m running,” Navarre said in an 
April 5 press release.

The 1st District, as currently drawn, 
includes parts of 20 counties, including 
parts of Prince William and Fauquier. 
Prince William County voters make up 
more than 21% of the 1st District’s cur-
rent electorate, the largest share of any 
county within its borders. The district 

will likely change before the 2022 elec-
tion, however, as a result of the upcom-
ing redistricting process. 

Navarre served 30 years in the 
Marines before retiring in 2007. He 
was assigned to the special opera-
tions division within the Joint Staff 
at the Pentagon, led training of Iraqi 

security forces, support-
ed the first democratic 
elections in Iraq and was 
the chief of staff for sev-
en Marine bases domes-
tically, according to his 
press release.  

Navarre went on to 
work in private industry, 
including spending three 
years as managing direc-
tor of project manage-

ment at United States Commercial 
Real Estate Services and almost a 
decade as vice president of research 
at MYnd Analytics, a medical tech-
nology company.  

There, Navarre said he led teams 
of doctors, researchers, patients and 
industry leaders in the study of tech-
nology focused on improving the 
prescription of behavioral health 
drugs in the treatment of depression, 

anxiety, PTSD and other diagnoses.  
“I think that given my back-

ground and broad experience in the 
military and private industry, I have 
the knowledge and skillset to make a 
difference and deliver real results for 
our district,” Navarre said. 

Navarre retired in 2019 and now 
lives in King George County with 
his wife Yana Navarre.  

Wittman was first elected to the U.S. 

House of Representatives in a 2007 
special election. He has won re-election 
seven times since then. Wittman has 
faced a Democratic challenger in every 
election. Wittman’s Democrat chal-
lengers have never received more than 
45% of the vote in the district.  

Most recently, Wittman defeat-
ed Democrat Qasim Rashid by 16 
points in the 2020 general election.  

Visitor’s Center welcomes day-trippers and future residents

Stewart Navarre

TIMES STAFF PHOTO/ROBIN EARL
Becky Crouch has been working at visitors centers in town for 17 years.

See CENTER, page 8


