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History of the Old Jail� 
Warrenton, Virginia� 

1759-78� Fauquier County was established. It was carved out of Prince William County. In the period 1759 to 
1778, severaljail structures were used by Fauquier County at various sites in the County seat. They 
were not much more than shacks. Often knownas "Gaol", the old English spelling for the word "jail". 

1778� At this time wooden jail structures were first built on the present site of the Old Jail Museum. 

1808� The hand made brick 44 x 20 foot structure was built on the present s ite next to the Courthouse, 
consisting oftwo floors and4 ce lls. The downstairs cells bad dirt floors, and the windows bad 
horizontal bars and no glass. 

1806-9� The Fauquier County Minute Book notes thata Commission was appointed to superintend thejail 
constructioo. The building was received in "ample order" andthe keys delivered to the Court. 

1810� FAUQUIER COURT HOUSE (old name for the County Seat), was renamed WARRENTON after the 
Warren Academy, a boys school in town. The Academy, it is believed, was named in honor ofGen. 
Joseph Warren, the "Hero ofBunker Hill" - Revolutionary War. 

1821� A fire in thejail resulted in some casualties and required prisoners to be moved to the cellar of the 
Courthouse. As the present jail was considered to be too small and lacking adequate prisoner care, a 
new facility was being planned. 

1822-23� An improved 60 x 20 foot stone jail was built behind the original brick jail structure. The new stone 
jail bad glass in the windows and floors in all cells. It also had massive 3 foot thick walls on the first 
level. The exercise yard in back had a wall 22 feet in height and 2 feet thick. In addition to exercise, 
this yard was used for occasional hangings, a coal bin. and a vegetable garden. There was also a cess 
pool and privy area. Chickens and pigs ran loose until the town fathers put a stop to it. This structure 
was sometimesreferred to as"Rock Hotel". For a time it was also known as "Hotel de Shirley", after a 
popular jailer. 

1824 The original brick jail was renovated, adding a kitchen and bedroom, and became ajailers residence 
(Prior to this time there was no jailer living on the premises). The addition was built of stone left over 
from the COIIS&ruction ofthe stone jail and previously used wood from an old bam and a canal boat. 
The stone kitebeo/bedroomaddition to the 1808 structure cost $568.46. The cost of the new jail, 
renovation of1he oldjail and the stone addition to the old j ai l totaled $8,328.68. 
Other intCresting information about the addition follows: 

Original random width pine flooring (some 16" wide). 
Original brick cooking fireplace with crane and fireplace utensils. (Fireplace was plastered 
over, 1895-1905, and replaced in the 1940’s). 
50 pounds ofdirt, soot, grease andpaint scraped from the kitchen during the 1970’s restoration. 
Modernappliances were removed and the kitchen was restored to have an older look. 
Some ofthe kitchen furnishings date back to the early 19* century; others are more modem 
(1920-40). 

1824� The constroction of a stock, a pillory, and a whipping post in fron t of the brick structure next to the 
Courthouse wasauthorized. There was alsoa gal lows located in thecorner of the exercise yard nearest 
the old hotel. It was used through much of the 19* Century, When not in use its parts were stored in 
the attic ofthe Courthouse. 

I820’s-80� The salary of thejailer increased to a maximum of$50.00 per month 



1870's	 The jailer was permitted "to remove the bars from thesecond-story front windows ofthe jailer's 
residence at his own expense". 

1808-23	 The Old Jail Musemn's "War Room" wasoriginallY theMaximwn Security Cell. From 1840 to 1880, 
this room was alsoused as a Cabinet Maker's Shop and from the '1870's to about the 1940's it was a 
small General Store. The present entrance room to thejail was the general cell, the one above that the 
debtors cell and the cell above the Maximwn Security cell was for women. 

1861-65	 War Between the States - Captured prisoners (ofboth sides) were "held" at thejaillDltil transported to 
larger prisons (Prisoner ofWar Camps). The Jail was run by Federal or Confederate forces, depending 
on which side occupied Warrenton . As the town went back and forth between the Confederate and 
Union forces 67 timesdwing the conflict, military prisoners were not kept in the jail for very long. 

1890	 Water service was oonnected to the jail. 

1896	 Hangings discontinued at theStone Jail yanL Prisoners sentenced to bang were transported to 
Richmond. 

1896	 A small wash room with tub was authorized to be built in the right hand lower cell. 

1895 -1965	 The Stone Jail had somesort ofa furnace for heating. 

1902	 Electricity is installed. 

1906	 A Maximum Security Cell Block was authorized to be built in an upper floor cell ofthe 1823 Stone Jail. 
Extensive renovations were made. 

1907	 A new cesspool was Quilt, connected to 4 water closets (one for each cell area in the stone j ai l). In the 
same contract a steel tub was authorized for the second floor of the jail. 

1909	 Much ofWarrenton bmned in a devastating fire . The Jail was saved because ofprevai ling winds. 

1909	 The Maximum Security Cell Block, authorized in 1906, was completed. 

1945-50's	 The food allowance was 54 cents a day per prisoner. Typically there were 4 to 14 prisoners in jail but 
in busy times there could be as many as 40. 

1964	 A new jail was coutr'&ttd to be built two blocks away on West Lee Street. A "Save the Jail" campaign 
was initiated as theOld Jail stiuctures were slated to be tom down for a new parking lot. The campaign 
was successful. 

1966	 Eighteen prisoners in the "Old Jail" were moved to the"New Jail" facility. The "Old Jail" was 
considered one of the oldest jails in the countIy in continuous use. 

1971 The Old Jail Musemn first opened to the public. It wasonly open during the month ofOctober. 

1975 The Board ofSupenisors ofFauquier County granted the Fauquier Historical Society full responsibility 
for maintaining the interiorof the Old Jail complex and operating it as a Museum. However, the 
County owns the buildings. 

February 15, 1977 The 0Jd Jail is listed in the virginia I,.sndnwb Register. 

January30, 1978 The Old Jail is listed in the NatioDaJRegister ofHistoric Places. 
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