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The Infamous Fewell Trial -- Part IV
An “unfortunate and much to be regretted calamity”
Arguably one of the “trials of the century” for
Prince William County, an account and detailed
newspaper transcripts of the Commonwealth v.
Fewell Trial have appeared in the past several
issues of The Bell Ringer. If your interest in this
soap opera-like affair has not been peaked,
perhaps you have been sleeping? So, wake up!
Here is the next scintillating installment.
James F. Clark, former Commonwealth’s
Attorney for Prince William County, was
murdered in cold blood by Rhoda Fewell.
Fewell’s younger sister, Fannie, was allegedly
ruined by Clark who, promising marriage, led
her on a journey through several states and all of
her money. Upon his return, the already wed
Clark was arrested and incarcerated in the jail at
Brentsville. Clark firmly declared his innocence,
stating he had evidence to prove it when the case
came to trial. However, despite Clark’s avowed
worry that he might be assassinated by Fannie’s
brother, no guard stood watch on the fateful
night that Fewell took the train to Bristow and
then slunk the last miles to Brentsville. Mistaken
as a relative of the jailor, witnesses from across
the street saw Fewell enter the jail. The ensuing
shots brought local citizens Major Thornton and
Mr. Lipscomb to the scene of the mortally
wounded Clark, who later succumbed. Fewell
was then confined in the very same cell in which
he had perpetrated the crime!

nationally for the entire country to read about the
events in Prince William County, Virginia.
Adding to the drama of the proceedings was the
star-studded group of legal talent. Representing
Clark were former Virginia Governor Henry A.
Wise, Judge Charles E. Sinclair and J.Y.
Menefee. Representing Fewell were General
Eppa Hunton, General William H. Payne and
former Virginia Lt. Governor Henry W. Thomas.
Henry Alexander Wise was born in Virginia on
December 3, 1806. Following graduation from
Washington College, Pennsylvania, in 1825, he
studied law in Winchester, Virginia and was
admitted to the bar in 1828. He served in the
United States Congress
from 1833 to 1844 and was
the U.S. minister to Brazil
from 1844 to 1847. Wise
served as the Governor of
Virginia from 1856 to
1859. One of his last
official acts as Governor
was to sign the death
Henry A. Wise
warrant of John Brown.
Continued on page 7
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Large crowds gathered as the Fewell trial began,
the proceedings of which were reported in detail
in the Alexandria Gazette, and indeed serialized
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Take Note!
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Transcripts and commentary from the Commonwealth v. Fewell trial are continued in
this December issue of the Bell Ringer. With Rhoda Fewell’s trial finally under way,
this installment illustrates the mindset of the public in the 19th century. What an
incredible contrast to modern views when one considers such “entertainment” as the
Jerry Springer Show and popular soap operas appearing on network television. Several interesting primary sources are included in this issue on pages 3, 4 and 5, along
with a set of hints for analyzing such documents on page 6.
The Education and Research Committee welcomes input from the community. We
continue to work to involve all interested members as docents to assist in the presentation of the program for first grade students at the one room school. Please let us
know if you are would like to be a member of the team offering students this exciting
opportunity.
Have you ever wondered who creates the newsletters for The Friends each month? In
an effort to clear up any confusion, the 2005 issues of the Brentsville Journal and the
current Bell Ringer are researched and written by Ron Turner and Robin Meyering.
Jim and Laura Wyatt serve as editors. Keith Machen, as web master, “publishes” the
work on the web site. We would like to thank the librarians at RELIC for their assistance on these efforts.
Members interested in collaborating on research into a variety of topics related to the
Town of Brentsville are encouraged to contact TheFriends@brentsville.org. Check out
page 14 for an opportunity to assist in the research and writing of an upcoming article
on local businesses.
The Education and Research Committee
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On Record...
Primary Sources documenting Brentsville
The December Bell Ringer contains three primary source documents related to the Commonwealth v.
Fewell trial. The first, appearing on this page below, is Clark’s statement of the events that took place
in his jail cell on the night that he was shot by Rhoda Fewell. The statement was given to Peter
Weedon, Justice of the Peace. The second (on page 4) is the instruction from Weedon to the jailor for
the incarceration of James F. Clark at the jail in Brentsville for accusations of crimes against Fannie
Fewell. The third document (on page 5) is Dr. C.C. Barbour’s bill, submitted to the court for payment
of medical services rendered to Clark AND Fewell during their incarcerations at the Brentsville jail. It
is certainly ironic that Dr. Barbour treated not only the dying Clark, performed the post mortem exam
and then treated Fewell for his illness while he awaited trial for Clark’s murder!
These documents are archived in the Loose Paper, Judgements for 1872 at the Prince William County
Archives of the Circuit Court in Manassas.
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Primary Sources Provide a Sense of the Spirit of the Past
Identification, analysis and interpretation of primary sources is an important skill for researchers.
Primary sources are documents or visual representations created during the time under study. They
provide clues to the lives of the people and events of earlier times. They are firsthand accounts that
enable us to acquire a sense of the spirit of the times in which they were written or created.
Primary source include written documents such as letters, diaries, journals, ships logs, newspaper
articles, speeches, account ledgers, receipts, meeting minutes, military documents, rent rolls,
broadsides, wills, probates, deed records, court records, legal case files, tax records, census records,
birth, marriage and death records, laws, treaties and advertisements. They may also include visuals
such as charts, graphs, maps, land surveys, paintings, political cartoons, photographs, motion picture
film and television newscasts.
New researchers may look at some of the original handwriting and symbols in these documents and
find it baffling. Below are some of the commonly seen terms and variations that can stump a
researcher when trying to read a primary source.
ae -”aetatis” - in the year of their age
Aforesaid - what has been said already, usually the name of a person or place that was mentioned
earlier in the document.
Case of drawers - a chest of drawers
Cubberd, cubert - cupboard
do or “- ditto, usually used in a list, meaning the same as the item written previously
Estate, Real - land
Estate, Personal - all possession of a person, exclusive of land
Looking glass - mirror
Lumber - miscellaneous possessions, a person’s belongings
Moveables - any object or possession in a building that is not nailed down
Relict - widow
s or f - when appearing in pairs or at the middle of a word, the letter “s” was commonly written
to appear as a modern “f” (Maffachufetts or houfe)
viz - namely

Where can I view some primary sources?
Visit RELIC (The Ruth E. Lloyd Information Center) at Bull Run Regional Library to view many of
our county records on microfilm. Bull Run Regional Library is located at 8051 Ashton Avenue ,
Manassas, VA 20109-2892 and can be reached by telephone at 703-792-4500.
Can’t travel to the library? Practice studying primary source documents by visiting these web sites:
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/
http://www.ku.edu/carrie/docs/amdocs_index.html
http://www.siris.si.edu
http://www.archives.gov/research/arc/
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The Infamous Fewell Trial -- Part IV continued
Wise served as a brigadier general in the
Confederate Army of Northern Virginia during
the American Civil War, and was with Robert E.
Lee at Appomattox Court House, where he
fought bravely but urged Lee to surrender. After
the war, Wise resumed his practice of law in
Richmond after the war and died in there in,
September 12, 1876.

not appear in Rappahannock and Virginia in the
1900 Census.

Eppa Hunton (1822-1908) came from a longtime Prince William family whose name was
associated with the
Dettingen Parish church
Eppa Hunton
as far back as the mid1700s (Records of
Dettingen Parish, Vestry
Charles E. Sinclair was a member of the
Record Book (1745 –
prosecution’s team. The Sinclair family resided
in the Brentsville area prior to the building of the 1785), Dumfries, Historic
town in 1822. They became purchasers of several Dumfries, Inc., 1976). He
graduated from the New
town lots in 1823 and were active in the
community. Charles E. Sinclair appeared several Baltimore Academy and
then taught school for several years before
times in court records as engaged in deeds of
trust for Eppa Hunton, dated July of 1850 (PWC studying law. He was admitted to the bar in 1843
and became a Commonwealth’s Attorney.
Deed Book 21, p. 76). Sinclair purchased
Hunton’s father, Charles, was instrumental in
property from Hunton “on the north side of
Broad Run and attached to Foster’s farm, known petitioning for the establishment of the Town of
Brentsville and owned several lots in the town,
as Fostern (PWC Will Book P, p.375). Fostern,
as well as land outside of Brentsville on the
still located to the northwest of the town of
former Bristow Tract. Eppa Hunton acted as a
Brentsville, was the farm of prominent citizen
Redmond Foster. In 1857, Sinclair was appointed liaison between the President and Director of the
Literary Fund, managers of the Commonwealth’s
as a Federal Judge in the Utah Territory to
stabilize a situation in which President Buchanan Bristow Tract lands, when problems arose
between the state and the tenants (Library of VA,
feared a revolt by Mormons might occur. He
served in this capacity until 1860. It is not known Literary Fund Letter Book, August 6, 1838 –
December 6, 1842, SAI 29). Hunton was
exactly when he returned to Prince William
involved in many land transactions related to the
County. He was known to be the former owner
sale of the Bristow lots after 1848 and actually
of the property known as Fairview on Rt. 608.
sold land to one of the Prosecutors in
Commonwealth v. Fewell, Charles E. Sinclair, in
According to the Alexandria Gazette, the third
1850. Hunton was commissioned a colonel of
member of the Prosecution’s team was J.Y.
Menefee. Menefee appeared in the 1880 Census the 8th Virginia Infantry in 1861, participating in
the Battle of First Bull Run. He was later
of Washington, Rappahannock County (p. 297).
Brigade Commander in Lt. Gen. James
He was listed as 56 years old, widowed, and a
Longstreet’s division, Maj. Gen. George
lawyer. He was documented in Rappahannock
Pickett’s division, and the Department of
Co., VA, A History, by Elisabeth B. & C.E.
Richmond. He was promoted to Brigadier
Johnson Jr. (p. 45) in relation to a lack of salt
General in August 1863. After the war, Hunton
following the Civil War. The book stated, “The
resumed his law practice and became involved in
situation became so critical that the court
politics. He served in the US Congress from
appointed J.Y. Menefee as agent to contract for
and purchase from the Salt Works in the State of 1873 to 1881 and in the US Senate from 1892 to
1895.
Virginia, 3600 bushels of salt”. Menefee does
Continued on page 8
page 7
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The Infamous Fewell Trial -- Part IV continued
William Henry Fitzhugh Payne was born on
January 27, 1830 in Fauquier County. He studied
law at the University of Virginia and established
his law practice in Warrenton, Virginia in 1851.
He served as
Commonwealth’s Attorney
of Fauquier County.
With the outbreak of the
Civil War, he became a
Captain in the Black Horse
Cavalry, and advanced to
Major, 4th Virginia
Cavalry. He commanded
the regiment at
Williamsburg where he
William H. Payne
was severely wounded and
captured. Payne was
exchanged, and he returned to duty as Lt. Col., 2d
North Carolina Cavalry and led the 2d NC at
Chancellorsville where he was again captured
and imprisoned at Johnson’s Island. Following
his exchange, he was appointed Brigadier
General in November of 1864. Payne served
under Jubal Early during final operations around
Richmond and commanded a brigade under
Thomas T. Munford. After the war, he resumed
his practice of the law and became general
counsel for the Southern Railway Company. He
died March 29, 1904 in Washington, DC.
Henry Wirtz Thomas was born in Leesburg on
October 20, 1812. The family farm in Loudoun
County was called “Big Spring.” One of Thomas’
first jobs was as a school teacher. He moved to
Fairfax County in 1833 and at the age of 26 became
a major in the militia and was known as Major
Thomas until after the war. He served as
Commonwealth’s Attorney, and, in 1865, he met
with President Lincoln as part of a committee to
urge him to re-establish civil government in Virginia.
In 1866 he was appointed Judge of the 9th circuit,
serving until 1869. He served as a Virginia Lt.
Governor, from Fairfax County, from 1875-1878.
Thomas was known to his friends as “Judge T.”
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The gathering of these well known men brought
national significance to the trial, which was
already quite compelling for the events which
had taken place. Newspapers throughout the
nation covered the proceedings as they began on
October 8, 1872. This first day of the court’s
meeting began with the questioning of the
responsibility of the Jailor to have been present or
,at the very least, to have had a proper guard
present at the Brentsville jail when Fewell shot
Clark.
Alexandria Gazette 08 Oct 1872
THE FEWELL CASE - SPEECH OF GENERAL
HUNTON - MURDER TRIAL —
Brentsville, Oct. 7. - The October term of the County
Court commenced this morning, and great interest in
the unfortunate Clark-Fewell affair was manifested
by an early assemblage of the people. Prince William
never probably witnessed a larger attendance on her
courts than that which was gathered here to-day to
listen to the arguments which the able and brilliant
counsel on both sides are well qualified and prepared
to deliver in this case, to the result of which so many
look forward with an intensity of interest equal, if not
stronger, than that displayed in the Mary Harris, or
the more recent Black McKaig cases. Judge Nicol
was on the bench at an early hour. The calling of the
Grand Jury was the signal for crowding the Court
Room after having been sworn, the Grand Jury, with
Allen Howison, esq., as foreman, were charged in
the usual manner by the Court, and sent to their
room. During their absence from the Court room
Judge Sinclair, Commonwealth’s attorney, called up
the rule which had been issued against the Sheriff at
the last term of the Court to show cause why he
should not be removed from his office for neglect of
duty. The object of this rule was to ascertain how far
the Sheriff, or more particularly the jailer, was
culpable in allowing the jail door to be left open and
relieve the public mind from the suspicions of concert
between the officials here and Fewell. The counsel of
Fewell however, opposes this motion on the ground
that it would effect their case, and the Court decided
that it should be continued, about one o’clock p.m.,
the Grand Jury returned from their room and brought
in true bills for murder, one against Lucien N. Fewell
for killing Clark, and another against Elijah Chloe, for
killing O’Brien. The case of the Commonwealth
against Fewell was then called and Fewell’s counsel
then moved to continue till the November term of the
County Court, alleging that witnesses material to the
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The Infamous Fewell Trial -- Part IV continued
defense lived outside of the State, and that one of
these witnesses was sick, and would be unable to
attend before the next term of the Court. This motion
was registered by the Commonwealth’s Attorney on
the ground that the defense had not come within the
ruling of the Court. The arguments of Messrs. Payne,
Hunton and Thomas for the prisoner, and of Messrs.
Menifee, Sinclair and Wise on behalf of the
prosecution, show that both sides are in earnest and
are deeply impressed with the importance of the
case in which they are engaged. The Court, however,
sustained the motion for postponement, and the trial
of Fewell is continued till next November.
Speculation can now live for thirty days more upon
the termination of this most unfortunate and much to
be regretted calamity. Whether Fewell is guilty of the
terrible crime wherewith he stands charged, can only
be determined after a calm and dispassionate
investigation by twelve of his peers; that justice will
be impartially meted out there can be no fear, and
that the minutest particle of evidence bearing upon
the guilt or innocence of Fewell will be extracted and
properly applied from the great mass of testimony, is
very evident from the ability and integrity of the
gentlemen who have the case in charge.
During the recess of the Court for dinner Gen.
Hunton addressed the people on the importance of
voting for Greeley and exhorted all Conservatives to
come out nobly and boldly for Col. Braxton and
Horace Greeley on the 5th day of November. The
speech of the General was well received and
indicative of the high order of ability for which Gen.
Hunton is noted.
The case of Commonwealth vs. Chloe will come up
for trial tomorrow morning. Judge Sinclair and Major
Scott, Commonwealth’s Attorney for Fauquier,
appearing for the Commonwealth, and Gens. Hunton
and Payne for the prisoner.

The delay granted in the case most certainly
produced greater interest as speculation was
allowed to continue for yet another month.
Meanwhile, as a side show to the trial’s circuslike atmosphere, Hunton campaigned for his
chosen political views and candidates. Sinclair,
Payne and Hunton must have been quite busy, as
the case Commonwealth vs. Chloe was carried
on without delay. The question as to the
availability of jurors who might hear the case
without bias must be raised. The next Alexandria
The Bell Ringer - Dec. 2005

Gazette article mentioned that the venire was
summoned from Gainseville. A venire is a
judicial writ ordering the summoning of jurors.
The term is derived from the mid-17th century
Latin venire facias, “you should cause to come.”
And, come the people did, to what the paper
described as quite a nice setting there in the
Town of Brentsville.
Alexandria Gazette 08 Oct 1872
The Clark-Fewell Tragedy — Postponement of the
Trial of Fewell
Brentsville, Prince William County, Va., October 7, The crowd at court to day was larger than usual,
drawn together by the anticipated trial of Fewell for
killing Clark, charged with the abduction of Fewell’s
sister. There seems to be a great deal of feeling in
regard to the matter in the county, and a diversity of
opinion in reference to the commission of the
offense. The venire has been summoned from the
Gainesville district, which, it is stated, is a section of
country where the people are in sympathy with the
accused. Judge Nicol, Judge of the County Court,
before whom the trial is to take place is quite a young
man, but possesses the confidence of the entire
community over which he presides. The Court house,
a respectable brick building, is situated in the center
of a beautiful green lawn, surrounded by a grove of
locust trees. When the court opened the grand jury
were first charged and retired, and presented among
others, the following indictment:
Prince William County, to wit:
In the County Court of said county the jurors of the
Commonwealth of Virginia, in and for the body of
the county of Prince William, and now attending
the said court, upon their oath present that Lucien
N. Fewell, of the said county, on the 31st day of
August, 1872, with force and arms in the county
aforesaid, in and upon the body of one James F.
Clark, in the peace of said Commonwealth then
and there being, feloniously, willfully, and with
malice aforethought, did make an assault; and
that the said Lucien N. Fewell, with certain pistols
then and there charged with gunpowder and
certain leaden bullets, which he, the said Fewell,
in his hands then and there had held, then and
there feloniously, willfully, and of his malice
aforethought did discharge and shoot off against
and upon the body of the said James F. Clark,
and that the said Lucien N. Fewell, with the
leaden bullets aforesaid, then and there, by the
force of the gunpowder aforesaid, shot off as
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The Infamous Fewell Trial -- Part IV continued
aforesaid, then and there feloniously, willfully, and
with malice aforethought, did strike, penetrate,
and wound him, the said James F. Clark, in and
upon the left side of the breast, and in and upon
the back of him, the said James F. Clark, then and
there, with the leaden bullets aforesaid, so as
aforesaid, discharged and shot out the pistols
aforesaid, by the said Lucien F. Fewell, in and
upon the left side of the breast and in and upon
the back of him, the said James F. Clark, giving to
him, the said James F. Clark, then and there, with
the leaden bullets of aforesaid so as aforesaid,
discharged and shot out of the pistols aforesaid
by the said Lucien N. Fewell, in and upon the left
side of the breast and in and upon the back of
him, the said James F. Clark, two mortal wounds,
of the depth of ___inches and breadth of __
inches, of which said mortal wounds he, the said
James F. Clark, from the said 31st day of August
in the year aforesaid to the 2d day of September,
in the year aforesaid, in the county aforesaid, did
languish, and languishing did live, on which said
2d day of September, 1872, the said James F.
Clark, in the county aforesaid, of the said mortal
wounds died. And so the jurors aforesaid, upon
their oath aforesaid, do say that the said Lucien
N. Fewell, him the said James F. Clark, in the
manner and form aforesaid, feloniously, willfully,
and of his malice aforethought, did kill and murder
against the peace and dignity of the
Commonwealth of Virginia. — Charles E. Sinclair,
Attorney for the Commonwealth, Prince William
County. A true bill: Allen Howison, Foreman of the
Jury.
The Counsel in the case are: For the
Commonwealth, Henry A. Wise, Charles E. Sinclair,
and A. Y. Menifee; for the defense, Eppa Hunton,
Wm. H. Payne, and Henry W. Thomas. On motion of
counsel for defense, the rule against the sheriff made
at September term to show cause why the jail door
was left open thus affording Fewell access to Clark,
was laid over, by consent of Commonwealth, until
after criminal trial is disposed of.

After the recess Mr. Wise appeared in court, and
became the center of attraction. He looked as he did
years ago, only somewhat more feeble, but his eye is
as bright and intelligent as it was in the halcyon days
of his youth.
General Payne restated the cause for continuing the
case. A discussion arose as regards the continuance,
the counsel for the defense not wishing to disclose
the name and character of the missing witness, upon
whose track a detective is at present. The defense
were anxious to go into trial, because the liberty of
the accused was as dear to him as to any one
present. They had the right to demand time, because
the defense is not expected to be ready until after the
charge is made.
Governor Wise claimed that the rules which applied
to the defense also applied to the Commonwealth.
He dissected the proposition of the defense in a
masterly manner, and convulsed the audience with
laughter. He stated that he did not wish to press a
trial, but only wished to resist anything outside the
law. In the course of his remarks he said he would
read cautiously, but very firmly. If his (Fewell) life is to
be tried, another has been taken, gone past recovery,
and a living issue is to be tried. I want to defend the
justice of this Commonwealth and the dead, the dead
as well as the fallen, the fallen as well as the dead.
He was willing to grant time for the defense to
procure witnesses, but if it was an attempt to wear
away the first feelings that the act-created, his Honor
could not grant a continuance. Speaking of Virginia
he made this remark, that bastard of a political rape
—Virginia.
General W. H. Payne replied and stated that an
important witness was sick and another lived in the
District of Columbia, and urged that the case was
materially affected by these witnesses.
The case was then continued to the next term of the
County, Court.

Conjecture as to the identity of the missing witness,
upon whose trail a detective was set, heightened
General William H. Payne, on behalf of the defense,
curiosity in the case still more. Former Governor
asked for a continuance of the case until the next
Wise enhanced the glamour of the event with his
term, because certain important witnesses were
presence and also his salty words regarding the
absent.
situation and setting. The fact that the determination
Gov. H. A. Wise, for the prosecution, not being in
of the culpability of the Sheriff and jailor was also
court at the time to consider, was asked by the
delayed strung the people along even more,
Commonwealth, pending which the court took a
especially when the accused attempted to escape
recess of half an hour.
from the Brentsville jail!
Continued on page 11
page 10
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The Infamous Fewell Trial -- Part IV continued
Alexandria Gazette 21 Oct 1872
LETTER FROM BRENTSVILLE - Correspondence of
the Alexandria Gazette. — Brentsville, October 23,
1872. - On Sunday last it is supposed that Fewell
made an attempt to escape from jail here by
unlocking the two lower locks on the grating of his
cell. How he succeeded so far in the attempt the
jailer is unable to learn. It appears that one of the
guards who have been on duty during the
imprisonment of Fewell, went up to the cell in which
he was confined to see that all was right, when he
discovered the locks undone. Fewell asserted that he
did not do it, but at the same time told the jailer that
the locks were worthless, and that he could get out at
any moment if he so desired.

Despite the threat that he could release himself if
he so desired, Fewell remained incarcerated until
the court finally met. The trial at last commenced
on November 6, 1872.
Aylett Nicol served as adjudicator in
Commonwealth v. Fewell. He was born in
Virginia on March 11, 1822. While it is known
he spent some time in Washington, DC, by 1850
he served as a Deputy Clerk for the Prince
William County Court. During this time, Nicol
was the court appointed commissioner for the
property formerly belonging to Philip D. Dawe
(Clerk of the Court from 1812 – 1832). This
property included the lower tavern lot, just
across the street from the court house. The
Census of 1860 stated he was an “Attorney At
Law” and in the Census of 1870 he was listed as
Judge of the County Court. Nicol died on March
10, 1878 and was buried in Brentsville.
Alexandria Gazette 02 Nov 1872
Prince William County Items - The trial of Fewell for
the killing of Clark will be commenced on
Wednesday next, the 6th of November, Jurors,
witnesses, & c. will be expected to attend on that day.
Brentsville, Nov. 6, 1872 - The trial of Lucian N.
Fewell, familiarly known as Rhody Fewell, for
shooting and killing James F. Clark, in the jail at this
place on the 31st of last August, commenced, to day,
in the County Court of Prince William county, before
Judge A. Nicol. A large crowd was present, but not so

The Bell Ringer - Dec. 2005

large as that which assembled at the last term of the
Court, when the case was called but postponed, in
consequence of the absence of important witnesses.
The Court opened about eleven o’clock this morning,
and the Fewell case being called, the counsel for the
prosecution, Judge Sinclair, Commonwealth’s
Attorney for the county, and Mr. J. Y. Menifee, of
Rappahannock, announced that they were ready for
the trial to begin. Judge Thomas and Generals
Hunton and Payne appeared as counsel for the
defense. The accused was soon after brought in and
took his seat in the rear of his counsel. He is a
genteel looking man, about twenty-seven years old,
about five feet ten inches high, weighing from one
hundred and thirty to one hundred and forty pounds,
with brown hair and eyes, good forehead, high cheek
bones, straight and prominent nose, and being
blanched by sickness and confinement in jail, and
being dressed nicely, presented a trim, jaunty, and
rather prepossessing appearance. He was perfectly
self-possessed, and smoked his white clay pipe with
an air of nonchalance, evidently induced by his belief
that he had done what was right, and what he would
be sustained in by those of his countrymen who
might be selected to try him.
The indictment being read by the assistant clerk of
the Court, William E. Lipscomb, the prisoner pleaded
not guilty, and the venire summoned for the trial was
called. Maj. A. H. Johnson, J. P. Gaines, Edmund
Berkley and H. F. Lynn stated that their minds were
made up as to the verdict they would give, and they
were consequently set aside. The defense then
struck off the panel T. W. Buckley, Daniel Ayres, J. T.
Polend and W. H. Henson leaving the jury composed
of the following named persons: W. H. Poland, G. S.
Pickett, D. A. Pickett, W. F. Skillman, J. P. Smith, J.
N. Otterback, C. E. Tyler, Jno. S. Ewell, R. A. Foley,
M. W. Nalls, J. M. Shirley and E. J. T. Clarke.
Most of those selected as jurors had formed an
opinion with regard to the guilt or innocence of the
prisoner, founded upon what they had heard or read
in the newspapers, but as they said their verdict
would be formed from the evidence elicited during
the trial to be held, no objection was made to their
serving.
The jury being sworn in and given in charge of the
Sheriff, the Court took a recess for one hour. Upon
the reassembling of the Court the counsel for the
prosecution moved that the case be continued until
tomorrow morning in order that Gov. Wise, associate
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The Infamous Fewell Trial -- Part IV continued
counsel for the prosecution, who had in his
possession papers containing matters of importance
connected with the case, and to whom the
knowledge of all the preliminary proceedings of the
trial would be of importance, and had been
telegraphed for, might be present, but the motion
was opposed by the counsel for the defense, and
overruled.
Judge Sinclair then opened the case for the
prosecution, stating that though the cry of blood
money might be raised with reference to the
employment of assistant counsel for the prosecution,
it would be unsustained by facts, for if ever a
prosecuting attorney felt the need of assistance, it
was now, and in the case before the court he felt that
need in every fiber of his body, and in every effort of
his mind, and the employment of such assistant
counsel was by no means unusual. He wanted the
jury to bear in mind that Clark when shot down in his
cell in the jail had been convicted of no crime that
would stamp his brow with shame; that he was
confined in jail for examination, and that until he was
examined and found guilty, he was entitled to the
protection of the law. Fewell, he said, did not think he
had committed any crime, and had surrendered
himself to the officers of the law under that
supposition, not seeming to understand that when
the shield of the State was thrown around a man as it
was around Clark in prison, that man’s person was
sacred, and that an offense against him was an
offense against the Commonwealth. In the
consideration of the case, he wanted the jury to
remember the anguish of the dead man’s wife, the
misery of his children, and the sorrow of his father,
which was so great that, thought he was in the
village, he was unable to come into the Court House.
Even if Clark were guilty of the offense with which he
was accused, his crime was not sufficient for the
terrible expiation it had met. All men are weak, and
the sin of the dead man might be that of the living. If
it could be proved that Clark had seduced his victim
and set on fire the temple of innocence, and laughed
at the conflagration, there might be palliation for his
murder, but even in that case there would be none
for shooting him down like a dog when in the hands
of the law; nor could he understand why the alertness
in his murder had not been manifested before he
was arrested and under the protection of the law. He
concluded by regretting his position as prosecutor,
and by asking the jury to judge between the friends
of the dead and the living, and to give a verdict which
none of them in after years would have cause to
regret.
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Gen. Payne replied. He said that Fewell would have
been branded with everlasting disgrace had he not
have acted as he did in doing what he could to wipe
out the shame that had been inflicted upon his family.
A portion of the newspapers of the land had urged
Fewell to commit the deed for which he stood
accused, and yet with strange inconsistency when
that deed had been committed demanded that he be
punished. Of the father of Clark, he said that though
he might hesitate to come into court, he had no
hesitancy in using his own purse and that of his
friends, and in invoking the aid of a powerful secret
organization to supply funds with which to secure the
ablest counsel in the State to assist in the
prosecution, and that the prisoner had not only to
meet the demands of the State, but the revenge of
Clark’s friends, and that the employment of this extra
counsel indicates that these friends rather think
Fewell is guiltless, or that they will demand more
than the State. The prisoner had now been confined
in jail a long time; his health was suffering, and the
verdict to be rendered must be no compromise;
Fewell was either guilty or must be set free. Judge
Sinclair had said that if Clark had set the human
heart on fire and brought disgrace on a worthy family,
there might be palliation for the crime, and that
disgrace had been brought to a worthy family, and
the heart set on fire, might have been predicted when
it was known that young Fewell had shot Clark, for
that nothing short of those conditions would have
induced him to commit that deed. He continued until
after dark in an eloquent and telling speech,
mentioning all the smaller cases that have occurred
in this country, in which those who took the law into
their own hands were acquitted and with the
applause of the spectators, and impressing upon the
minds of the jurors that from the time of the
patriarchs down to the present such crimes as
adultery and seduction were considered as beyond
the pale of law and subject to the punishment of the
sufferers, In the course of his speech he gave a
detailed account of the career of Clark from the
commencement of his acquaintance with Miss
Fewell, a girl 15 years old, whose affections he had
won by his insinuating arts, until his death by the
hands of her brother, in which he stated that Clark,
the Claude Melnotte of Manassas, had abducted her
from her home, taken her to Baltimore under promise
of marriage, defiled her there, then taken her to New
Mexico, Missouri, where he basely deserted her; was
overtaken by her at Boyle’s Hotel in Washington,
where he robbed her of the little money she had and
then left her again with the hope that she in her
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The Infamous Fewell Trial -- Part IV continued
distress, might be forced to join that unfortunate class
whose only object while they live is to conceal
themselves from their friends.
At the conclusion of his speech the court adjourned
until tomorrow.

The description of Rhoda Fewell leaves the
reader in question of his possible guilt. One
wonders whether the reporter, like several of the
possible jurors he mentioned, was without bias.
While a delay of thirty days was readily made for
the defense to locate missing witnesses, not even
one day was allotted to the prosecution to enable
the aging former Gov. Wise to travel to the court.
Sinclair, arguing for the Prosecution, made the
point that regardless of the level of anger and
frustration Rhoda Fewell harbored for the
possible crime against Miss Fewell, as a detainee
of the Commonwealth, Clark was due full
protection by the law. And, while Fewell may
have lacked control of his angst over the fate of
his young sister’s reputation, Fewell had, in
effect, produced a comparable level of pain for
Clark’s wife, children and father. General
Payne’s reply simply stated that Fewell acted as
public opinion prescribed in the situation.
Payne’s reference to Clark’s father involving a
powerful, secret organization is quite
sensational. In reference to the attorneys
involved in the case, it is humorous that an
attempt was even made to discredit the
prosecution for stacking the deck in light of the
full house supplied by the Defense. Citing case
law, Payne endeavored to justify Fewell’s
behavior as the first day of the trial came to a
close.
The second day of the trial saw fewer in attendance
due to the flooding of Broad Run. Brentsville’s
location as the county seat of Prince William had
been criticized for this very reason, as it was located
near several water courses including Broad, Cedar
and Slaty Runs. This was, in fact, used as one
argument for the removal of the court to Manassas
in the 1890s. The issue of guilt in the case took a
back seat to guesswork by the audience as to how
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the jury would handle rendering a verdict. One can
almost envision the bets placed outside the court
house before the session and during recesses.
Witnesses’ testimony was taken, including those men
who were first on the scene of the shooting and the
attending physicians. Without doubt, the
reappearance of Miss Fannie Fewell was a
spectacle. All listened with great interest to her
questioning.
Alexandria Gazette 08 Nov 1872
The Fewell Trial
Brentsville, Nov. 8, 1872 — The attendance at the
Court House yesterday was not as large as it was the
day before — in consequence of the great rise that
occurred in all the water courses in this
neighborhood from the hard and prolonged rain of
the preceding night and day — but still a large
number of spectators were present in the Court
room, and the greatest interest was manifested not in
the result of the trial, for that seems to have been
already definitely settled, and it is the generally
expressed opinion not only that the prisoner will be
acquitted, but that the jury will render their verdict
without leaving the box — in the evidence as given
by the several witnesses examined.
The witnesses whose testimony was taken during the
day were W. W. Thornton, W. E. Lipscomb, Oscar
Powell, colored, Dr. Barbour, Dr. Leary, J. T.
Goodwin, T. K. Davis, Dr. Harold Snowden, Miss
Fannie Fewell, J. L. Sinclair and Col. M. D. Ball, and
the evidence elicited was substantially that published
in the Gazette at the time of the shooting. Miss
Fewell who had to come to Brentsville via Bristoe
Station, in consequence of the rise in Broad Run,
entered the Court room accompanied by her step
mother and her brother in law, Mr. Merchant. She is a
bright and pretty looking light haired, blue eyed and
rosy cheeked girl, about sixteen years old, and rather
small for her age. She wore a dark dress with white
stripes, a red sack, and a straw hat with a blue veil.
Her evidence was given, not in a long and continuous
statement, but in replies to numerous questions, the
most of which were propounded by Judge Thomas
and was to the effect that Clarke had induced her to
go away from home under a promise of marriage;
that he met her at the depot in Alexandria; that when
in Baltimore he told her that he could not marry her
as he had already one wife, but that he had left that
wife and his children for her; that her father would not
take her back home; that her reputation was
irreparably injured by coming to him, and that hence
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The Infamous Fewell Trial
-- Part IV continued
forward, as they had both made sacrifices, they would
remain together through life. That after deserting her in
Mexico, Missouri, she had found him by accident in
Boyle’s Hotel, in Washington, and that there he had
taken away from her the most of the little money that
had been given her, and had gone to Fredericksburg.
Her replies were made in a voice of usual
distinctness, and such was the stillness prevailing
during their delivery that they were audible in every
part of the court room. At the conclusion of Col. Ball’s
evidence, the court adjourned till this morning, Miss
Fewell and her step mother going to the house of a
friend, and the jury in charge of the sheriff returning to
their quarters at Reid’s Hotel,
Ex Gov. Henry A. Wise, one of the assistant counsel
for the prosecution, arrived on the train from
Lynchburg early this morning and will take part in the
case today.

The arrival of Wise was sure to further enliven
the proceedings, not merely by the accusation of
dereliction of duty based on his lack of
attendance in the first days of the trial, but by the
evidence he carried to the proceedings. A series
of letters, written by Miss Fewell to Mr.Clark,
were in Wise’s possession as he finally put in his
appearance as a member of the Prosecution’s
team. Don’t miss the next exciting installment of
the Commonwealth v. Fewell trial in the January
Bell Ringer!

The jail at Brentsville where
Clark was shot by Fewell.
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Getting Down to Business in March!
The March Bell Ringer will feature businesses
that operated in the Town of Brentsville and the
Bristow area as early as the 19th century. Many
of our readers may have knowledge, documents
or artifacts that would make this article more
accurate and informative.

If you would like to share information for this
feature, like photos, bills of sale, receipts, letterheads or other documents, please contact Ron
Turner by telephone at 703-743-1926 or by email
at pwcvabooks@comcast.net. Much of the
information on Brentsville’s exciting past may be
contained in private collections. We encourage
you to share with us so that we can provide the
most comprehensive article possible.
In this same issue, learn how to research the
history and records of a business in an article
about the art of using primary sources in your
research.

FBCHC Elections - December 12, 2005
Pam Sackett, Nominating Committee
Chairperson, called to order the special meeting
for election of officers for 2006-2008. The
nominated members for these positions included:
Chairman – Laura Wyatt; Vice Chairman –
Wilkie Leith; Vice Chairman of Membership –
Betty Machen; Secretary – Robin Meyering;
Director – Ron Turner; Director – Keith Machen;
Director – Pamela Sackett; and Director – Pat
Knock. The members nominated were reviewed.
Dot Lane made a motion to accept the slate as
published. The motion was seconded by Ms.
Murphy. The motion carried. Congratulations to
the new officers!
page 14

www.brentsville.org

~UPDATES~
Annual Holiday Open House
The Friends’ Annual Holiday Open House was a well attended event, celebrated with delicious food
and tours of several of the historic buildings that make up the Brentsville Centre. Special thanks are
extended to a few, tireless “elves,” Laura Wyatt, Betty Machen and Fran Hibbs for their work in
cleaning and decorating the one room school. Progress on the Union Church was seen, with the
process of re-plastering the interior actually taking place while visitors watched. It is exciting to
know that the church and Court House projects are well under way and nearing completion. We look
forward to continued progress in 2006!

Plasterers hard at work in the church.

Ingid & Lise Eanes
with Santa.

Treasurer Fran Hibbs selling the
new ornament of the Union Church.

Nicholas Machen with Santa.

The goal of the Education and Research Committee of the
Friends of Brentsville Courthouse Historic Centre, Inc. is the
preservation and accurate sharing of the history of the Town of
Brentsville. The Committee is comprised of volunteers who
work together to create this newsletter, The Bell Ringer, and
provide interpretation to visitors to the site. Anyone who is a member of
the Friends of Brentsville Courthouse Historic Centre, Inc., is invited to
join us in our efforts. Current committee members include: Becky
Cumins, Dot Lane, Betty Machen, Keith Machen, Robin Meyering, Pam
Sackett, Ron Turner, Jim Wyatt, and Laura Wyatt.
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