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DABNEY CARR

by Edgar Wallace*
Houston, Texas

When Thomas Carr decided to make his home and raise his family
in Virginia, it is unlikely that he realized he was founding an
* illustrious line of public servants. Little is known of his early life and
education. On 24 April 1701 he was granted five hundred and
forty-six acres of land in St. John’s Parish of King and Queen County
for having financially backed the passage of eleven other people to
Virginia. From this estate, which he called Topping Castle, he
launched a political career that made him a justice and sheriff of
King and Queen County. In a short time, %.e had achieved a great deal
of mﬂuence which was to be enriched by future generations of his
family.!

Major Thomas Carr, a son of Thomas Carr, was born in 1678 and
settled at Bear Castle in Caroline County. During the Major’s
lifetime, Bear Castle became the managing headquarters for extensive
landholdings in King William, Caroline, Hanover, Louisa, and
Albemarle counties. Major Carr served as a justice and sheriff as well
as a member of the House of Burgesses.2 He and his wife Mary had
among other children a son John; born 25 December 1706.3

John Carr used the name Bear- Castle for his homeplace in Louisa
County where he raised his family.* Here John’s first wife, Mary,
presented him with a son, Thomas, in 1735. Mary died and on 27
December 1737, John married Barbara Overton. They were the
parents of Dabney, born in 1743; James, born and died in 1740;
James, born in 1741; Samuel, born in 1745/6; Elizabeth, born in

*Editor’s Note: This article is adapted from a thesis done by Mr. Wallace while
he was a history student under Professor Charles Turner at Washington and Lee
University. Dr. Turner is a Louisa County native.

1Elizabeth Dabney Coleman, “The Carrs of Albemarle” (Unpublished manu-
script, University of Virginia, 1944), p. 2.

2/bid., p. 2.

3canr Family Register cited in G. C. Broadhead, “The Carr Family,” Virginia
Magazine of History and Biography, 111, 209.

4Malcolm H. Harris, A History of Louisa County, Virginia (Richmond :
The Dietz Press, 1936), p. 269.
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Dabney Carr

1747; John, born in 1750; Garland, born in 1754; Mary, born in
1756; and Sarah, born in 1758.%

John Carr served as a justice for several years and as sheriff in
1753 ‘and 1754 for Louisa County.® He had attained the title,
colonel, when he died on 17 June 1778—five years after the death of
his illustrious son, Dabney Carr. Into this background of landed
wealth and political 8position, Dabney Carr was born at Bear Castle
on 26 October 1743.

Basic education was provided for Dabney at the Reverend James
Maury’s school. It was here that he became the fast friend of Thomas
Jefferson. Other fellow students and friends were the Reverend
James Madison, future president of William and Mary College, and
John Taylor of Caroline, noted United States Senator, agriculturist,
and political writer. Jefferson and Carr must have been rather shrewd
and full of practical pranks, for they made a great commotion in the
school about a horse race they supposedly were going to run against
each other on February 30th. It took some time for their classmates
to realize the race would never occur!

Reverend Maury felt a planter’s son should not adhere to a
classical education unless destined to preach, heal or judge.
According to Jefferson, Dabney must have agreed with his school-
master. The two friends, however, received a classical education,
regardless of their schoolmaster’s or their own views.

In 1760 the boys’ education continued in Williamsburg. Governor
John Page recorded that he attended mathematics classes with them
under Professor William Small. George Wythe was conducting legal
training in Williamsburg at the time. The two professors at
Williamsburg evidently had as much influence on Dabney Carr as his
earlier teacher, Reverend Maury.?

After learning law and’ finishing his studies at Williamsburg,
Dabney applied his knowledge in the courts of Goochland, Louisa,
Chesterfield, Albemarle, and Augusta counties. This was also the
territory of the great Patrick Henry and Dabney Carr was counted as
Henry’s most formidable rival during these first years of his career.!®

5Carr Family Register, loc. cit.
6Harris, op. cit., p. 296.

Tcarr Family Register, loc. cit.

8 bid.

9G.oleman, op. cit., pp. 3-5. -.
Vmid., p. 5.



Dabney Carr

-As today’s boys must do their stint in military service, Dabney had
to serve for a short time. After the French and Indian War, standing
volunteer companies were maintained for Virginia’s protection. In
1763 Dabney served under Captain Phillips in a company. of
Volunteer Rangers. Carr and other Louisa soldiers accepted land
bounties as payment for their military service. 11

‘When Dabney ‘was twenty-two years old, he fell in love with
Thomas Jefferson’s nineteen year old sister, Martha. The couple was
married on 20 July 1765, went to Goochland, and probably lived at
a home called Spring Forest. The two young people were extremely
happy. In a letter to John Page, Thomas Jefferson wrote of Dabney
after a visit to Spring Forest: “He speaks, thinks, and dreams of
nothing but his young son. This friend of ours, Page,...is the
happiest man in the universe. Every incident in life he. .. takes
as. .. a source of pleasure. With as much benevolence as the heart of
man w1ll hold, but with an utter neglect of the costly apparatus of
life, he exhibits...a new. .. philosophy.”!2 Dabney and Martha
Carr had six chxldren Mary Lucy, Peter, Samuel, Dabney, Jane
Barbara, and Polly.!3

Dabney Carr joined his many friends in the House of Burgesses, as
was the wish of most young Virginia lawyers, as a member from
Louisa. He served in the sessions from February 10, 1772 until his
death in 1773 with Richard Anderson, who was representing Louisa
County for the third time.!*

In the House of Burgesses, Carr was unswervingly honest. When
that honesty was doubted by his friend, Benjamin Lewis, he replied

" indignantly, as seen from the following excerpts of his letter of
August 16, 1772 to Mr. Lewis:

. Of that vulgar, undiscriminating applause, that is often acquited without
merit, and lost without a fault, I was never ambitious. I well know how truly
it is a bubble . . . Judge then what must have been my feelings, when I was
well informed, that upon a variety of occasions, not only to our-common
friends, but in mixed companies, you had misrepresented my conduct, and
admitting it to have been, as you said, had spoken of it with a virulence and
asperity of censure that could only belong to my worst enemy . ... My

UHarris, op. cit., p. 50.
12Coleman, opcit., p. 6.
D3Harris. op. cit., p. 296.

14William Wirt Henry, “House of Burgesses, 1766 to 1775.” Virginia Magazine
of History and Biography, 1V, 385.
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Dabney Carr

conduct, supposing it wrong, may have proceeded from an error in judgement;
yours can only have proceeded from some degree of malevolence . . . .
Whenever you shall think proper to tell me that you did not mean to impeach
my integrity, in what you said of my conduct in the House of Burgesses, I
shall cease to think that you have been activated by malevolence, and

_ whenever you say you desire it, I am ready to return to those sentiments of
friendship for you, which I have always entertained. In the meantime, as I
think myself discharged of any other connections with you than those of
common humanity and civility. I am'D. Carr

On February 17, 1772, Dabney was appointed to the committee
on Religion and the committee on Privileges and Elections. His work
on the former included the writing of a bill in answer to a petition
from the inhabitants of Louisa who wished to be able to choose new
vestrymen. As a member of the committee on elections, he helped
Jefferson examine the writs for the election of Burgesses for the
Assembly of 1773.1

Of course, Carr’s greatest contribution- politically was his work in
regard to the Committees of Correspondence. The old Raleigh
Tavern in Williamsburg was being used for political as well as social
gatherings. There were a few Burgesses (Patrick Henry, Thomas
Jefferson, Richard Henry Lee, Francis Lightfoot Lee, and Dabney
Carr) who were in the habit of meeting to discuss the affairs of state.
An old Committee of Correspondence had been responsible for
handling affairs between the mother country and Virginia. Jefferson
gives the following account of the formation of the new committee,
which was chiefly for inter-colonial relations:

Not thinking our old and leading members up to the point of forwardness and
zeal which the times required, Mr. Henry, Richard Henry Lee, Francis L. Lee,
Mr. Carr and myself agreed to meet in the evening in a private room of the
Raleigh Tavern to consult on the state of things. We were all most sensible
that the most urgent of all measures was that of coming to an understanding
with all the other colonies, to consider the British claims as a common cause
to all, and to produce a unity of action; and for this purpose, that a
committee of correspondence in each colony would be the best instrument of
intercommunication; and that their first measure would probably be, to
propose a meeting of deputies from every colony, at some central place, who

15w, G. Stanard, “Library of Dabney Carr with a Notice of the Carr Family,”
Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, IV. 226-228.

16Colemzm, op. cit.,p. 1.
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Dabney Carr

would be charged with the direction of the measures which should be taken
up by all. We therefore drew up the resolution. 17

The idea of establishing the committees had been suggested by

'Rlchard Henry Lee as early as 1768. At the Raleigh Tavern meeting,
_Jefferson, who probably wrote the resolutions, was asked to present
“them to the Assembly, but he insisted that his brother-in-law,

Dabney Carr, be permitted to introduce the plan. This is only one
example of the estimation in which Dabney Carr was held by his
friend and brother-m—law Jefferson. This was to be Carr’s debut
speech in the Assembly.!8

'Oddly enough, the legislature was convened by a very unwilling
Governor Dunmore on March 12, 1773, in order to discuss a recent
discovery of currency conterfeiting in Virginia. The Assembly seized
the opportunity to discuss some matters of great importance to
themselves, and Dabney Carr arose to introduce the resolutions
which were the result of the conference at Raleigh Tavern.!? This
speech, Carr’s first and greatest to the Virginia Burgesses, was
brilliantly organized and delivered with tremendous power. Although
no copy of the speech is available, Jefferson makes note of “the
pleasure expressed ... [by] ...the members, generally, on this
debut of Mr. Carr, and the hopes they conceived, as well as. . . the
patriotism it manifested.”2°

At the presentation, Patrick Henry and Richard Henry Lee also
made impressive talks supporting the resolutions. Within a short time
the members of the House had unanimously passed the plan on the
day of its introduction. 21

A standing Committee of Correspondence and Inquiry was
established, consisting of eleven of the most prominent men in the
colony. Dabney Carr was among them.2? The committee consisted

17g . 1. Miller, “The Virginia Committee of Correspondence of 1773-1775.”
William and Mary Quarterly, First Series, X11, 99ff.

18] yon G. Tyler, “Leadership of Virginia in the War of the Revolution,”
William and Mary Quarterly, First Series, XIX, 235-236.

19James Mercer Gamnett, “The Last Fifteen Years of the House of Burgesses in
Virginia, 1761-1776,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, XVIII, 220.
20Coleman, op cit. ,p- 8.

21Tylelr, op. cit., p. 237

-nGamett op. cit. , p. 220.
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Dabney Carr

of six other William and Mary graduates: Peyton Randolph, Robert
Carter Nicholas, Richard Bland, Benjamin Harrison, Thomas
Jefferson, and Archibald Cary, and four others: Richard Henry Lee,
Edmund Pendleton, Patrick Henry, and Dudley Digges.?® The
purpose of the committee was to keep infcrmed on zi! acts and
resolutions of Parliament relating to the colon:es, to correspond with’
sister  colonies, and to inquire into the case of the British armed
sloop, Ga.spee.é“ v

On March 15, the Assembly was dissolved by the governor.
Dunmore was actually indifferent to the newly organized committee.
But when the Assembly criticized him, and when England, who was
outraged at the idea behind the Committee of Correspondence, very
neariy recalled Dunmore, he roused from his indolence. In effect, the
governor only followed the Cabinet of St. James in order to retain
his position. Thus Dr. Philip Mazzei’s derogatory retferences to
Dunmore when he spoke of “the weakness of his mind and tihe
meanness of his heart” are understandable.?>

After the passage of the resolution, Jefferson and Carr agreed that
there must be a congress of the dezputies of all colonies to unite for
the preservation of colonial rights.?® Virginia was the first colony to
propose this, and the first step was taken in that direction on March
16, the day after Dunmore dissolved the Virginia Assembly. It was
then that the Speaker of the House, Peyton Randolph, at the
direction of the new committee, sent a circular to the other colonies.

Rhode Island and five other colonies accepted the Virginia
Committee’s ideas and responded warmly, praising Virginia for her
leadership in taking such a practical step. William Lee wrote from
London: “The inter-colonial committees struck a greater panic in the
ministers than anything that had taken place since the passage of the
Stamp Act.” Indeed, the British recognized the strength of the
Committees as the almost certain precursor of a Continental
Congress.2”

23“E(_lucation in Colonial Virginia,” William and Mary Quarterly, First Series,
VII, 2.

24Gar_nett, op. cit., p. 220.

25E. C. Branchi, “Memoirs of the Life and Voyages of Doctor Philip Mazzei.”’
William and Mary Quarterly, 2nd Series, IX, 131-174.

26Coleman, op. cit., p. 9.
27Tyler, op. cit., 237.
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Dabney Carr

As could be expected, there is some controversy about who was
actually responsible for the origin and fruition of the idea of
corre_spondence committees. Bancroft attributes the entire credit to
that “young statesman of brilliant genius,” Dabney Carr. Dr. H.J.
Eckenrode is equally sure that the “first mter—colomal intelligence
bureau” owed its inception to Richard Henry Lee.2

Although Dabney very likely had a great deal to do with the
maturity of the plan, it is known that Lee had suggested it as early as
1768. Evidently, it had a common origin or occurred to several
people at the same time, and then was worked out in detail at the
Raleigh Tavern conference. It can be said that Richard Henry Lee
might have had the original idea; Thomas Jefferson probably wrote
the resolutions; Dabney Carr presented them to the House; Jefferson,
Lee, and Henry then supported them; and the Assembly unani-
mously passed them, thus taking the first step toward the future
union of the colormies.

Thirty-five days after his introduction of the resolutions, Dabney
Carr died suddenly of bilious fever on May 16, 1773 .29 He left a fairly
large inheritance, including an extensive, well-rounded library, for a
man only thirty years old who had seven mouths to feed. He had
built up a thriving law practice also.3? An inventory of his property
shows his house was comfortable, even ele§antly furnished. The total
of his personal estate was £1,067/4sh/2d.3

Dabney’s extremely early death was a terrible shock to his wife.
Her grief caused a slight mental disturbance, but under the care of
her brother, she soon recovered. After her husband’s death, Martha
and the children lived at Montlcello Jefferson was appointed
guardian to the Carr children’ 2Dabney became a judge on the
Virginia Supreme Court; Peter and Samuel both served in the state
legislature; Peter also helped to establish the University of Virginia
and Samuel turned his interests to the Albemarle Agricultural
Society33Martha Jefferson Carr died in 1811 at the home of her son

28y, 7. Eckenrode, The Revolution in Virginia (New York: Houghton Mifflin
Company, 1916), p. 33.

29Carr Family Register, loc. cit.
30Coleman, op. cit., p. 10.
3Stanard, op. cit., pp. 222-226.

32Colemzm, op. cit.,p. 11.
Bbid., p. 1.
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Dabney Carr . .

Samuel and was buried at Monticello.34

Carr was a man who enjoyed the simple things of life, yet retained
his dignity, inward composure, and consequently, a stalwart charac-
ter. He was never ambitious for recognition because he realized the
fickleness of human admiration. His proper up-bringing, good
education, and interest in religion gave him a steadfast moral
foundation and an eye that quickly discerned right and wrong. A
happy family life and an excellent choice of friends undoubtedly
were other factors that combined to make him the man he was.

Appropriately, in death Dabney and his friend Thomas Jefferson
remained as close as their friendship was during Carr’s life. Long
before, the two boys, while sitting on the future site of Monticello,
had made a pact to be buried side by side35Jefferson did not forget
the promise of his youth and had Dabney’s remains brought to the
Monticello graveyard. There he was interred under a tombstone
dedicated by Jefferson to “virtue, good sense, learning, and
friendship . . . 3Now all three rest on that hillside at Monticello—
Thomas Jefferson, Martha Jefferson Carr, and Dabney Carr.

34 1bid., p. 11.
351bid.,p. 1.
36 1bid., p. 11.
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