How Katherine Estelle McFarlane and
Josephine Thomson Swann orchestrated
New Jersey’s earliest successful
historic preservations...
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he conceptual beginnings of historic preservation in the United
States are often traced to Ann Pamela Cunningham. In 1853, her
mother wrote Ann describing the appalling condition of George
Washington’s Mount Vernon estate, witnessed during a steamboat trip
down the Potomac River. Crippled as a teen from a riding accident,
Cunningham nevertheless began an
unprecedented campaign to raise the funds
and expertise to save the historic structure.
The result was The Mount Vernon Ladies’
Association, which still maintains the site as
the oldest private historic preservation
organization in the United States.
Yet the story of historic preservation has
several roots from which it would grow into
the professional discipline we know today.
Three years before Cunningham began her
crusade for Mount Vernon, for example,
New York became the first state in the
nation to designate and operate a property
as an historic site—Washington’s
headquarters in Newburgh.
That Mount Vernon had been saved by
an organization of women presaged the
shifting roles of the gender that would come
with the Civil War. As a generation of
America’s men was on the battlefield,
women stepped up in ways that challenged
the established Victorian patterns of life and
which would carry over into the post-war
period. Women had various new options for
playing a role in their communities and
beyond. Social, cultural, religious, political,
literary and philanthropic clubs and
organizations were formed. The tone for
women to participate in social and cultural
reforms—including preservation of historic
places—had been set by the Mount Vernon
Ladies’ Association and would be echoed by
two women in New Jersey.
Katherine Estelle McFarlane was born in Rocky Hill, New Jersey, in
1857. The location would prove inspirational to her future. This village
on the Millstone River also lies along a major road that connects the
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Delaware River with the Raritan River. During the American
Revolution, these early roads had been pivotal for troop movements, but
Rocky Hill would become particularly important in the waning days of
the war.
While waiting for the arrival of the Treaty of Paris in 1783
concluding the war, unpaid restless officers and soldiers were gathering
in Philadelphia, threatening the fragile new government with revolt.
The nervous Confederation Congress moved from Philadelphia to
Princeton, New Jersey while debating what to do next. When General
George Washington arrived in August to join these Congressional
debates, his last military headquarters would be four miles from
Princeton, at the former Berrien farmhouse, called “Rockingham” at
Rocky Hill.
In the years that followed, Rocky Hill became a prosperous village
after the Delaware & Raritan Canal opened in 1834. After the Civil War,
like many small villages, it experienced an industrial boom, and in 1864,
a railroad spur was extended to Rocky Hill along the canal. Businesses
flourished during the second half of the 19th century. McFarlane’s
father’s Flax Cotton Wool Company enjoyed such success for a time. A
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Scottish immigrant, Henry McFarlane also deeded a parcel of land for
the construction of Trinity Episcopal Church, which was completed in
1864.
By 1887, Miss McFarlane’s parents had died. She then became very
active in the little church that her father had made possible.
Women’s organizations had already begun to play a
growing role in local cultural, political, religious, literary
and philanthropic activities. Later, such clubs expanded
into municipal and preservation projects. One organization
that became involved in historical preservation projects
was the Daughters of the American Revolution which was
established in 1890. In that same year, the Princeton
chapter of the DAR was also founded and would
eventually play an important role in saving General
Washington’s last military headquarters.
In early 1896, McFarlane learned that the Berrien house
was up for rent and a rumor circulated that a store was to
operate in the house. The property had passed through
several owners after General Washington had quartered
there. Part of the original property was sold for quarrying.
The Rocky Hill Quarry Company installed its managers in
the house, which was leased from then-owner David H.
Mount. Later, Italian laborers were boarded in the house,
but General Washington’s study was kept intact. After
Mount’s death, the house was vacant for several months
until it was posted for rent. When Miss McFarlane heard
about this, she and her older brother, William, met with the
quarry manager to ask for a month’s hold on their plans.
She then drafted a letter on March 18, 1896 to a prominent government
official in the capital, Trenton, New Jersey.
The Princeton Press newspaper followed the story of the efforts at
saving Washington’s Headquarters throughout the spring. Various
men’s groups had also discussed saving it, but no action was taken.
Meanwhile, McFarlane arranged to meet Josephine Thomson Swann, a
prominent Princeton woman and founder of the Princeton DAR
chapter. McFarlane hoped to engage interest in the purchase and
preservation of the Berrien house.
Her four-part name, Josephine Ward Thomson Swann, reflects the
evolution of her life. The Ward name comes from being born to
Congressman Aaron Ward and Mary Lucy Watson Ward. The Thomson
came from her first husband, U.S. Senator John Renshaw Thomson.
After attending the College of New Jersey (now Princeton University),
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Thomson had first married Annie Stockton, daughter of Richard
Stockton—called “The Duke.” Stockton had built Thomson Hall for his
daughter Annie and her husband. After Annie died, Thomson married a
then-16-year-old Josephine Antoinette Ward in 1845. Thomson
was elected as a Democrat to the U.S Senate from the State of New
Jersey in 1853. His wife became a wealthy and prominent person in
Princeton and converted Thomson Hall into her own Victorian
style home. After Senator Thomson died in 1862, the house was
renamed “Belgrade.”
In 1878, Mrs. Thomson then remarried the former governor of
Maryland, Thomas Swann. He had been governor from 1866 to
1869, and was a U.S. Representative from Maryland from 1869 to
1879 at the time of their marriage. Josephine made some changes
to the Belgrade, but more of her time was now being spent away
from home with her husband in Washington D.C.
In 1890, Swann had founded the Princeton chapter of the
Daughters of the American Revolution and was appointed its
Regent. Her maternal grandfather was Elkanah Watson (1758—
1842) and was a soldier and a messenger during the Revolutionary
War. Josephine’s descent from him entitled her to be a member of
the National Society of the Daughters of the American Revolution
and perhaps guided her interest in preserving Washington’s
headquarters.
Negotiations continued with the Rocky Hill Quarry Company
owner and manager for the purchase of the house. The Princeton
Press reported in May 1896 that a Washington Headquarters
Association had been formed and was chaired by Richard F.
Stevens, Esq. of Newark. Throughout the summer, however,
negotiations with the quarry stalled.
The Princeton Press reported on October 17, 1896 that Dean James T.
Murray of the College of New Jersey (now Princeton) called a meeting
at Mrs. Swann’s residence on October 10th to reorganize the Washington
Headquarters Association and to take an active role in preserving the
Berrien House. The newspaper noted that Charles H. Voorhees of Rocky
Hill praised Miss Kate E. McFarlane’s initiation of this “patriotic
project.” Dr. William M. Sloan, a Princeton professor, thanked the heirs
and owners of Howell quarry for the donation of an acre of land and
Mrs. Josephine Swann arranged fund-raising for the Princeton DAR to
purchase the Berrien House for $1,885.00 and donate it to the
Association.
The group, called the Washington Headquarters Association,
acquired legal incorporation and began raising funds for an ambitious
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“General George Washington
Resigning his Commission,” a
painting by John Trumbull in the
Rounda of the U.S. Capital.

project to not only restore the Berrien farmhouse, but also move it to a
new 2.3 acre site.
Once accomplished, the group then focused on accepting gifts for
furnishing the house. McFarlane and her sisters, Alice and Minnie,
continued the work of gathering furnishings. The Daughters of the
American Revolution, the Colonial Dames, and the Sons of the
American Revolution also donated furnishings. Miss McFarlane and
Mrs. Swann had put their enthusiasm and dedication for a worthy cause.
Josephine Thomson Swann died March 2, 1906 in Washington D.C.
Her body was brought back to her Belgrade mansion in Princeton before
being taken to Trinity Church for her funeral. She is buried in Princeton
Cemetery next to her husband. Among her many bequests, was a large
portrait of her maternal grandfather, which was willed to the Princeton
University Trustees and is now in the collection of the Princeton
University Art Museum.
Two years after Mrs. Swann’s death, McFarlane signed the
invitations for the 125th anniversary celebration, on October 9, 1908, of
Washington’s three-month stay at the Berrien House from August to
November 1783. McFarlane was on the Board of Trustees and gave a
short speech which focused on perhaps the most singularly important
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aspect of how Washington spent his time at Rockingham: writing his
“Farewell Orders to the Armies of the United States,” with which he
disbanded the army and made an eloquent farewell that set into motion
an event quite remarkable for the time.
With no small irony, it would be accurate to say that had George
Washington’s ambitions desired it, Americans would have crowned him
their new king. Having won a war against such tall odds, Washington
received a level adulation and celebrity from a beleaguered people
hungry for heroes. The model of aristocratic Europe suggested that he
could—should—capitalize on his martial success, leveraging it into
political power. That he would instead elect to disband his army was
shocking. And he would go a step farther, on December 23, 1783,
officially resigning his commission as an officer, in another eloquent
farewell delivered to his officers at Fraunces Tavern in New York. It was
an act evocative of the Roman general and dictator, Cincinnatus, who,
once the war was won, eschewed power for the plow.
At the 126th anniversary event in 1910, Washington’s “Farewell
Orders to the Armies of the United States” was read from the balcony of
Washington’s Headquarters by Bayard Stockton of Morven. Kate
McFarlane also made a brief speech on that day.
A New York Press article dated May 21, 1911, entitled “Last of
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Washington’s Revolutionary War Headquarters,” contains a comment
about the upsurge in patriotism and interest in colonial history: “The
reclaiming [of Washington’s Headquarters”], like that of most historic
old mansions, was due to that sentiment of patriotism so generally
aroused in the last quarter century by the formation of ‘descendants’
societies.”
Preservation activist, Katherine Estelle McFarlane died at age 54 on
July 20, 1921. She is buried in the Rocky Hill Cemetery. An article in the
Trenton Sunday Times Advertiser dated November 15, 1925 by Elma
Lawson Johnston entitled, “Little Mount Vernon in Trenton Shadow,”
mentions the on-going involvement of the surviving McFarlanes—Alice,
Minnie and William—with the restoration of Washington’s
Headquarters.
In 1935, the house was turned over to the State of New Jersey and
the name changed to the Rockingham State Historic Site. Continued
quarrying operations resulted in a second move in 1956 and again in
2001 when Rockingham was moved to a location in the Delaware and
Raritan Canal State Park between Kingston and Rocky Hill, New Jersey.
Ultimately, it would take the shock of the demolition of New York’s
Penn Station in 1964 to inspire historic preservation as a professional
discipline, and even today balancing preservation and progress is a
fraught occupation. Yet we would not have made the advances we have
were it not for local victories such as Rockingham. In October of 1979,
The Princeton Recollector newspaper remarked that what Katherine
Estelle McFarlane initiated had been “one of the earliest successful
preservation efforts in New Jersey.”
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