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Editor's Note 

SOME OF THESE PAPERS are scholarly in the most formal sense of that 
concept; others are more personal or anecdotal. These traits are 
reflected in tone, style, and even source notes. 

In quoted material, we have re tained the original spelling, punctua­
tion, capitalization, and other anomalies. 

The main text of this volume is set in an elegant typeface called 
Baskerville, which has its own historic Rockbridge connection. Charles 
Harold Lauck, the superintendent of Washington and Lee University's 
Journalism Laboratory Press from 1932 until 1969 and an internation­
ally honored typographer, employed the face often and imaginatively; 
although it was designed in 1757, he was known as the "father of Basker­
ville." He was also the husband: he was married to Ida Basker ville. 

Thanks 

T THE TOP OF OUR LIST is Lisa McCown of Washington and Lee's 
Leyburn Library, whose professional skill is matched by her 
energy, knowledge of the W&L collections, and good cheer. 

Proceedings XIII also reflects the enthusiasm and hard work of: 
• Mary Skutt, head of the Society's publications committee, who 

fielded a thousand thorny issues and amazingly never exhibited 
irritation, even when irritation was warranted; 

• Our fourteen authors, every single one of whom treats us to 
an interesting, well-told story, on topics that couldn't be more 
eclectic; 

• Tom Davis and David Coffey, both of the Virginia Military Insti­
tute history faculty; 

• Diane Jacob, head of archives at V.M.I.'s Preston Library; 
• Patte Wood, whose excellent photography you'll see through­

out this publication; 
• M. Graham Coleman, intellectual property partner in the law 

firm of Davis Wright Tremaine, always generous with advice 
and counsel; and 

• Pam Simpson, longtime Rockbridge Historical Society leader 
and now clear successor to Winifred Hadsel and Larry Bland 
as the Society's heart and brains; agitator on behalf of things 
historical; my former colleague and my lifelong friend. 

Bob Keefe 





In Memoriam 

The Society lost two of its leading lights in recent years: Larry Bland on 
November 27, 2007, and Winifred Hadsel on April 8, 2009. Their impact 
on the Society will last as long as the Society lasts. Two former presidents 
remember them. 

w 
Winifred Hadsel, 1917-2009 

E LOST ONE OF OUR GIANTS when Winifred Hadsel passed away 
at the age of ninety-one. Winifred made extraordinary con­
tributions to our community over the last thirty-five years. A 

professional historian with B.A. and M.A. degrees from the University of 
Nebraska, she also completed graduate work toward her Ph.D. at the Uni­
versity of Chicago before World War II intervened. She worked for fifteen 
years as a historical researcher for the Foreign Policy Association and the 
State Department before going abroad with her husband, Fred, to a series 
of posts he held in the Foreign Service. She came to Lexington in 1974 
when he became head of the Marshall Library. Always one to make her­
self part of whatever community she was in, Winifred soon took important 
leadership roles in the local branch of the Virginia Museum, the Associa­
tion for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities, and the Rockbridge His­
torical Society. It was her vision that helped the Society focus on refurbish­
ing its three properties and opening the Campbell House as a museum. 

During her time as R.H.S. president from 1987 to 1990, she super­
vised a series of activities to commemorate the 50th anniversary, includ­
ing the publication of a guide to the manuscript collection, Volume X 
of these Proceedings, a program of exhibits at the Campbell House, and 
the refurbishing of the Campbell House garden, doing much of the work 
herself. She also undertook the herculean task of securing charitable tax­
exemption status from the Internal Revenue Service. As a result of her 
efforts, the American Association of State and Local History recognized 
R.H.S. with an award of merit in 1989. 

But her greatest tangible contribution came with the publication 
of two much-prized books: The Streets of Lexington in 1985 and The Roads 
of Rockbridge, first published in 1993 and revised in 1998 (and now pub­
lished in a yet further expanded version that is dedicated to her and to 
Larry Bland). Anyone doing research on the architectural history of our 
community will find these books indispensable resources. But even more 
important than telling when the streets were laid out, by whom, and why 
they were named as they were is the fact that she made us focus on ur-
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ban development, city planning, and cultural resources that are often ig­
nored. In telling us how our streets and roads came to be, she gave us 
another way to know our history. 

That idea of exploring local history in all its manifestations was one 
of her passions. She was chair of the R.H.S. trustees from 1994 to 2004 
and during that time undertook extensive research to identify and record 
the R.H.S. 's artifact collection. That effort resulted in the exhibit, Sixty­
five years of Collecting, in which she told the story of how the collection 
came together and what it represents today. 

Winifred was fond of quoting a line from Emily Dickenson about 
dwelling in "possibilities." She certainly did and she made the rest of us 
do it too! We will miss her greatly but we treasure the legacy she leaves us. 

Pamela H. Simpson 

Larry I. Bland, 1940-2007 

T HE ROCKBRIDGE HISTORICAL SOCIETY, along with many other indi­
viduals and groups, lost a longtime friend, dedicated supporter 
and enthusiastic leader with the death of Larry Bland. Larry's wit 

and wisdom guided the Society through many projects, publications and 
programs. 

My last conversation with Larry was at our program the evening be­
fore he died when, as always, Larry was on hand early to help set up. In 
fact, I can't remember a program in the last twenty-five years when Larry 
was not there to make sure everything went smoothly. That evening we 
chatted about Dr. Bodie's forthcoming history of the Rockbridge area; 
Larry was one of the three manuscript readers for the book and said to 
me that commissioning the new history was one of the best decisions the 
Society ever made. Dr. Bodie commented, "Larry's eye for detail and insis­
tence on clarity have been a tremendous help in finalizing each chapter." 

Although better known for his work on George. C. Marshall, Larry 
was very much into the history of the Rockbridge area; he read it, studied 
it and promoted it, and wanted others to do so too. Thus he was involved 
in every undertaking of the Society. For many years he edited the Society's 
Proceedings (the written account of programs), published News Notes, the 
members' newsletter, suggested and planned programs and sat through 
hundreds of board meetings in an effort to better guide the Society in its 
mission of preserving and promoting the history of the Rockbridge area. 
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He was particularly proud to have played, in his words, "a small part" 
in the publication of The Streets of Lexington and The Roads of Rockbridge, 
both researched and written by his friend Winifred Hadsel. Yet Mrs. Had­
sel readily states that Larry's map work on Roads of Rockbridge was essential 
to the work. He, in fact, drove over every single road to ensure the accu­
racy of his hand-drawn maps. 

Accuracy was very important to Larry, whether dealing with where 
exactly Marshall met with Virginia Governor John Battle or where exactly 
Route 39 curved along the Maury River. No matter the project, he was a 
careful scholar, and one whose work ethic was legend. If you asked Larry 
how much time he would need to do a particular project, he would say, 
"As much time as it takes to get it right!" 

Last summer, I accused him of being a workaholic, and he said, "Oh, 
no, not me ... I have fun." And he did, and he encouraged others in the 
Society to have fun and enjoy our various undertakings. This is not to say 
that all of our undertakings were worry-free - they were not - but where 
some viewed a problem as a mountain, Larry saw a molehill and set to 
work with a twinkle in his eye to level it. To him problems were solvable; 
his "can do" attitude was infectious. I, like so many others, know this first 
hand. 

When nominated for the presidency of the R.H.S. last year, I said I 
really couldn't do it; the Society has so many irons in the fire, my time is 
limited by other commitments, and so forth. But Larry said to me, "You 
can and you should. You have been on the board for more than twenty­
five years, and it is time that you stepped up to the plate and served .. . 
and I will be there to help you." 

His can-do attitude was very persuasive. True to his word, he has 
been a mentor to me and to countless others in the Society. He has been 
and will always be "the rock" in the Rockbridge Historical Society. 

Peggy Hays 





Experiences of the Stonewall Brigade 

Amanda Conway 

M EMBERS OF one of the most famous military units in American 
history, the soldiers of the Stonewall Brigade were unique in 
the Civil War. Many of them occupied an unusual geographic 

or social position. Compared to other Confederate brigades, a large num­
ber of the soldiers were well educated, giving them deeper insights into 
the causes of the war and the political issues surrounding it. 

Many soldiers in the original brigade were from Lexington and 
Rockbridge County, Virginia, a unionist stronghold before the war. They 
had known Thomas Jackson before he became StonewallJackson, which 
could have given them a different opinion of him. When they achieved 
fame as members of the Stonewall Brigade, it is almost certain that they 
would have shown an awareness of their fame. The soldiers of the Stone­
wall Brigade believed in the cause of Southern independence and the 
idea of freedom from repugnant Yankee rule. 

The campus of Washington College was the scene of many debates 
over secession. Edward A. Moore was a student at Washington College 
in 1860-61, then became a member of the Rockbridge Artillery, and was 
present at the surrender at Appomattox Courthouse. In his memoirs, 
he remembered the conflict between the students: "Among our number 
there were a few from the States further south who seemed to have been 
born secessionists, while a larger majority of the students were decidedly 
in favor of the Union."1 

When President Lincoln issued his proclamation calling for troops, 
most Lexingtonians quickly changed their minds and followed the South. 
According to Moore, "Lincoln's proclamation ... was immediately fol­
lowed by the ordinance of secession, and the idea of union was aban­
doned by all. "2 John Welsh, a farm-
er from Lexington, wrote in a letter 
to his brother James, a Union sol­
dier, that Lincoln's proclamation 
marked the beginning of his seces­
sionist beliefs:* "I have always been 
oppose to secession but I shall vote 

* I have preserved spelling and gram­
mar as they appear in the original 
sources, and we have decided not to 
interrupt with constant, repetitious 
"[sic]s." 

Amanda Tardy Conway was born and 
raised in Rockbridge County. She at­
tended the University of Virginia, 
where she wrote this paper as a degree 
requirement under Dr. Gary Galla­
gher. After graduation she returned 
to Rockbridge County and teaches 
history at Rockbridge County High 
School, alongside Elizabeth Ramsey, 
the teacher who inspired her love of 
history. This paper was presented at 
the Society's April 28, 2003, meeting 
in the George C. Marshall Library's 
Pogue Auditorium. 
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for it to day because I dont intend to submit Black Republican rule any 
longe."3 After the vote for secession, several military groups formed on 
the campuses of Washington College and the Virginia Military Institute; 
among these were the Liberty Hall Volunteers, who became part of the 
Stonewall Brigade and were known as Stonewall's college boys. 

Anti-Yankee Fervor 

The soldiers from Lexington believed they were defending themselves 
and their families from the tyrannical rule of the North. Benjamin Frank­
lin Templeton was a private in the Second Rockbridge Artillery; he died 
of typhoid fever on April 10, 1862. As he was leaving for the service, he 
wrote a goodbye letter to his children, saying, "I am going away on a dan­
gerous journey for your defence. "4 Greenlee Davidson was a graduate of 
Washington College and became captain of the Letcher Battery. He was 
mortally wounded at Chancellorsville. In a deathbed message to his moth­
er, he said, "Weep not for me, I die fighting in defense of our home."5 

John Welsh wrote, "We are going to resist we dont inten to troble the 
North but they must let us alone."6 

Most of the soldiers of the Stonewall Brigade also wrote of their in­
tense hatred of the Yankees, and it was a main theme of their letters early 
in the conflict. (These feelings largely disappeared from letters later in 
the war, however.) Ted Barclay's letters were more filled with ideology and 
fervor than were those of most of his fellow soldiers. He wrote frequent­
ly of the Yankees' oppression and horrid nature: "We are elated at the 

FIGURE 1 

Ted Barclay, l 860-6 l , 
Boude & McClelland, Lexington. 

prospect of the speedy deliverance 
from Yankee rule and tyranny. "7 In 
another letter Barclay wrote:" God 
will not prosper such a cause as 
theirs."8 Barclay scorned Northern­
ers as uneducated and vulgar: "You 
ought to see a specimen of the Yan­
kee letters, out of all the number I 
have seen and I have seen a great 
many, not one is from an educated 
person but all low flung and vulgar, 
and of all the common soldiers we 
have taken prisoners but one that I 
have heard of is a gentleman, but 
all talk as the lowest class. "9 On 
another occasion later in the war, 
Barclay again expressed his hatred, 
even describing the Yankees as an-
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FIGURE 2 

Letter from Ted Barclay to his mother from "Camp Terrible," June 186 l. 

other race: "I really think that it would be good for the good of mankind, 
if the whole Yankee race could be swept from the face of the earth. "10 

After an early battle, Barclay described his opinion when the Union Army 
left the field without burying their dead: "The cowardly dogs left wound­
ed and dead to be taken care ofby our troops, but I would let them rot on 
the field before I would bury one of them. "ll 

John Welsh gave a vivid description of his opinion of Republicans: "A 
man when they become a republican forsuares home mother father and 
Brothers and are willing to sacrafice all for the dear nigger. "12 

For many, such as John Welsh, joining the army meant fighting 
against family members. At the end of his last letter to his brother J am es, 
Welsh expressed his commitment to the war, and at the same time reas­
serted his commitment to his brother: 'Write say what you pleas it will 
make no dfference with me the same Blood flose in our veins you are as 
dear to me as ever farewell. "13 

With God and Justness on Their Side 

Early in the war, many soldiers believed their cause to be just; they knew 
that God was on their side and could carry them through the conflict. 
Daniel Hileman was born in Timber Ridge, Virginia, and enlisted as a pri­
vate in the Twenty-Seventh Virginia Infantry. He was promoted to Fourth 
Sergeant of Company H, captured at Spotsylvania Courthouse, and later 
imprisoned at Fort Delaware. Hileman expressed his view clearly in a let-
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FIGURE 3 

William Thomas Poague, about 1864. 
Photo by Michael Miley. 

ter dated September 13, 1861: "The 
Lord is the Lord of the battles, if he 
is for us who can be against us."14 

John Welsh wrote, 'We look upon 
it as a just caus and we are united 
man and women all contribute 
without stint.''15 

There are several accounts of 
experiences of divine intervention 
in battle - a belief in having been 
saved by God even while men all 
around them were dying. William 
Thomas Poague was born in Rock­
bridge County, graduated from 
Washington College, and became 
a member of the First Artillery. He 
was promoted to lieutenant colonel 
and was present at the surrender 
at Appomattox Courthouse. He 
believed that he was protected at 
the battle of First Manassas: "I was 

conscious of being in danger, but right there I felt was the place that I 
ought to be. The thought repeatedly came to me that I was in the hands 
of a kind, heavenly Father, and then His merciful care and protection 
were over me. With all this was a most novel sensation, hard to describe, 
a sort of warm, pleasing glow enveloping the chest and head with an ef­
fect something like entrancing music in a dream. "16 At Chancellorsville, 
Ted Barclay had a similar experience: "Feeling that perhaps at that time 
prayers were going up at home for our protection, I became almost un­
conscious of danger though men were falling thick and fast all around 
me."17 Five months later, Barclay still believed that God would determine 
his death, on a battlefield or not: "I trust I am prepared [if I fall], what a 
cause to fall in, fighting for everything that we hold dear - But God can 
protect amidst the storm of war as well as elsewhere. "18 

As the war continued, marty soldiers remained strongly committed 
to the war effort. They retained their belief in their just cause and their 
ability to defeat the enemy. In his memoir, The Story of a Cannoneer un­
der Stonewall Jackson, Edward A. Moore remembered that type of commit­
ment: "The fact that we had defeated our antagonists, usually in superior 
numbers, in battle after battle throughout a long campaign, tended to 
confirm us in the opinion that we could down them every time, and the 
contest must, at no distant day, end in our favor. "19 
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Soldiers frequently described this commitment to the war effort in 
letters during the war. Ted Barclay's letters gave vivid accounts of his devo­
tion to the cause and his belief in certain Confederate victory. On Febru­
ary 10, 1862, he was very positive about the outcome of the war and the 
political situation of the Confederacy: "Everyone thinks here if the Volun­
teers reenlist we can put this war through in the spring. I never saw such 
enthusiasm; it beats the first of the war. Certainly everything is in the favor 
of the South now. England and France are vying with each other who shall 
recognize us first. I think that they will undoubtedly do so before long. "20 

On March 21, 1863, he wrote, 'We are elated at the prospect of the speedy 
deliverance from Yankee rule and tyranny . .. Never for one moment must 
we allow the thought of submission to Yankee rule enter our minds."21 

Barclay placed victory in God's hands in a letter dated October 13, 
1863: "I do not trust in our own strength but in the arm of our omnipo­
tent and righteous God. "22 He knew that victory would come to the South 
since southern soldiers were virtuous and Northern soldiers were worth­
less: "We are backed by an army of good and true men, the other by a 
bunch of lawless outcasts and mercenaries."23 In a letter dated February 
22, 1864, Barclay again expressed his faith in the victory and in the virtue 
of southern soldiers (although he was not accurate on the number of 
men shirking their duty) , and he also commented on public morale: "I 
am glad to see the tone of the people is becoming more courageous and 
more worthy of Southerners battling for freedom and all that men hold 
dear. But look at our noble army 
voluntarily reenlisting for the war; 
none are found who shirk from 
their duty. On the other hand, 
look at the Yankees offering enor­
mous bounties and getting so few 
soldiers at that. "24 Even after the 
death of Jackson, Barclay trusted 
God to bring victory to the South: 
"Though we mourn his loss, still we 
do not feel we are without a leader. 
God is our leader and protector. He 
can raise up many a Jackson and 
will yet deliver us from the power 
of the enemy. "25 

Elisha Franklin Paxton was 
born in Rockbridge County and re­
ceived his education at Washington FIG u RE 4 

College, Yale University, and the Elisha Franklin Paxton, undated photo. 
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University of Virginia Law School. He was a brigadier general in the Rock­
bridge Rifles, was promoted to general, became the fourth commander 
of the Stonewall Brigade, and was killed in action at Chancellorsville. In 
a letter to his wife, he wrote that he believed the cause was sacred and he 
was happy to fight for his country: "We spent Sunday last in the sacred 
work of achieving our nationality and independence. The work was nobly 
done, and it was the happiest day of my life, our wedding day not except­
ed. I think the fight is over forever."26 

Not All Served Nobly 

Ted Barclay and Edward Moore were not typical examples of Confederate 
soldiers. They were well educated and very committed to the Confeder­
ate cause. In contrast, most Confederate soldiers were less well educated 
and less committed, and many deserted during the war. According to the 
Virginia Regimental Histories series, however, a significant number of sol­
diers who deserted returned to the army fairly quickly. Even Moore was 
on record as deserting for a short period from the hospital in the fall of 
1864. The majority of Confederate soldiers were farmers, and since many 
did not own slaves, they went home to help their families with farm work 
before returning to the army. Unfortunately, the less ardent supporters 
of the Confederate cause are underrepresented in the surviving sources. 
Most of the accounts that survive are from educated men, so analysis of 
the sources must take into account their particular viewpoints. Many of 
these men became army officers and therefore had a greater duty and 
important responsibilities on a day-to-day basis. 

Even the men who remained most loyal to the cause and never left 
the army wrote about deserting. They received letters from wives and oth­
er family members begging them to return home. They remained in the 
army largely because of their sense of honor. Frank "Bull" Paxton's letters 
were filled with assurances to his wife that he could not desert because 
it would destroy his honor. ''You would not have me stay at home whilst 
the country has such a pressing need for the service of every citizen in 
the field," he wrote on March 6, 1862. "If such were the feeling and wish 
of every woman and child .... Our soldiers, impelled by influence from 
home, would all remain in the service. "27 Paxton also combined his sense 
of honor with a need to defend the just cause, and on December 15, 1861, 
he wrote: "My judgement dictates to me to pursue the path which I be­
lieve to be right, and to trust that the good deed may meet its just reward. 
Nothing else could induce me to bear this seperation from my darling 
wife and dear little children. "28 In yet another letter, he incorporated his 
faith in Confederate victory: 'Within my heart I find an immovable pur­
pose to remain until the struggle end in the establishment of our inde-
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pendence." As usual, Barclay's opinions on desertion were very colorful: 
"No, never do I intend to desert the flag of my country, so long as the 
abominable flag of despotism hovers over a fort on Southern soil. Rather 
would I have my bones rot on the hillside that live a slave for it would be 
the most degraded slavery. "29 

These loyal soldiers often held some contempt for men who re­
mained at home to avoid military service.John Welsh also gave honor and 
nationalism as reasons for remaining in the army; on January 19, 1863, he 
wrote: "I don't see any way of getting of onerably at any cost at present the 
man who would for sake his country at a time like this when every man 
in neede for any selfishe purpose deserves the contempt of every honest 
man."30 A few weeks later, he reiterated his views: "Unless we can maintain 
our independence peace will do us no good for after Lincoln proklima­
tion any man that wouldent fight to the last ought to be hung."31 Barclay 
also expressed his contempt for men who avoided service: "I think every 
scoundrel in old Rockbridge who has been hiding himself in the Militia 
should be drafted. For are not the Volunteers fighting for their liberty 
while they are at home enjoying all the luxuries and we enjoying none?"32 

Hardships of War 

The soldiers of the Stonewall Brigade had many wartime challenges be­
sides desertion problems. The biggest struggle for many soldiers was not 
the hardship of battle, but the strain of marching and hunger while on 
campaign. The men were always astounded by what they could endure 
and remained faithful in the wisdom of their commanders. They quickly 
accepted frequent battle as part of being members of the Stonewall Bri­
gade. Joseph Hannah Carpenter was an 1856 graduate ofVirginia Military 
Institute; he later became captain of Company A of the Twenty-Seventh 
Virginia Infantry, and died from battle wounds. On June 16, 1862, he 
wrote, "It appears to me now that fighting is becoming quite fashionable 
especially in Jackson's army - we have had three days of rest in the last 
two months - the balance of the time either on a forced march or fight­
ing. "33 In a very short letter to his wife, Frank Paxton wrote: "My darling 
wife: I have only time to say that we were fighting on Wednesday, Thurs­
day, Friday and Saturday and I am well. "34 Earlier in the war, Paxton had 
written of the frequency of battle and the way he prepared for it: "From 
this to the end of the war, I never expect to see the time when a battle may 
not occur in a few days. Hence I always try to be ready for it, expecting it 
as something through which I must pass, which is not to be avoided." 35 

Battle was frequent, but the soldiers faced it bravely. Ted Barclay 
wrote, 'The struggle will be a bloody one, but it is noble to die in so just a 
cause. "36 Edward Moore was analytical in his opinion of battle, writing: "Be-
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FIGURE 5 

Soldiers from the Stonewall Brigade, killed in the Battle of Antietam in September 1862, 
by a rail fence on the Hagerstown Pike. Photograph by Alexander Gardner. 

ing an artilleryman and therefore to be exposed to missiles of that kind, 
I concluded that my chances of surviving the war were extremely slim. "37 

The men of the Stonewall Brigade had to face many hard situations, 
on and off the battlefield. Moore described a battlefield where the dry 
clothes of the casualties lying on the ground had caught fire from the 
numerous artillery shells, and the wounded and dead men were burn­
ing during battle. But the soldier's life had made them almost numb to 
such experiences: "Such spectacles made little or no impression at the 
time, and we moved to and fro over the field, scarcely heeding them."38 

In another gruesome battle experience, Moore believed that he saw the 
fundamental difference between the life of a Confederate and a Union 
soldier: "Here we had a good opportunity of observing the marked and 
striking difference between the Federals and Confederates who remained 
unburied .... While the Confederates underwent no perceptible change 
in color or otherwise, the Federals ... became much swollen and discol­
ored." He attributed this difference to the frequent lack of supplies in 
the Confederate Army: "[Confederates] owing to their simple fare, could 
endure, and unquestionably did endure, more hardship than the Feder­
als who were overfed. "39 
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If the soldiers of the Stonewall Brigade wrote most often on the 
things that were the most important to them, then food was foremost on 
their minds. Their letters were filled with accounts of their food supplies 
and what they ate day-to-day. While they were in Southern territory, their 
diet consisted mainly of beef and bread, but it was often supplemented 
with packages from home. In a letter thanking his sister for a box of food, 
Barclay expressed what a welcome addition the boxes were: "If the home 
folks could ony see how we enjoy the boxes and bless them for their kind­
ness, I think they would be amply repaid for their trouble. "40 When cooks 
were not available, the soldiers often had a hard time cooking for them­
selves; they favored dishes that were easy to make, like soup, which "was a 
favorite dish, requiring, as it did, but one vessel for all the courses, and the 
more ingredients it contained, the more it was relished."41 

The soldiers of the Stonewall Brigade often foraged to supplement 
their rations, sometimes adding corn or fruit from nearby farms. Edward 
Moore described an example of the lengths to which soldiers would go in 
order to add to their diet: "Game had become quite abundant, especially 
quail. ... I soon succeeded in getting an Enfield rifle, a gun not designed 
for such game. By beating Minie-balls out flat, then cutting the plates 
into square blocks or slugs, I prepared my ammunition, and in the first 
eleven shots killed nine quail on the wing. "42 When the soldiers crossed 
into Union territory, their diets improved significantly, since they were 
able to forage from areas that had not been significantly touched by the 
war. Moore described a wonderful feast he had while in Pennsylvania: 'To 
give an idea of the change in our diet since leaving Dixie, I give the bill­
of-fare of a breakfast my mess enjoyed while of this road: Real coffee and 
sugar, light bread, biscuits with lard in them, butter, apple-butter, a fine 
dish of fried chicken and a quarter of roast lamb! "43 

Southern soldiers also benefited from Northern surpluses of sup­
plies. Union soldiers often left behind their supplies when they retreated, 
and supplies were also available amid the dead of the battlefield. "To give 
an idea of the ready access we had to the enemy's stores, I had been the 
possessor of nine gum-blankets within the past three weeks, and no such 
article as a gum-blanket was ever manufactured in the South," wrote Ed­
ward Moore. "Any soldier carrying a Confederate canteen was at once 
recognized as a new recruit, as it required but a short time to secure one 
of superior quality from a dead foeman on a battlefield."44 There were 
also many times, however, when Confederate soldiers had few supplies 
and had to sleep without blankets and march without shoes. In a letter in 
early winter, Frank Paxton described the poor condition of their supplies: 
"A large number of our soldiers are entirely barefooted, and very many 
without blankets, living in the open air, without tents and with a very small 
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supply of axes to cut wood for fires, 
there is much suffering."45 Ted Bar­
clay also wrote about the lack of 
good clothing, asking his sister to 
send him new clothes: "I wish you 
would send me the clothing; you 
cannot image my condition. I have 
no seat in my pants, the legs are 
worn out, have had but one pair of 
sox, which are worn out complete­
ly, my shirt literally rotted off me. "46 

Soldiers also faced lice infes­
tations and disease. "This evening 
caught between fifty and one hun­
dred [lice] on my shirt and draw-

Robert E. Lee Jr., no date. ers," wrote Ted Barclay, "Excuse 
plain speaking, but it is certainly 
not an exxaggerated state of af­

fairs. "47 William Poague had a more inventive way for removing lice. In 
March 1862, he hoped to get rid of his "gray backs" forever: "I went to 
a creek on a cold windy day, took off my new flannel underwear, sunk 
it with rocks in the cold water, washed myself clean, put on new flannels 
intending to return in a day of two to get my shirt and drawers-minus 
the little creatures as I hoped."48 Unfortunately, he was never able to go 
back for his flannels. 

In two letters to his wife, Frank Paxton mentioned the effects of sick­
ness on his men. On January 19, 1862, he wrote, "our ranks had been 
made thinner by disease since we left Winchester. Two battles would not 
have done us as much injury as hard weather and exposure have effect­
ed. " 49 On January 25, 1863, he wrote: "My brigade has been rapidly in­
creasing in the last month by the re turn of sick. "50 

Frequent battles, high desertion rates and lack of food and supplies 
combined to make life hard in the Stonewall Brigade. Robert E. Lee Jr. 
was a student at the University of Virginia, and enlisted as a private in 
the First Rockbridge Artillery. He was eventually promoted to captain, 
survived the war and later summarized the hardships of a soldier's life 
in his book, Recollections and Letters of Gen. Robert E. Lee. Edward Moore 
quoted from Lee's book: '"The tremendous work Stonewall's men had 
performed, including the rapid march from the Valley of Virginia, the 
short rations, the bad water, and the great heat, had begun to tell upon 
us, and I was pretty well worn out."'51 

Poague described the suffering of the soldiers during the campaign 
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at Romney, in present-day West Virginia, in early 1862: "In all the war I 
never had a similar experience -never endured such physical and men­
tal suffering as on this trip."52 On another campaign, Poague again com­
plained of the loss of sleep, although he seems to be confused on which 
campaign was worse: "I may say that the loss of sleep, especially in this 
closing campaign, was the severest suffering by far that I endured in the 
whole war."53 In a letter to his wife on January 19, 1862, Frank Paxton 
wrote, "We have indeed been making war upon the elements, and our 
men have stood an amount of hardship and exposure which I would not 
have thought was possible had I not witnessed it. "54 

Pride, Resolve, and Endurance 

Although there were many complaints of suffering, those who were com­
mitted to the war effort like Barclay and Paxton knew they must endure. 
On July 3, 1863, Barclay wrote: "The army is in fine spirits, but dirty, 
ragged and barefooted."55 On December 15, 1862, Paxton was thankful 
that his men could stand the suffering: "Thanks to God for changing their 
natures, they bear in patience now what they once would have regarded as 
beyond human endurance. "56 

In his memoir, William Thomas Poague wrote of the delight he felt 
at the battle of First Manassas: "The smoke of battle rised above the tree 
tops, and with it all comes a wild and joyous exhilaration. Oh, what an 
experience! Nothing ever equalled it afterwards. "57 He described the con­
flict of emotions on the battlefield: "Here, as on other fields, I experi­
enced most divers and conflicting emotions - sincere sympathy for in­
dividual suffering and wishing I could give relief," and then feeling "and 
intense satisfaction at the sight of hundreds of my country's foes deliber­
ately put to death."58 

The Stonewall Brigade achieved great fame during the war for feats 
of bravery and hardship. On April 1, 1862, Frank Paxton wrote: "I nev­
er expect to see troops fight better than ours did. "59 Later that year, he 
wrote, "I have had the pleasure of participating in what history will record 
was the most astonishing expeditions of war, for the severity of battles 
fought and the hardships endured by our soldiers. "60 Greenlee Davidson 
wrote to his father on December 23, 1862: "notwithstanding the trying 
circumstances under which we were placed, my brave men stood at their 
post like veterans and not a man faltered. Gen. L. complimented them 
after the battle and said they were the bravest Cannoners he ever saw. "61 

Early in the war, Barclay wrote, "The people here think a great deal of our 
company, it is considered next to the best company on the ground. "62 On 
September 9, 1863, Barclay mentioned the effectiveness of their charge 
during a exhibition for visitors: ''Who has ever withstood a charge of the 
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Greenlee Davison, undated. 
Photograph by Michael Miley. 
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Stonewall Brigade, and as we came 
on such a getting over the fence 
you never saw. "63 

Though the soldiers of the 
Stonewall Brigade remained con­
fident in their ability to beat the 
Yankees, they also knew that their 
victories had made little difference 
in the progress of the war. Frank 
Paxton mentioned this concern 
in three letters over the winter of 
1862-63. On October 12, 1862, h e 
wrote, "Our victories, th ough , seem 
to settle nothing; to bring us no 
nearer the end of the war. It is only 
so m any killed and wounded, leav­
ing the work of blood to go on with 
renewed vigor. Like everything 
else, it must h ave an end sooner or 
later."64 On November 15, he wrote 
of all the h ardships being suffered 
by th e Confederate soldiers: "If 

ever a people on earth had cause upon bended knees to pray God to 
spare a further infliction of this terrible curse, it is ours. We have suffered 
much, yet the future seems to hold for us an inexhaustible store of suf­
fering - the bloodshed of the battle, made no application for it, and the 
diseases which the camp and exposure gender, and the want of food and 
clothing produced by laying waste the country. "65 In J anuary, h e still held 
faith in the Confederate victory, but was unable to predict the outcome of 
the war: "We have whipped the army in front of us ver y often, and I feel 
sure that we can do it any time . . . . Our independence was secured in the 
last campaign when we proved our capacity to beat the finest army they 
could bring in the field."66 

Jackson: Hero and Demanding Commander 

T he soldiers of the Stonewall Brigade, like most Confederate soldiers, 
h eld Gen erals Stonewall J ackson and Robert E. Lee in high esteem. 
Moore was the only one to comment on knowing J ackson before the war, 
which is not surprising considering the fame J ackson had attained when 
Moore wrote his memoir. "The cadets received marching orders, and on 
that morning, for the first time since his residence in Lexington , Major 
J ackson was seen in his element. "As a professor at the Virginia Military 
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Institute he was remarkable only for strict punctuality and discipline," 
wrote Moore. "I, with one of my brothers, had been assigned to his class 
in Sunday-school, where his regular attendance and ernest manner were 
equally striking."67 When the war began, Jackson quickly earned fame as 
a successful commander. Randolph Fairfax was a University of Virginia 
student who was a private in the First Rockbridge Artillery and was killed 
in action at Fredericksburg. He wrote, "It is wonderful how successful 
Jackson is in his movements."68 Jackson was known for his quick and se­
cretive moves. On December 29, 1861, Frank Paxton wrote that 'Jackson 
is not disposed to lie idle when there is an opportunity to win laurels for 
himself and render service to our cause . "69 He was famous for keeping his 
plans secret, often confusing his men and his colleagues over his direc­
tion of march. Poague related a story of a judge who asked Jackson where 
he was going.Jackson replied," Judge B-, can you keep a secret?' 'Most 
certainly,' said the judge. 'So can I,' replied OldJack."70 

He pushed his men hard, fighting often and expecting more than 
they thought they could give. They believed that he did not plan for sleep 
and weather. Moore wrote, "Sleep did not seem to enter into Jackson's 
calculations. "71 After the hard campaign of Romney, Poague wrote, "But 
for the weather, I believe General Jackson would have achieved bril­
liant results. But he seemed to leave the winter out of his calculations, 
or else thought he could conquer the elements."72 In another story of 
Romney, Poague wrote of Major General William Loring's unit who were 
less forgiving of Jackson's methods: "Loring's part of the army was in a 

FIGURE 8 

"Death of 'Stonewall' Jackson," Currier & Ives lithograph, 1872. 
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state of semi-mutiny, and J ackson 
was hissed and hooted as he passed 
them. This I had from a friend in 
the Georgia regiment who teased 
me a great deal about the 'crazy 
general from Lexington."' But the 
negative opinion of Jackson did not 
last long: "The next time I met him 
. . . he was a most enthusiastic ad­
mirer of ' the great Stonewall.' "73 Jo­
seph Hannah Carpenter also wrote 
about J ackson pushing his troops: 
"A few more such marches and 
fights will ruin his Old Brigade un­
less he allows them to recruit a little 
now. But they appear to be de ter­
mined to push us hard in our un­
organized condition." According FIGURE 9 

to Moore, J ackson h ad faith in the James K. Edmondson, 
undated photograph. 

skills of his men; at Cold Harbor 
in June 1862, Lee said to Jackson, 
"'That fire is very heavy! Do you think you men can stand it?"' to which 
Jackson replied, '"They can stand almost anything; they can stand that! '"74 

He was also aggressive in battle . Poague speculated that J ackson 
would have been more successful in the place of the Union commanders 
at Kernstown: "The enemy made a feeble pursuit. Had 'Old J ack' com­
manded on the other side he would have pressed forward and doubtless 
gobbled up a big lot of us."75 The combination of his aggressive nature 
and his secrecy bewildered his men wh en he made apparent mistakes. 
During the battle ofFredricksburg,Jackson gave Poague an order to fire 
his battery while the rest remained silen t, causing the battery to receive 
tremendous fire from the Yankees. Poague lost many m en and was very 
troubled by the incident. "That fight on Dead Horse Hill weighed heavily 
on m e for sometime. I could not understand J ackson's order and our sac­
rifice seemed useless . .. ," but Poague retained faith in his comm ander, 
"But Jackson ordered it and I tried to think it was all right, but never 
ceased to mourn the loss of those splendid officers and m en. "76 

Like other soldiers and citizens of the Confederacy, the soldiers of 
the Stonewall Brigade greatly esteemed J ackson as a man and a strong 
Christian. In a letter to his mother written on June 14, 1862, Randolph 
Fairfax attributed J ackson 's success to his Christianity: "It is such a com­
fort and a great cause for thanksgiving to h ave such a Christian as J ackson 
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FIGURE 10 

Letter from James K. Edmondson to his wife, Lizzie 
(Elizabeth White Paxton), July 11, 1861. 
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for our General. I have known him, when obliged to fight or march on 
Sunday, to set apart another day for rest and divine service ... No won­
der the blessing of God attends his army in such a signal way. "77 Poague 
remembered a conversation with General Frank Paxton when he said: 
'"Ah, Poague, if the rest of us poor sinners had 'Old Jack's' religion and 
assurance of faith, with what little thought of personal safety we would go 
in to battle. "78 

James K. Edmondson was born in Rockbridge County (in what is 
now Buena Vista) and attended Washington College. He was a colonel 
in the Twenty-Seventh Virginia Infantry and resigned his position on De­
cember 12, 1863. He was reluctant to see Jackson promoted because Jack­
son would no longer be their commander: "If the General [Stonewall] 
was to leave us, I donot know what we would do; it would be like break-
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ing us up."79 After Jackson was promoted, Frank Paxton wrote that the 
promotion was well deserved: 'Jackson has been promoted again, and is 
now Major General. It is, indeed, very gratifying to see him appreciated 
so highly and promoted so rapidly. It is all well merited. We have, I think, 
no better man or better officer in the army ... this brigade will part with 
him with very much regret."80 

William Poague and Ted Barclay also had compliments for Jackson. 
Poague admired his bravery in battle: "I saw Jackson afterwards in ev­
ery one of his fights, big and little, but never detected the quiver of a 
muscle."8 1 He also believed that A. P. Hill was jealous of Jackson, com­
plaining that Hill 's comments after the battle of Cedar Mountain were 
unfair: "Gen. A. P. Hill's report contains strictures on the Stonewall Bri­
gade undeserved and unjust. I can't help thinking he was a little jealous 
of 'Old Jack' and the old Stonewall Brigade. "82 Barclay was upset after one 
of Jackson's subordinates disobeyed orders: "If the orders of such a man 
as Jackson are to be disregarded by such trifling people as Loring and sec­
onded by Benjamin, I think the Southern Confederacy is in a bad fix."83 

Edward Moore and Poague also gave accounts of the way Jackson was 
received by the army as a whole. After the battle of Malvern Hill, Moore 
remembered the soldiers cheering Jackson: "During the remainder of 
the day the soldiers gave vent to their feelings by cheering the different 
generals as they passed to and fro, Jackson naturally received the lion's 
share."84 Poague noted a similar situation on the march to Harrison's 
Landing:" 'Old Jack' received his first ovation from the Army of Northern 
Virginia. Cheering began far behind us, so far away that we scarcely heard 
it, increasing until in tremendous volume it swept by us with Stonewall 
bareheaded on Little Sorrel at his best speed, the staff strung out away 
behind, doing their level best to keep up. "85 

When Jackson was wounded at Chancellorsville, Barclay admired his 
bravery in battle: "'Twas in this fight that General Jackson lost his arm 
but no one knew it until afterwards, as the old hero calmly sat upon his 
horse all the time, though his arm was almost shot off."86 Four days later, 
Barclay wrote of Jackson's death and its religious connotations: "A deep 
gloom is over the camp because of the death of General Jackson. He was 
taken away from us because we made almost an idol of him. "87 Poague 
also felt the loss of Jackson: "The loss to our country and our Southland 
was beyond estimate in the fall of Jackson alone."88 

Accounts written after the war contain many references to the great­
ness of the Stonewall Brigade, but considering the post-war fame of the 
unit, those are less convincing sources than war-time accounts. In 1893, 
John 0. Casler wrote of the famous charge at First Manassas: "The charge 
of Jackson's men was terrific. The enemy were swept before them like 
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Confederate veterans in front of the Rockbridge County Courthouse, 1913; 
photographer unknown. 
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chaff before a whirlwind. Nothing could resist their impetuosity. The men 
seemed to have caught the dauntless spirit and determined will of their he­
roic commander, and nothing could stay them on their onward course. "89 

The editor of Paxton's letters wrote that after the battle of Chancellors­
ville,Jackson said, '"The men of that brigade ... will be, some day proud 
to say to their children, 'I was one of the Stonewall Brigade. "90 Poague also 
wrote of the skill and fame of his fellow soldiers: "Our whole battery was 
proud to be known as an integral part of that immortal brigade. "91 While 
describing the formation of his battery, he wrote: "The very best young 
men in the state flocked to the company ... We thus had the very best 
material for a battery - men who knew how to manage and take care of 
the horses and educated, high spirited men for the guns. "92 

Edward Moore told of a visit with Frank Singleton, who had been im­
prisoned at Fort Warren: "Singleton gave glowing accounts of the ' to-do ' 
that was made over him, he being the only representative from the army 
of Stonewall, whose fame was now filling the world."93 Moore also noted 
an amusing story that demonstrated the fame of Stonewall Jackson; his 
men were so confident in his victory that they would not allow losers to 
travel with the headquarters: "The College company had as cook a very 
black negro boy named Pete, who through all this marching had carried 
... a small game rooster which he named 'Ashby' and which he told me 
had whipped every chicken from Harrisonburg to Winchester and back 
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again .... At last poor Ashby met defeat, and Pete consigned him to the 
pot, saying, 'No chicken <lat kin be whipped shall go 'long widjackson's 
headquarters.' "94 

Poague also gave several accounts of the soldiers' opinions of Gen­
eral Robert E. Lee. It is almost certain that they greatly esteemed him, be­
cause he was revered throughout the South; however, since Poague wrote 
after the war, it is possible that he was reflecting post-war attitudes: 'We 
all knew that General Lee was at a great disadvantage in numbers, equip­
ment and in food supplies for man and beast. Yet such was our faith in 
our commander, that we went into the contest cheerfully and not without 
some curiousity as to Grant's plan of campaign."95 Later in his memoir, 
he wrote, "I recall one old man ... getting up and saying he was willing 
to follow General Lee to the end, wherever that might be; that Lee was a 
great soldier and a good man and would tell his men when the time came 
to stop, for he was the only one that would know. "96 

HE SOLDIERS of the Stonewall Brigade achieved fame during and 
after the Civil War. They were atypical Confederate soldiers in 
several ways: They were led by one of the most famous men in 

American military history, and they were predominately well educated. 
Those well-educated men are over-represented in the sources; they were 
devoted to the Confederate cause, disliked the Yankees, and spoke out 
strongly against desertion. Few sources remain from other members of 
the brigade: They were predominately farmers, and were more prone 
to desertion. Both groups were united in the Stonewall Brigade. They 
were devoted to and believed in Stonewall Jackson, followed him through 
many hard campaigns, and were very upset by his death. These soldiers 
have gone down in history as a special military unit, but in their attitudes 
and experiences, they were typical examples of Confederate soldiers. ~ 
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The Taylor Branch Drainage and 
The Community of Fredericksburg, Virginia 

James M. Hepner 

T HE TAYLOR BRANCH DRAINAGE is located south of the Maury River 
in Rockbridge County, along the northeastern flank of Hogback 
Mountain. This drainage, covering an arc of roughly 3,300 acres, 

has attracted people to the area for more than 10,000 years. In the cen­
ter of the drainage is a small community named Fredericksburg that has 
made substantial contributions to the history of the county, country, and 
world. This small, unincorporated community has been able to keep its 
name because it has no post office and thus attracts no official notice 
from federal and state governments, which might be concerned about 
the better-known Fredericksburg in eastern Virginia. 

Prehistory 

Eleven prehistoric sites have been recorded in the area, along the head­
waters of Taylor Branch, where it runs west along Snider Town Lane (Fig­
ure I) .1 Two of the sites were larger camping or reduction areas, where 
stone tools were started, but not necessarily finished. At most of the sites, 
existing tools were resharpened. The material found at these sites is re­
gional in origin, with quartz, quartzite and microcrystalline quartz, or 
chert, predominating. During the late Archaic era, however, about 3,000 
to 4,000 years ago, the Native American toolmakers suddenly began using 
local ferruginous quartzite, surface-mining the ridge at the headwaters 
of Taylor Branch for it. Below this point on Taylor Branch, no Native 
American sites have been found, although there are areas from the Taylor 
Branch drainage to the Maury River, about two miles to the east, where 
the likelihood of site occupation is high.2 

More than seventy artifacts have been recorded with the state on 
these sites that can be confidently dated or dated by inference. The oldest 
identifiable artifact, from the Pa-
leoindian period of nearly 10,000 
years ago, is a fluted projectile 
point, a spear point known to ar­
chaeologists as a Dalton, made of 
a volcanic rock known as rhyolite 
and used to the point of exhaus­
tion (Figure 2). Discovered in the 
fall of 2000 and recorded with the 
Virginia Department of Historic 
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at the Rockbridge Baths Firehouse. 
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FIGURE 1 

Taylor Branch Drainage Area, Fredericksburg, Rockbridge County 
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Resources in 2001, it is one of only five Paleo spear points reported in 
Rockbridge County. The nearest sources of rhyolite are near Mount Rog­
ers, near Bristol; the Carolina slate belt, which bisects the middle of North 
Carolina; and Maryland3 - indicating that the Rockbridge Dalton spear 
point was acquired through trade or extensive travel. 
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For the most part, the major 
tertiary drainages in this area of 
the James River - Kerrs Creek and 
Hayes Creek - have shown more 
evidence of prehistoric occupation 
than the main stem of the Maury 
River, probably because passage 
along the smaller streams was eas­
ier than it was on the Maury. As it 
is today, this area was a crossroads 
for material goods and social influ­
ences. The Taylor Branch is con­
sidered an intermittent stream, but 
as this small creek turns west from 
Farmhouse Road, it becomes con-

Scale 

FIGURE 2 

Fluted projectile point, found near 
Fredericksburg, 2000 
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tinuous, going underground before it gets to the bottom of the ridge. 
Taylor Branch was a permanent water source for the generations of Na­
tive Americans that occupied the area. 

History 

Even today, most homes in the area are located along the main channel 
of the Taylor Drainage. The Shenandoah Valley was settled principally by 
groups of Scots-Irish, German Palatines, and English. This not-uncom­
mon eighteenth-century pattern of settlement- generally reflecting reli­
gious and cultural traits - has been observed in Rockbridge County and 
elsewhere in research by Washington and Lee University anthropologists. 
Some families remained in the Valley only a few years and then moved 
further south or west, while others simply passed through. In 1750, when 
Daniel Boone and his family and others came through the area en route 
to the "new frontier," Daniel's best friend, Henry Miller, stayed behind 
in Augusta County, which at the time included Rockbridge County and 
extended west to the Mississippi. Miller took up his trade of iron-working 
and eventually built the first iron furnace in the area, in 1760, at Mossy 
Creek, a sure sign that the Industrial Revolution had reached the Valley. 
Boone is reported to have visited him often while traveling back through 
the area on business.4 

The first property owners in this area were John McCown and Wil­
liam Porter, both part of the Borden Grant influx into Rockbridge dur­
ing the mid-eighteenth century.5 John McCown's first home was located 
southeast of this intersection (Figure 1-1) and William Porter's to the 
northwest (Figure 1-2).6 McCown had been born in County Donegal, Ire­
land, about 1720,7 and acquired 437 acres of Borden Grant land in 1750.8 
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His home was undoubtedly built quickly to satisfy the Borden require­
ment that a family had to be living on the land to maintain possession. 

His son, John McCown Jr., built a log house in 1777 (Figure 1-3) 
that is still standing; it is believed to be the oldest standing structure in 
the area9 and is the focal point of the Fredericksburg and Farmhouse 
Road intersection. There is no spring located near this site. A well, lined 
with uncut native stone, continues to supply part of the current owners' 
water.10 Descendants and relatives of the original McCown family owned 
part of this original Borden Grant land until recently, and at one time the 
family had acquired more than 2,000 acres in the area. 11 Oddly, neither 
initial settler is commemorated in any area place name. 

William Porter, the other original grantee, purchased two tracts of 
land, 112 acres in 1750, north of John McCown, and 310 acres four years 
later, to the south and northeast ofhim.12 Almost the entire northern tract 
appears to be beyond the Borden line. William Porter's log-wall home 
(Figure 1-2) is said to have been the core of a larger house that Frederick 
Snyder bought in 1812.13 The log core, dating to 1755, was moved in the 
1950s to Austin, Texas, and incorporated into a home there, because Sam 
Houston was said to have slept in it. 14 (Born in 1793 at Timber Ridge in 
Rockbridge County, Sam Houston was the Mexican War hero and the 
first president of the Republic of Texas and senator and governor after 
Texas joined the United States.) That cabin was located between the two 
existing homes, both with log cores, northwest of the intersection of Fred­
ericksburg and Farmhouse Roads (Figures 1-4, 1-5). The actual age of 
this house is in dispute, as the area was settled rapidly during the late 
eighteenth century. 

Across the ridge to the north, along the Maury River, is the Wilson 
Springs Hotel, formerly Sticklers Springs Hotel, circa 1778 (Figure 1-6); 
the building m ay also contain remnants of the original Porter home still 
encased in the much larger structure that now stands on the site.15 

The lower portion of Taylor Branch begins near the juncture of 
Farmhouse and Turkey Hill Roads, where Taylor Branch curves back 
to the northeast on an almost straight course to its confluence with the 
Maury River, directly across from Rockbridge Baths. A bridge at this point 
was destroyed by flooding in 1847 after having only recently been com­
pleted.16 The bridge built to replace it lasted about a hundred years, and 
its remains are visible upstream of the present steel structure . 

Frederick Snyder 

Fredericksburg and Snider Town Lane survive as historic place names 
in the area (Figure 1) . Quite a few Snyders* lived in the immediate area 

* As the family spelled it then. 
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during the nineteenth century, among whom were Frederick Snyder Sr. 
and Frederick Snyder Jr. It is unclear whether either Frederick Snyder was 
the namesake of the small Rockbridge community. By the mid-nineteenth 
century, at least five families with that name, consisting of nearly thirty 
people, according to the 1850 census, lived in close proximity. Many were 
children, and the community was large enough to support a small school 
at one time. 

The family matriarch, Rebecca Isabel Snider, born in 1914 in nearby 
Fairfield, is still living on land deeded to the family during the twentieth 
century. Mrs. Snider, whose mother had been reared in a log house (Fig­
ure 1-7; Figure 4) in a family of ten or eleven, has been a lifelong resident 
of the county, moving only as far away as Brownsburg after marrying. Dur­
ing the Great Depression, her family lived mostly off the land and did not 
rely on consumer goods.* 

Fredericksburg School 

The Fredericksburg school was located a hundred yards west of Freder­
icksburg Road along the Taylor Branch drainage, approximately three­
quarters of a mile southwest of the intersection of Farmhouse and Fred­
ericksburg Roads (Figure 1-8). Only the remains of a collapsed chimney 
are visible today.17 

The school was built before 1863, as is shown on the Rockbridge 
County Gilmer map. 18 It would have been consolidated with the Rock­
bridge County school system in the early twentieth century. Mary Fire­
baugh Reid was a teacher at this school and lived across the road in a 
house, owned by her father and grandfather, that has now been removed 
(Figure 1-9) .19 

William Taylor 

William Taylor (Figure 3) was born on a small knoll that overlooks Fred­
ericksburg (Figure 1-10). It is unclear whether Taylor Branch was named 
for William or for his father, Stuart Taylor, who married Martha Hickman 
and built the log cabin in which their son was born. Although he had little 
formal education, Stuart Taylor was considered a mechanical genius. For 
example, there is no spring near the home site; instead, he laid a gravity 
flow water system to a spring a quarter-mile upstream on the other side of 
Taylor Branch.20 The spring is still deeded to the property.21 The water sys-

* A favorite family story recalls that during the Depression, a visiting preacher 
from the city was having Sunday lunch with the Snider family. The preacher 
started in on the main dish and after many added dishes at the end of the meal 
he declared that they were so good that he thought he could eat a whole squir­
rel. All the Snider children started giggling because he had already eaten two of 
them.20 



38 

FIGURE 3 

Bishop William Taylor. 

Proceedings of the Rockbridge Historical Society - Volume XIII 

tern was only recently replaced by 
a well. The Taylor homestead was 
torn down in the 1930s because of 
its poor condition. Later, during 
the 1950s, there was a small push 
to have a state historical marker 
placed along Route 39 describ­
ing William Taylor's accomplish­
ments.22 

William Taylor was born on 
May 2, 1821, and is listed as having 
been a tanner in his younger years, 
probably helping his father in that 
trade. 23 Both were men of large 
stature and both became preach­
ers. William is reported to have 
won people to his side by his feats 
in log-rolling. 

His size and robust health 
certainly did not hurt him on his 
many missionary trips. He became 

a Methodist preacher in 1842 and was admitted, on trial, to the Baltimore 
Conference in 1843. There can be little doubt that he was the most well­
traveled resident of Rockbridge County. He launched his missionary work 
in 1849, and it led him throughout the United States, Canada, Britain, 
Egypt, the Holy Land, Australia, Tasmania, New Zealand, China, Ceylon, 
Malaysia, the West Indies, India, Brazil, Chile, and Peru. He set up thirty­
six mission stations that extended 1,200 miles along the Congo River. 

He was elevated to the position of Missionary Bishop of Africa in 
1884. In 1890, Fort Wayne College in Indiana was renamed in honor of 
his missionary zeal. Bishop Taylor died in California in 1902 at the age of 
eighty-one and was buried in Mountain View Cemetery in Oakland, over­
looking San Francisco Bay.24 His autobiography, The Story of My Life, was 
"written during about 100 ocean voyages." His other books are Seven Years 
Street Preaching in San Francisco (1857), Christian Adventures in South Africa 
(1867), Four Years' Campaign in India (1875), Our South American Cousins 
(1878), Self-Supporting Missions in India (1882), and Flaming Torch in Dark­
est Africa ( 1898) . 25 

Industry in the Area 

The largest industry in this drainage, the Rockbridge Pottery Kiln, was 
located at the point where the Taylor Branch enters the floodplain of the 
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Maury (Figure 1-11) . This kiln was in operation from about 1830 to about 
1880. The potter's house and kiln is on a 1762 Borden Grant Tract of 406 
acres deeded to Archibald Buchanan (Figure 1-12) .26 

Several potters that have been associated with this site. John S. Mor­
gan, who was born in 1768 and died in 1850, was probably the first to 
build a kiln h ere. John Campbell and his two sons,James H. and Charles, 
are listed as potters in the area in the 1850 census. Isaac D. Lam was the 
most active potter at the site, working there from 1864 to 1880. 

Using local clays, they manufactured pots, containers and other ce­
ramic items. Their businesses would have benefited from close proxim­
ity to the Brownsburg-Staunton Turnpike (Route 252 today) and to the 
northernmost point of bateaux navigation on the Maury, at Cedar Grove. 
The Rockbridge stamp that can be found on many finished vessels was 
also used by the nearby Bustleburg kiln, which was probably operated by 
the same potters. * 

The only other commercial enterprises that h ave been recorded in 
the area were owned by William Weaver Davis,27 a local ironmaster who 
operated his businesses from his home near Gibraltar Forge above Cedar 
Grove. 28 He was mainly interested in the charcoal29 that could be pro­
duced on the wooded mountainsides, and telltale leveled circular areas 
from his coaling hearths are still visible. 30 In some areas, entire moun­
tainsides were cleared. The coal­
ing areas extend beyond the land 
that was actually deeded to him, 
and some of his charcoal would 
have been used in the small forges 
where neighboring farmers made 
and repaired wrought-iron items. 

In addition to industry, the 
area supported considerable cattle­
ranching. As was common practice, 
cattle would be driven out to the 
mountainside to graze in the spring 
and summer, and then driven back 
into town after the fall mast, when 
acorns fall. 31 

Other Home Sites 

The other historic home sites m FIG u RE 4 

the Taylor Branch drainage dating Log home, Tolley property. 

* These sites were extensively excavated by Washington and Lee University archae­
ologists during the 1980s. 32 
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to the nineteenth century that were 
recorded for this report include 
eight standing structures with in­
terior log portions (Figure 1-3, 1-4, 
1-5, 1-7, 1-12, 1-13, 1-14, 1-15); one 
that was recently disassembled and 
incorporated into a home in Augus­
ta County (Figure 1-16); and four 
other sites that now show nothing 
but remnants of domestic occupa-

F I GU RE s tion (Figure 1-9, 1-17, 1-18, 1-19). 
Old frame house. A log house on the Tolley 

property (Figure 1-7; Figure 4) and 
a house with clapboard siding nestled away in the next hollow to the north 
(Figure 1-13, Figure 5) typify the area's log structures. Both structures 
have rear additions and batten doors made with tongue-and-grove vertical 
oak paneling of varying widths. The same material was used to construct 
the non-load-bearing walls on both the first and second floors. The Tolley 
house still has some fully pegged, six-over-six hung window sashes with 
crown glass panes. 32 Each has a log footprint of sixteen feet by twenty-two. 33 

Only two other homes are mentioned in the historic records. One, 
the Tobias Lambert house, built in 1813 along the lower portion of Taylor 
Branch (Figure 1-15), has a log core over which weatherboard has been 
applied. 34 The other, a potter's house below the Lambert house (Figure 
1-12), has a log core and was added onto many times. 

The highest-situated home site in the area is at the first small terrace 
in Dale Hollow on the side of Hogback Mountain (Figure 1-18). Little 
is known about the Dales except that the land that they occupied was 
disputed. 35 A spring is located beside the house, the foundation of which 
consists oflarge rocks at the corners and doorway. In clearing the terrace, 
a small fence was created on the northern upslope side of the site. Down­
stream, a larger field was cleared.36 

A home site on the northern side of this drainage on the Coleman 
property (Figure 1-19) has extensive terraces, clearings, and massive stone 
fences that would have taken many years to develop. 37 

Other Historic Sites 

Among other sites of historical interest that are located in the Taylor 
Branch drainage area are an early blacksmith's shop, below the old Taylor 
cabin site (Figure 1-20) .38 Three cemeteries have also been recorded or 
reported. One represents only a portion of the early McCown family cem­
etery (Figure 1-1;39 another adjoins the site of an early Methodist church, 
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"Old Ebenezer," near the old bridge over the Maury (Figure 1-2) .40 In be­
tween the two is the Shewey Cemetery (Figure 1-3) .4 1 Another cemetery 
north of this area, known as The Wilsons Springs Cemetery, outside the 
northern boundary of the Taylor Drainage, contains many early Snider 
and Mohler graves, including that of Frederick Snyder Sr. (Figure 1-4) 42 

The Taylor Branch Drainage and the small community of Freder­
icksburg have, over the years, produced men and women of stature and 
note who have sent themselves or their products out into the world with 
the spirit and pride of the place where they began. ~ 

Notes 
1 Virginia Department of Historic Resources, Richmond, site numbers 44 RB 394-

404. J ames H epner recorded these sites. In standard archaeological protocol, 44 
means Virginia and RB means Rockbridge. 

2 Personal observation. 

3 In a personal conversation with George Tolley, he said that Carol Nash of James 
Madison University had located some very low-quality rhyolite in the Blue Ridge, 
east of this area. 

4 John M. Faragher: Daniel Boone: The Life and Legend of an American Pioneer (Henry 
Holt and Company, New York, 1992) , pp. 13-14 ( early friendship); pp. 27, 28-29 
( travel to Virginia and development of iron works; p. 268 ( extended friendship). 

5 ]. R. Hildebrand: Borden Map (1964) - redrawn plat on file in the Leyburn Li­
brary, Washington and Lee University. 

6 James W. McClung: 1936a "Robert E. McCown Home" (VHLC356), in Works Prog­
ress Administration of Virginia Historical Inventory - Rockbridge County. This record 
is confusing; this home is the original John McCown Sr. house. It was torn down 
in the 1990s, having served the last years of its life as a barn. 

7 "Descendants of John McCown," compiled by Jas. Harvey McCown , based in 
large part on information supplied by Lyle Kinnear (McCown) of Virginia Poly­
technic Institute, Blacksburg. Copy on file in the Leyburn Library Special Collec­
tions at Washington and Lee University. 

8 Hildebrand. 

9 James W. McClung: 1936b "Home of Nancy Kirpatrick" (VHLC306), in Works 
Progress Administration of Virginia Historical Inventory - Rockbridge County. 

10 Personal observation and conversation with the current owners, Connie and 
Libby Burch. 

11 Personal conversation with Lisa Suzanne McCown, a sixth-generation descen­
dant of John McCown, who was born in the county in 1958. She believed Ruth 
McCown was the last in the area. 

12 Hildebrand . 

13 James W. McClung: Historical Significance of Rockbridge County, Virginia (McClure 
Company, Inc. Staunton, Virginia, 1939) , pp. 147-49. 

14 Personal communication with Isabel Snider; also reported by her son in Rock­
bridge County, Virginia Heritage Book, 1778-1999 (Rockbridge Area Genealogical 
Society, Rockbridge Baths, Virginia), p. 350. 
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15 James W. McClung, 1936c '"Wilsons Springs' - Old H ome of Daniel Strickler" 
(VHLC217) Works Progress Administration of Virgi,nia Historical Inventory - Rock­
bridge County. This record has Benjamin Borden deeding the land to William 
Peeples about 1774, but the Borden Grant Map has the land purchased by Wil­
liam Porter in 1750. 

16 Lexington Gazette (C. A. B. Dee. 2nd, reporter) : "Flood in the North River" (De­
cember 2, 1847) . Microfilm on file in the Leyburn Library, Washington and Lee 
University. The Maury River was originally named the North River. 

17 Personal observation. 

18 Jeremy F. Gilmer, Map of the County of Rockbridge, Virginia (untitled; 1863). 
Copy on file in the Washington and Lee University Special Collections. The 
Gilmer map shows a D. Snyder living in the house south of the school. An 1883 
map by John Carmichael (also on file in the Washington and Lee University Spe­
cial Collections) shows the house as the Firebaugh residence. The inference is 
that D. Snyder was the original donor. 

19 Personal communication with David Coffey. 

20 en.wikipedia.org/ wiki/William Taylor (bishop). 

21 The spring is clearly visible in the northeastern edge of the George Tolley prop-
erty tract in Rockbridge County, deed plot 35-A-3A. 

22 Personal communication with Isabel Snider. 

23 en.wikipedia.org/ wiki/William Taylor (bishop). 

24 taylor.edu/ academics/ support services/ archives/ William_taylor. 

25 en.wikipedia.org/ wiki/William Taylor (bishop). 

26 Hildebrand. 

27 Charles B. Dew, Bond of Iron Master and Slave at Buffalo Forge (W.W. Norton , New 
York, 1994) . This insightful book includes detailed information on the Weaver­
Davis families. 

28 James Manuel, "Davis House Virginia Historic Landmarks survey form" (File no. 
81-131, 1979) . Virginia Department of Historic Resources, Richmond. 

29 Rockbridge County Deed Book 00, p. 362. "I hereby reserve a right of way to my 
timber land above the tract next to the mountain line on my old coal road on the 
ridge" - W.W. Davis. 

30 Personal observation. 

31 In the Blue Ridge Mountains, two grazing areas were known by their access 
routes: Hog Camp Gap and Cow Camp Gap. 

32 Crown glass predates the assumed 1830s construction date of the house, and may 
exemplify the adaptive reuse of building materials that was common at that time. 

33 Personal observation . 

34 J ames McClung, 1936d "Old Home of Charles M. Shewey" (VHLC236) , in Works 
Progress Administration of Virgi,nia Historical Inventory - Rockbridge County. 

35 Rockbridge County Deed Book 91 , p. 438, March 19, 1902. Conner never re­
ceived a deed and Davis said he never paid in full. Nevertheless, Conner sold 
land to Joseph F. Tolley but never executed that deed. Tolley paid in full and 
asked the court to authorize a deed with a special warran ty. This warranty was 
called the Larking Patch, with Firebaugh getting water rights to the spring. 
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36 Personal observation. 

37 Personal observation. 
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38 The author identified this site while walking the drainage. Isabel Snider and her 
son confirmed it; many of the tools from this shop are in their possession. 

39 Rockbridge County, Virginia Cemeteries - South River and Walkers Creek Districts (Rock­
bridge Area Genealogical Society, Rockbridge Baths, Virginia, 1999), p. 226. 

40 Angela M. Ruley, Rockbridge County, Virginia Cemeteries, Vol.1 - Kerrs Creek District 
(published by the author, 1989), pp. 90-91. 

41 Rockbridge County, Virginia Cemeteries South River and Walkers Creek Districts, p. 6. 

42 Ibid., pp. 227-228. 





The South River Lumber Company of 
Cornwall, Virginia 

Horace D. Douty 

T O THINK OF Rockbridge County, Virginia, on e must envision 
mountains. The county's 390,000 acres lie nestled neatly between 
the Blue Ridge Mountains on the east and the Alleghenies to 

the west. All the Rockbridge waters flow into the James River. Along the 
south branch of the James, the village of Cornwall is tucked tightly against 
the mountain that controls the river's course at the eastern edge of the 
county. Four miles downstream, South River joins the Maury (formerly 
North) River. Without these rivers and mountains, there could not have 
been a South River Lumber Company to construct the village. 

Archeologists astonish us with the revelation that the grand cliffs we 
so admire today consist of stone that lay beneath a sea several hundred 
million years ago. Try to visualize Rockbridge County under water, with a 
floor of sediment more than thirty thousand feet thick - six miles deep. 
About three hundred million years ago, the huge tectonic European and 
African continental masses pushed westward, smashing into North Amer­
ica and destroying our "Rockbridge Ocean." The awesome collision left 
us with something perhaps even better, however: our Appalachian Moun­
tains.1 

Throughout more recent history, the slopes of the Blue Ridge pro­
duced fine timber trees. This abundance did not go unnoticed by north­
ern industrialists, who were running short of lumber. By the end of the 
1800s, demand for forest products in New York and Pennsylvania had 
exceeded supply. Almost all major con struction was of wood. Factories, 
homes, warehouses, and bridges all demanded timber for building. Enor­
mous beams were commonly used, many of them more than thirty feet 
long and two feet square, weighing 
in the tons. Today, the most expen­
sive wood product consists of these 
beams. Removed from old struc-
tures and sawn into smaller boards, 
the wood is sold as flooring at twen­
ty dollars a square foot. 

Although the present loca­
tion of Cornwall was chosen by the 
South River Lumber Company in 
the early 1900s, one must be aware 
of an earlier history. Let your mind 

The Rev. Dr. Horace Douty, a Rock­
bridge County native and Washington 
and Lee graduate, earned his doctor­
ate from Union Theological Seminar y. 
His recently published volume, Rock­
bridge, Virginia: History Lessons From 
A Country Church, consists of fifty-five 
snippets of local history tha t he deliv­
ered , one per Sunday, as part of the 
worship in Oxford Church, leading 
up to its 250th anniversary in Septem­
ber 2008. H e delivered this paper at 
Mountain View Elemen tary School on 
October 27, 2003. 
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go back to the period of the Revolutionary War, the 1770s. Remember 
that our valley was heavily forested then, accessible only by foot or on 
horseback. There was an Indian trail on the high ground, later named the 
Valley Pike. There were no bridges. Lesser trails usually followed streams. 
The occasional homestead in this challenging wilderness would be care­
fully located near a creek or river. One of the brave pioneers was a man 
named Archibald Alexander, who had come from Ireland in 1747, even­
tually making his way into the eastern part of the valley. The convergence 
of two streams attracted him: Irish Creek ( or Iris Creek, as some old docu­
ments have it) and Marys Creek, which we know today as South River. By 
the late 1700s, much of the land was owned by Archibald's son, William, 
and a small settlement- today's Cornwall - began to emerge at the junc­
tion of the streams. Eastbound travelers from Lexington found that one 
possible route ran through this little village, up Irish Creek and across the 
mountain. The village was first called Crowder after a local lawyer who 
helped establish a small store there with his partner, W. T. Moore. But it 
was tin that gave Cornwall its permanent name. 

Tin-bearing ore had been discovered along the Blue Ridge as early 
as the 1820s, with the most promising concentration lying several miles 
upstream from Crowder. In 1846, Professor George D. Armstrong, age­
ologist at Washington College, tested the ore and declared it to contain 
tin with some silver. The geological and mineralogical conditions in Rock­
bridge were found to be nearly identical to those in Cornwall, England. 
Excitement spread. Tin had great value, and there were no other known 
deposits in America. Despite the difficulties and challenges of transpor­
tation, surely a way could be found to harvest and distribute these re­
sources. The whole world needed tin and silver. The cliffs and forests of 
Rockbridge should not deter industrial growth. 

Then it happened. In the brushy thickets well-dressed surveyors be­
gan to appear. They pointed their shiny instruments southward along the 
base of the Blue Ridge. Settlers viewed the intruders with deep suspicion. 
Rifles were put away only after gentle persuasion and fair bargaining had 
a chance to work. Landowners were promised something almost too good 
to hope for: a railroad. By 1880, construction was virtually completed, and 
for the first time Rockbridge had a dependable means of rapid transpor­
tation. Steel rails quickly made slow canal systems obsolete. The Shenan­
doah Valley Railroad, later the Norfolk and Western, ran right past the 
front door of the tin deposits, through Crowder. Some miles to the south, 
rails converged at Glasgow with a line running east and west to connect 
Richmond and Big Lick (Roanoke). 

Serious tin mining could begin. Crowder seemed too ordinary a 
name for a place promising unlimited industrial wealth. The villagers 
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jubilantly renamed their little crossroads Cornwall. It was a breathless 
time. The iron-makers rejoiced, for no longer would they lose lives and 
cargo on the treacherous streams. Valley farmers were grateful, knowing 
that the fruits of their labor could finally reach national markets. Sta­
tions appeared along the tracks: in addition to Cornwall, there were Ve­
suvius, Marl brook, Midvale, Riverside, "Old" Buena Vista. All of these rail 
stations were located along a twelve-mile section of Rockbridge's South 
River above its confluence with the Maury River. It was a heady time for 
Rockbridge. If one railway could become reality so quickly, then another 
should follow. Economic exuberance abounded. A number of capitalists 
assessed the untapped natural resources of Rockbridge. Some formed 
"development companies." They awakened in our Calvinist forefathers 
the unfamiliar dream of instant wealth. The Rockbridge County News of Oct­
ober 23, 1890, ran an editorial that bubbled like Champagne: 

It is with a feeling of sincere gratification that we today record Lex­
ington's great awakening. The old town has aroused from her leth­
argy. She has caught the spirit of the times, and is girding up her loins 
to march to the front and take her place among the most vigorous 
and prosperous towns of the land .... 

FIGURE 1 

Undated photograph of the South River Lumber Company mill at Cornwall. 
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The Virginia Western Railroad will be built to a connection with the 
Tennessee Midland Railroad, thus making a Grand Trunk Road from 
Lexington, Virginia to Memphis, Tennessee. There is every reason to 
believe that the Pittsburgh and Glasgow Railroad will soon cross the 
B&O at Lexington, thus giving a short and direct connection with 
that great center of iron consumption. The Cumberland Valley Rail­
road, which has reached Winchester in its progress up the Valley, is 
expected to give Lexington its fifth railroad in the very near future. 
Then will be fulfilled the prediction of John W. Garrett, late presi­
dent of the B&O Railroad, that Lexington Virginia will become one 
of the great railroad centers of the South. 

The great metropolis did not materialize, of course, except as count­
less deeds on paper. In the Rockbridge Courthouse, Deed Book 76 docu­
ments an ever-widening circle from the center of town, leaving space only 
for a grand beltway to help with the traffic. Eventually, however, the surge 
subsided. Optimistic citizens settled back, awaiting those promising new rail­
roads to arrive. But Lexington did not become the "great railroad center of 
the South." Perhaps many of today's residents are happier for that failure. 

Little Cornwall had its boom as well. Tin was being mined. The fur­
naces were producing iron. Tanbark was being shipped by the ton. So 
were crossties, huckleberries, and chestnuts. Commerce poured in and 
out of the busy hub. People began to envision a city there, glowing with 
wealth and beauty. Inevitably, a "development company" made its way 
to Cornwall. Two New York promoters acquired the "Irish Creek Farm ," 
which encompassed most of the level and usable land where Irish Creek 
joins South River, at the northern edge of Cornwall. On a plateau over­
looking the bottom-land of the two streams, they built a hotel, an ornate, 
three-floor palace with forty-eight rooms, each offering a striking view. A 
city was laid out and lots were offered for sale. But nothing happened. 
The hotel was n ever occupied. The lots were n ever sold. Instead, the eco­
nomic depression of the 1890s came to Rockbridge County. 

The tin ore, so magnificently promising at first, never rivaled the 
production of England's Cornwall. Disputes regarding ownership ofland 
and minerals led to complicated legal tangles, halting production in 1886. 
Mining resumed in 1890, but lawsuits broke out anew, and satisfactory res­
olution could not be reached. By 1892, the tin mine was closed again and 
has not operated for the past hundred-plus years. Disheartened investors 
sold out, and the capitalists from the north went home. 

The tin ore is still there, resting in the high ground of Rockbridge. 
One must wonder: will it ever be brought forth? In America, this valu­
able metal must be imported or recycled. New technology should make 
mining easier today, but something more than technology is needed to 
resolve legal disagreements. 
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The Rockbridge area has a number of other natural resources, some 
of which may ignite the interest of a larger world. Limestone is abundant, 
both for manufacturing lime products and for building. The same is true 
for other types of stone, including granite and sandstone. Marl is plenti­
ful. Water is present too, in surprising quantities: In addition to obvious 
and valuable rivers, water runs pure and sparkling underground, largely 
unnoticed.* 

Despite its beauty and providential abundance, Rockbridge at the 
end of the nineteenth century was suffering economically. The future 
looked bleak in the opening years of the 1900s. Commerce and industry 
had come to a standstill. When one examines historic photographs of 
the Rockbridge hills from that period, the lack of forest cover is striking. 
There is a reason: during the last half of the century, at least eight major 
furnaces were producing iron and steel in the county. Together they con­
sumed an estimated one thousand cords of firewood every week as char­
coal. It is difficult for us to imagine such prodigious demand. The hills 
were gradually cleared, as landowners learned how to make charcoal. To­
day, a walk through re-grown woods can reveal telltale circular pits where 
charcoal was manufactured throughout the county. This activity slowed to 
a halt, however, as the economic depression tightened. 

An economic revival was desperately needed in Rockbridge. At least 
part of that need was met, and it happened at Cornwall. Although tim­
ber is a renewable resource, the process requires two to four decades of 
growth. The Whitmer and Steele Lumber Company of Pennsylvania had 
used up its current sources of timber and was looking for virgin forests. 
The Blue Ridge Mountains at the eastern edge of Rockbridge County still 
held an abundance of big trees, largely untouched, especially where they 
grew on remote slopes too steep to be reached for profitable charcoal 
production. Whitmer and Steele knew how to harvest logs from formi­
dable terrain. It had perfected the operation in other states, albeit among 
gentler mountains. The secret lay in narrow-gauge railroad tracks careful­
ly graded to penetrate virtually every hill and hollow. In Pennsylvania the 
system relied on gravity alone to bring out the logs. Although a slightly 

* George West Diehl, whose name is quite familiar to all who love the history of 
this area, told me something a half-century ago. It impressed me, and I remem­
ber the amazing details. Dr. Diehl said he was having a well drilled for his beauti­
ful residence, Dundee Plantation, located just west of Short Hill. When the drill 
had penetrated some one hundred feet deep into the earth, clear water was sud­
denly struck. The driller attempted to measure the flow, but it was far beyond his 
capacity to gauge. Then he lowered the device to the very end of the cable, but 
never touched bottom. His cable was more than seven hundred feet in length. 
Millions of gallons of fresh water must be there, in an underground lake rivaling 
the depth of Scotland's Loch Ness. We do not know how many more such price­
less reservoirs lie beneath the county. 



50 Proceedings of the Rockbridge Historical Society - Volume XIII 

different style would be used in Rockbridge, the earlier technique de­
serves our attention. It was referred to as "wildcatting timber." 

Here is how it worked: A track made of wood or steel or both was 
laid into the deep forest on a gentle grade uphill from the sawmill. Switch­
backs and bridges were required to negotiate terrain. Horses and oxen 
dragged massive tree trunks to this track where they were rolled onto 
a railroad device consisting simply of two sets of heavy iron wheels, one 
double set at each end. The logs created a connecting frame for the eight 
wheels. Two men would climb aboard this free-wheeling monster, knock 
out the chocks, and begin rolling toward the mill, thundering downhill 
for miles. The only semblance of control was a rudimentary brake on 
one set of wheels. With tons of green logs aboard, the descent was so 
treacherous it could well be called foolhardy. Only a death-defying dare­
devil would commit to such a job. Yet volunteers came forward without 
hesitation. When two or more of these rigs occupied the track simulta­
neously, races and challenges would begin. Hardened lumberjacks were 
eager to prove their unconcern for danger. The mountains shook from 
the rattling steel, the challenging shouts of the exulting crews, and the oc­
casional spectacular crash. When such an enormous mass left the tracks, 
the rugged terrain was scarred as hurtling logs and machinery plowed a 
new path down the mountainside. Wreckage was mostly non-recoverable. 
Death was frequent. When rolling loads succeeded in the trip to the mill, 
the logs were dumped into a millpond. Draft animals pulled the empty 
wheel assemblies, or "trucks," back up to the loading sites, called "land­
ings," where the routine began anew. 

By 1910, steam engines had proved their value in the timber industry, 
and the wildcatting era came thankfully to an end. Steam power brought 
control. At first, the engines were used only for pulling the empty trucks 
up to the landings because owners were unwilling to risk their expensive 
engines on the downgrade. Gradually, however, the steam locomotives 
were furnished with dependable gears, making it feasible to hold logging 
cars in place as they moved down the track toward the mill. Danger and 
death were reduced, although not eliminated. Runaway teams, falling 
timber, exploding boilers, and wrecked locomotives still made for unwel­
come headlines. To this day, production of lumber involves significant 
hazards. 

Whitmer and Steele began plans to locate in Cornwall. Although the 
economic depression was heavy upon the county, these strong men were 
optimistic. They were not "developers" in the sense of those others who 
had come and gone. The businessmen of the Steele family, who ultimately 
bought out the Whitmers, were extremely careful, intelligent, and experi­
enced. More important, they were scrupulously honest and made no fan-
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tastic claims. They promised only what they knew they could deliver. The 
Steeles represented a vital breath of fresh air for the disillusioned citizens 
of Rockbridge County in 1914. Many of these citizens had fallen victim to 
smooth promoters and vowed, "never again." 

A proven commercial railroad was in operation at Cornwall and up­
hill from the village lay vast stores of timber. Water was abundant. There 
was only one problem: The mill needed a millpond. The mill's center 
would have to be located one mile downstream, where the manageable, 
westward-flowing Whites Creek could be dammed just before it emptied 
into South River. The Norfolk and Western rail track crossed the river at 
that point, creating a slow-down curve ideal for industrial sidings. Here 
is where the new mill would be constructed and "New Cornwall" would 
emerge. 

The name chosen for Rockbridge's new indus.try was "South River 
Lumber Company." Heavy construction began in March 1916 with knowl­
edgeable crews brought in from Pennsylvania. These were men who un­
derstood the timber industry, who had done all this before. The company 
first built eighteen sturdy homes and two boarding houses for the new­
comers. Scores of local men, grateful for jobs, were added to the payroll. 
The positive economic impact on Rockbridge was immediate and the im­
pact was enduring. Imagine the relief: Here was a new industry, sorely 
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FIGURE 2 

Chestnut logs being hauled to the South River Lumber Company at Cornwall, undated. 
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needed in those shaky times, actually arising in plain view and paying 
dependable wages. Still smarting over their earlier losses, local bankers 
and businessmen were at first skeptical. As the industry progressed, how­
ever, they learned to trust, then respect, and finally admire the South 
River Lumber Company. The names of those who who came and stayed 
included Crissman, Badger, Swanson, Clevenger, Thompson, and Steele. 
My father, Reuben Franklin Douty, was one of the Pennsylvanians. He 
married the local schoolmistress, Mary Flotelle Coffey, and eventually put 
down roots in Rockbridge. 

Large steam boilers arrived from Pittsburgh to create power for the 
sprawling mill, using coal and wood as energy sources. A massive band 
saw, new to the industry, was carefully set in place . It would be capable 
of milling 85,000 board feet of lumber a day. Circular saws were being 
phased out after their promising fifty-year history, ~ecause band saws cut 
faster and created a thinner cut, or "kerf," yielding less sawdust and thus 
wasting considerably less wood. The millpond was built, complete with 
steam-powered elevators capable of forcing logs twenty-four feet up to the 
milling deck. Massive buildings took shape, fitted with the latest equip­
ment, all designed to turn trees into finished lumber. 

A schoolhouse was placed in the center of the residential area, so 
that no schoolchild was out of sight or sound of home. The company con­
structed a large, secure general store within sight of the mill. It was never 
a "company store," and Wilmer Supply moved down from Old Cornwall 
and set up re tail business in the new building. Marvin Methodist Church 
appeared across the river, and McCutchen Presbyterian Chapel was built 
between Old and New Cornwall. The village was humming with energy 
and buoyed by high spirits. 

The biggest challenge remained getting logs from the mountains to 
the mill. Another railroad was needed. Specifically, a forty-two-inch gauge 
logging railway to connect with the Norfolk and Western track would be 
built. From this connection near the mill site, the rails would probe deep 
into the forest. Grading, blasting, and bridge-building commenced. The 
rail line followed South River for its first mile and then turned up Irish 
Creek. 

Pennsylvania crews initially carried out surveying for this new rail­
road, but South River Lumber Company soon hired a Rockbridge County 
surveyor, Douglas E. Brady. That distinguished family name has never 
faded from Rockbridge history. I was privileged to know Douglas Brady 
during his final years. His son, D. E. Brady Jr., whom we knew as Pat, of­
fered me valuable encouragement when I contemplated writing this his­
tory. The Brady family has made significant contributions of knowledge 
and leadership in the entire Rockbridge area. 
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Douglas Brady quickly proved the value of his mathematical and en­
gineering skills. The northern surveyors returned home, leaving Brady in 
full command. His task was formidable. He designed fifty-seven miles of 
rail grades and lived to see the entire track completed. That is an astonish­
ing achievement, considering the mountainous terrain. Steam locomo­
tives began pushing their way smoothly into wilderness haunts, before the 
unbelieving eyes of reclusive settlers who thought they had defied every 
encroachment of civilization. The logging project had begun. The year 
was 1917. 

Cornwall timber crews learned the names of hills and hamlets: Big 
Bend Creek, Yankee Horse Ridge, Norvall Flats, Panther Mountain, Por­
ters Fields, Montebello, Coffey Town, Crabtree Falls, Nettle Creek. Many 
of the shy natives, especially the younger generation, welcomed the lum­
ber company. They could easily appreciate the new roads, the new jobs, 
and in some cases new husbands. A partial list of some local names would 
include Clark, Lilly, Whitten, Heslep, Fauber, Floyd, Tyree, Lawhorne, 
Wilmer, Cash, Thomas, Gibson, Greene, and Humphries. The South 
River Lumber Company had enormous respect for strong families, and 
made every effort to be fair with these people. Local workers were vital to 
the success of the industry. 

World War I took some of the men in 191 7-19, but the mill was able 
to stay in production. Many of the veterans returned to Cornwall at war's 
end. Franklin Douty, recovering from war wounds, moved away to a farm 
he bought in Pennsylvania. For several years he and Mary lived there, 
where their first children, Stafford and Max, were born. Then came the 
Great Depression, inflicting another kind of wound. The family moved 
back to Cornwall, where there was welcome, almost life-saving employ­
ment. The Douty family grew to include my twin sister and me, born in 
one of the original eighteen houses. 

By 1925 the South River Lumber Company had reached the peak of 
its production. More than two hundred families were on the payroll. Five 
locomotives were in service. From Cornwall, the rail tracks had reached 
over the summit of the Blue Ridge into Nelson and Amherst counties. 
Thousands of huge logs, mostly chestnut and oak, were cut down and sec­
tioned by means of the two-man crosscut saw. The logging trains brought 
massive loads to the mill, where they were unloaded into the pond. Why 
was a pond necessary? Floating logs can be moved and sorted in water, re­
gardless of their size. Skilled lumberjacks wearing spiked boots and wield­
ing strong pikes could walk atop the heavy tangle and guide the day's 
chosen logs over to the elevator for milling. 

South River Lumber Company bought at least eight thousand acres 
of timberland in order to begin unfettered operation. As the company's 
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FIGURE 3 

Cornwall, Virginia: Panorama photograph by Maynard Green showing the general store 
at left; boarding houses in center; mill at right; and railroad in foreground . Exhibits 2A 
and 2B, below, show the right and left halves of the panorama in greater detail. 

FIGURE 3A 

FIGURE 38 
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reputation for honesty grew, owners of mountain forest gradually became 
willing to negotiate sales of timber alone. This made expansion easier, 
since the cost of land was eliminated. The Cornwall company gained per­
mission to harvest timber from the vast holding of the Buena Vista Extract 
Company. It was a fortuitous overlapping of industries. The Extract Com­
pany used tree products to manufacture chemicals instead oflumber. The 
owners had dreamed of building a railroad for access into their mountain 
acreage, but the cost was simply too high. Now the South River Lumber 
Company would do it for them, and pay handsomely as well. The logging 
trains pushed ever eastward and upward, bringing to the Cornwall mill 
large trees, many of them chestnut, which only a few years earlier had 
been unreachable. 

The American chestnut was by far the largest and most valuable 
tree in our eastern forests. I discovered a 1920 manuscript written by one 
Charlie Thompson, who apparently practiced medicine in the South Riv­
er area. Thompson wrote: "I heard a United States Forester say before 
the chestnut blight struck, it was the finest body of chestnut timber in 
The World! "3 Chestnut trees soared more than a hundred feet into the 
air. Stumps measuring ten feet across were not uncommon. The wood 
was light, easily worked, and durable. Split chestnut rail fences stand even 
now, having withstood more than a century of storm and sunshine. Chest­
nut was made into furniture and firewood. The bark produced acid for 
tanning leather, and the lumber made excellent flooring, framing, and 
siding. Heavier timber was milled into railroad crossties. In addition, the 
trees produced nuts by the tons, far sweeter and richer than the Chinese 
variety we see today. Children and adults gathered them as a source of 
winter income, hauling the nuts in heavy farm wagons to the depot at 
Cornwall. Farm animals were fattened on chestnuts, and wild turkeys, 
deer, bear, squirrel, and grouse fed plentifully as well. Settlers found new 
ways to serve them, even using chestnut flour for baking. 

By the mid-1920s, the chestnut boom came to an end. A devastating 
blight eventually reached every tree. For years, as late as 1950, the great 
white skeletons stood out on the green mountainsides, their strong roots 
deep in the soil, all dead. 

We can hardly overstate the catastrophic enormity of the chestnut 
blight. Chestnut trees had represented approximately fifty percent of 
marketable forest abundance. Now, their blossoms would no longer give 
springtime mountains a creamy glow and heady fragrance. The prized 
clear honey would no longer grace tables, and millions of honeybees 
simply perished for lack of raw material. Many of the dead trees became 
home to small, drilling insects, which made woodpeckers happy. Some 
of the skeleton trees were cut and processed into lumber. The blight and 
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boring insects combined to give the world one last gift: "wormy chestnut" 
lumber.4 

But the South River Lumber Company was fortunately a step ahead 
of the chestnut blight. The lumber operation had met most of its goals. 
The timber had been largely harvested and the mill closed in 1940, ac­
cording to plan. 

Yet enormous stockpiles of cured lumber had been growing. The 
Great Depression had been taking its toll. From 1930, sales of the finished 
product had come to a virtual standstill, in parallel with the nation's econ­
omy. Millions of board feet of prime lumber remained unsold in the yard. 
Chestnut boards sixteen inches wide and twenty feet long - overabun­
dant, straight, and well cured - remained carefully stacked and covered 
for years. We can only dream of such lumber today. If available, it would 
be priceless. But in the years between 1937 and 1940, this beautiful wood 
was practically given away to clear the storage area. Where did it go? For 
the most part it went to West Virginia, to the coal mines. One may yet find 
traces of the chestnut boards, used as flooring in the muddy mines. 

The fifty-seven miles of steel rails were taken up. The industrial 
buildings were brought down. The millpond was drained. One of the suc­
cessful ventures of Rockbridge had run its course. A few concrete founda­
tions remain at the mill site, but the only visible reminder deliberately left 
in place is the rusting steel cab of a locomotive, resting a few yards west of 
the Norfolk and Western tracks. 

The legacy of South River Lumber Company is significant. Corn­
wall village thrives as a residential community. The solid homes built for 
Pennsylvanians are occupied, some of them by descendants of the early 
loggers. The Whitmer-Steele virtues of honestly and diligence have been 
passed on to them and to other residents of the county. Level-headed 
citizens absorbed the remarkable example. They understand more clearly 
how some of the grandiose and promising schemes can evaporate and 
vanish overnight. Other, more modest ventures can plod stubbornly for­
ward without fanfare, and bring about much good. 

Smaller sawmills thrive in the county, harvesting once more some 
of the same land owned by the South River Lumber Company. None, 
however, build railroads. Motor trucks and bulldozers use the carefully 
graded roadbeds laid out by Douglas Brady more than eighty years ago. 
One of today's lumbermen is Bruce Clark. Bruce operates a sawmill near 
Raphine, only a few miles west of South River. His ancestor is Joe Clark, a 
pioneer on Irish Creek several generations ago.Joe Clark must have been 
quite an unforgettable character. His name is the title of a song that is 
sung worldwide. I first sang "Old Joe Clark" in the Virginia Music Camp 
more than fifty years back and still remember one verse: 
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FIGURE 4 

Cornwall railroad, re-created by the National Park Service on the Blue Ridge Parkway. 

Oh I went down to Old Joe's house, and Old Joe wasn't home. 

I ate up all of Joe's horn meat and throwed away the bone. 

'Round and around, Od Joe Clark, round and around we're gone. 

'Round and around, Old Joe Clark, and bye, bye Lucy Long. 

57 

Little did I realize that the song may have come from Rockbridge 
County. Today, Bruce Clark maintains the mountain music tradition with 
fiddles, banjos, guitars, and other instruments, together with square danc­
ers, at his sawmill most Friday evenings. Bruce jokes that his ancestors 
viewed those first Pennsylvania surveyors as something of a threat, possi­
bly sent into the backwoods to interrupt the family's marketing of "liquid 
herbs." As those fears proved groundless, the Clarks eventually became 
the most prominent family name on the lumber company payroll. 

In recognition of the logging industry's impact on the history of 
Rockbridge, the National Park Service has placed a reconstruction on 
Yankee Horse Ridge, where a short segment of South River Lumber Com­
pany railroad has been restored on the original bed. It can be viewed 
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from the Blue Ridge Parkway at Milepost 34.3, a few miles south of Whet­
stone Ridge (Figure 4). 

The marker tells today's travelers that more than a hundred million 
board-feet of lumber were transported to the mill on such a railway. A 
hundred million boardjeet: it boggles the mind. How much lumber is that? 
At least seventy thousand typical three-bedroom homes could be built 
from such a lumber pile - although Cornwall's lumber was not used 
exclusively for home-building. Some of the it went into construction of 
factories and warehouses; many trainloads were used as prop and shor­
ing timbers in mining operations. Rockbridge County's forest products 
penetrated the nation. 

The large general store, no longer used for retailing, stands beside 
the tracks at Cornwall, as does one of the original boarding houses. Mar­
vin Church was swept away in the flood caused by Hurricane Camille in 
1969; a new building was built on higher ground, east of South River. The 
vast forest has been renewed and restored, allowing a continuing harvest 
of timber. The land is now owned largely by the federal government, as 
part of the huge Washington and J efferson National Forest. It remains 
open to the public for hunting, fishing, hiking, camping, and limited 
commercial activity. The interlacing railroad grades are welcome to the 
Forest Service, which understands the cost of building fire roads. Douglas 
Brady's careful work is there for those who pursue secluded hikes. Visitors 
can enjoy scenery deep in hemlock forests, far more wild and extensive 
than on the popular Chessie Trail. Brooks tumble through the gorges, 
sparkling pure, the habitat of native trout. Wild turkey, ruffed grouse, 
deer, and bear thrive in the thickets beside the path. 

Here is your gift from the South River Lumber Company, which 
made it accessible. e(. 

Notes 
1 Greg Mock, "Virginia's Shenandoah Valley" (American Geographic Publishing, 
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3 Charlie Thompson, "Reminiscences" (manuscript, Leyburn Librar y, Special Col­
lections, Washington and Lee University, 1920) . 

4 Lynn Coffey, "Backroads," December 2002 and J anuary 2003 (Love, Virginia ) . 



Building From Faith: 
A History of Saint Patrick's 
Catholic Parish, 1873-2003 

James M. Morgan Jr. 

E ACH OF YOU no doubt has heard of or seen Saint Patrick's Cathe­
dral on Fifth Avenue in New York City. Lexington does not have 
so grand an edifice, but does have a similarly named church that 

honors the well-known early Irish bishop of that name. 
The Catholic Diocese of Richmond has two such named churches: 

Saint Patrick's Church in Richmond, appropriately located on Church 
Hill, and ours. Another Saint Patrick's was located in Norfolk but burned 
on December 7, 1856, when an arsonist set fire to a neighboring build­
ing. Both Washington, D.C., and Baltimore have also had churches of the 
name; in fact, almost every U.S. Catholic diocese and archdiocese has a 
parish or church named after our patron saint. 

The Saint 

Saint Patrick, at birth named Succat- "clever in war" or "war-like" - never 
served in any military capacity as far as is known. His father was a Roman 
tax collector; his grandfather is reported to have been a Christian monk. 

Much of the written word concerning his life appears to be opinion 
or conjecture: 

• Either he was born in Brittany in France or near present-day 
Carlisle in Cumbria, on the northwest coast of England. 

• Either he was born in 390 A.D. or 30 years later. 
• Either he drove the snakes from the Irish shores or he did not. 
• Either he was buried in Downpatrick in northwestern County 

Mayo, or beside the still waters of the River Shannon in County 
Offaly west of Dublin, or somewhere else. 

Succat has been reliably reported to have been captured as a child by 
marauders from Ireland who made 
him return with them as a slave to 
their country. He was forced to live 
in poverty and hunger, working as 
a shepherd and a swineherd, feed­
ing himself on roots and herbs. He 
is said to have prayed constantly. 
He eventually escaped and was 
taken aboard a ship at Wicklow on 
the Irish Sea, which brought him 

General James M. Morgan Jr., emeri­
tus dean of the faculty and professor 
of civil engineering at Virginia Mili­
tary Institute, became a communicant 
at St. Patrick's when he entered V.M.I. 
three months before Pearl Harbor. He 
is the author of a formal history of the 
parish, from which this article is adapt­
ed. Aptly, this paper was delivered at 
the Sheridan Livery Inn in Lexington, 
on January 26, 2004. 
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to mainland Europe. He joined a 
monastery near Tours, France, and 
was ordained a priest; in time, he 
was consecrated a bishop by Pope 
Celestine I, who bestowed on him 
the name Patricus. 

He was ordered to return to 
Ireland and landed back at Wick­
low. He preached to and converted 
thousands of Irish, ordained many 
priests, and founded numerous 
churches and monasteries. He is 
said to have died on March 17, and 
the subsequent mourning period 
was known as "twelve days of lam­
entation." Many depictions show 
a man of stern visage; there is no 

FIG u RE doubt he was a man of strong faith. 
The patron saint. According to the Legionaries 

of Christ, a Roman Catholic congre­
gation of priests founded in 1941, which today has more than 500 priests 
and 2,500 seminarians, Saint Patrick prayed often, and he is reported to 
have said, "the love of God and his fear came to me more and more, and 
my faith was strengthened." Further, Patrick would "get up for prayer be­
fore daylight, through snow, through frost, through rain and the intense 
prayer was the soul of his ministry and the source of his courage .... " 

First Attempts to Establish Catholicism in Virginia 

In 1568, thirty-nine years before the founding of Jamestown, aJesuit-led 
expedition from Florida attempted to bring Catholicism to Virginia. Ar­
riving by sail in the Chesapeake Bay, the transports entered the James 
River, landed south of present-day Williamsburg, marched northward, 
and settled on the York River near Queen's Creek, some seven miles west 
of Yorktown. All but one of the party perished. The sole survivor, Aloncito 
Olmas, was rescued in 1572; the rescue force sailed back to Florida, end­
ing the Spanish attempt to found a mission in what is now Virginia. 

The Catholic presence in Virginia grew slowly after the founding 
of Jamestown in 1607. When a Jesuit priest, the Reverend John Carroll, 
was appointed bishop of Baltimore in 1788, the Catholic population in 
the mid-Atlantic had grown to 15,800 in Maryland, 7,000 in Pennsylvania, 
and 1,000 in Virginia. Alexandria, Martinsburg (now in West Virginia), 
Norfolk, Richmond, and Winchester all had small Catholic populations. 
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Westward Growth in Virginia 

Shortly after 1800, two significant parishes were organized in the western 
part of Virginia, one in Lynchburg and the other in Staunton, reflecting 
the westward development of canals and railroads. The church popula­
tions grew somewhat more rapidly after passage of the Virginia Statute of 
Religious Freedom in 1786, which granted free exercise of worship. 

The first bishop of the Catholic Diocese of Richmond was Patrick 
Kelly, appointed in 1820. His spiritual jurisdiction covered a large area­
from the Eastern Shore to the Ohio River - encompassing what are now 
the states of Virginia and West Virginia. He had been the president of 
SaintJohn's College in Ireland and arrived in eastern Virginia in 1821, 
remaining in residence in Norfolk for two years. As far as is known, he 
never visited Richmond, and returned to Ireland in 1823. During his brief 
stay he encountered much parishioner discontent over the establishment 
of new parishes and the actual building of churches. He had never en­
countered such involvement of congregations, known as "lay trusteeism," 
in Ireland. 

The Diocese of Richmond remained without a bishop for almost 
twenty years, until a priest from Martinsburg was consecrated in 1840. He 
served for ten years and then returned to Wheeling (now West Virginia) 
after successfully petitioning the Vatican to divide the original Diocese of 
Richmond into two segments by establishing the Diocese of Wheeling. 
The third bishop of Richmond,John McGill, served from 1850 to 1872. 

Founding of Saint Patrick's Parish in Lexington 

Bishop McGill was succeeded in 1872 by James Gibbons, under whom 
Saint Patrick's parish in Lexington became a reality. 

Before a parish was formally established in Lexington, Catholics had 
attended Mass either in private homes or in the Lexington Fire ( or En­
gine) House at the northeastern corner of Randolph and Washington 
Streets, now the location of the Lexington-Rockbridge Chamber of Com­
merce and the Lexington Visitors Center. One of the private homes was 
the Edward Hefrin residence at 207 Randolph Street. 

In 1873, a parish was formed in Lexington, and the man given pri­
mary credit in this effort was John Sheridan, about whom more later. 
Construction of the original church began the same year at 109 Henry 
Street. The one-eighth acre plot measuring fifty feet along Henry Street 
and a hundred feet deep was purchased from Mr. and Mrs. Jacob Fuller 
for $285. The cost of the structure, furnished with pews for a seating ca­
pacity of seventy-five, was $2,934, slightly less than two dollars a square 
foot. The number of parishioners listed in the chancery archives in 1874 
was eighty-three. 
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FIGURE 2 

First home of St. Patrick's Church, dedicated in 187 4 at Henry and Randolph Streets. 

Bishop Gibbon s visited Lexington in 1874 and noted in his diary: 

July 19, 1874: Dedicated the new Church of St. Patrick's j ust complet­
ed in Lexington , Rockbridge County, and appointed Rev. Fr. Mur­
ray its pastor, who built the church . Father Murray will have charge 
of Rockbridge, Botetourt and Roanoke Counties. A very large con­
course of people was present in and around the church. The edifice 
is of brick about 31 by 50 fee t and is a very handsome structure. 

Gibbons la ter reported to his superior, the archbish op of Baltimore, 
that he h ad "dedicated a handsome church in Lexington , Virgin ia, a Pres­
byterian h otbed. " Three years later, in 1877, Gibbons was elected arch­
bishop and thereafter resided in Baltimore. 

Four priests served as pastors at St. Patrick's from 1874 to 1892: the 
Reverends Th omas Murray, T hom as J. H asty, J. W. Lyn ch , an d Lawren ce 
Kelly. During those years, parish strength rose to a high of 133 in 1893. 
Father Lyn ch , locally kn own as a "fire and brimstone" p reach er, was reas­
sign ed to Roanoke in 1889, and three years later Father Kelly was reas­
sign ed to St. Joseph's Church in Clifton Forge, leaving St. Patrick's with­
out a pastor. The reafter, the parish population dropped precipitously, to 
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just twenty-six by 1898. It has been reported that some Catholics from the 
parish followed Father Lynch to Roanoke. (Figure 3 shows the growth of 
the congregation over the years.) 

In effect, the parish was without a pastor from 1893 to 1946. During 
the interim, priests from nearby churches irregularly visited - most often 
from St. Joseph's in Clifton Forge, Sacred Heart in Covington, and Saint 
Francis of Assisi in Staunton. The maximum recorded parish population 
in Lexington during those years was ninety-nine in 1938. 

Reverend Aloys G. Selhorst and a New Building 

After an agreement between the Catholic order known as the Society of 
the Precious Blood (C.P.P.S.) and the Most Reverend Peter L. Ireton, 
bishop of Richmond, the Reverend Aloys G. Selhorst was assigned to Saint 
Patrick's in 1946, becoming the first of seven members of his society who 
would serve as pastor through 1979. 

Father Selhorst had been born in Ohio, was ordained in Cartha­
gena, Ohio, and served three years as an Army chaplain in the Pacific 
theater during World War II. Almost immediately after arriving in Lexing­
ton, and with approval of Bishop Ireton, he began searching for a site for 
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1900-03: No separate records kept; 
combined with St. Francis of Assisi, 
Staunton, or Sacred Heart, Covington 

1930-36: No separate records kept; com­
bined with St. Francis of Assisi, Staunton 

1946-61 : No separate records kept; 
combined with Catholic student records 
of Southern Seminary, W&L, and VM.I. 
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Source: St. Patrick's Church records 
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FIGURE 4 
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a new church building. He had the fore­
sight to purchase the Gassman property at 
221 West Nelson Street, where our present 
church stands, about a half-mile from the 
old church building. The lot fronts 153 feet 
on Nelson Street, is 205 feet deep, and cov­
ers approximately three-quarters of an acre. 
The property is now surrounded on three 
sides by Washington and Lee University. 

The pastor was responsible for raising 
funds for the new building, and ground 
was broken for the building on April 27, 
1952, He visited the site daily from June 4, 
1952, until May 6, 1953, when the building 
was completed. The church was dedicated 
on October 11 by Bishop Ireton in an im­
pressive formal ceremony. 

The Reverend Aloys G. Selhorst, 
pastor, 1946-56. 

Early in the fund-raising campaign, 
Father Selhorst received public congratula­
tions and best wishes from Margaret Dur­

ham Robey, president of Southern Seminary Junior College in Buena 
Vista; Francis P. Gaines, president of Washington and Lee; and General 
Richard]. Marshall, superintendent of Virginia Military Institute. Nation­
al co-chairpersons of the successful fund drive, which raised more than 
$100,000, were Jean Smith Augustine of New Haven, Connecticut, a 1938 
graduate of Southern Seminary; Walter A. McDonald of Columbus, Ohio, 
a 1910 graduate of Washington and Lee; and Colonel]. Addison Hagan 
of Norfolk, Virginia, a 1916 graduate of V.M.I. The actual cost of con­
struction was about one-half again as much as was raised in the campaign, 
and the full debt was not paid off until the mid-sixties. 

In a recent history of the parish, I wrote the following about Father 
Selhorst: "Every current, past, and future member of this church owes or 
will owe a lasting debt of gratitude to this highly religious and resourceful 
man who was principally responsible for the beautiful church in which we 
now worship." 

Built of multi-colored Catawba stone laid in a coursed ashlar man­
ner, the structure looks much today as it did fifty years ago. A statue of 
Saint Patrick, holding a pastoral staff in his left hand and a raised sham­
rock in his right, adds a special touch to the front of the structure. 

Since its opening, the building's interior has been extensively reno­
vated and remodeled - first in 1987 and again in 1995, following a seri­
ous fire which destroyed precious Mass vessels, ecclesiastical vestments, 
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church decorations, candles, and candle holders. Just before the year 
2000, serious deterioration was noticed on the outside stonework, and 
interior walls had also experienced moisture leakages. The church re­
paired the exterior mortar joints and cracks between the sidewalks and 
buildings, in addition to resealing all the stained-glass windows to prevent 
future water damage. Currently, the old Gassman home, now the Par­
ish Hall, is undergoing renovation and remodeling. The total cost of all 
improvements between 1953 and 2000, including the installation of mod­
ern air conditioning and an upgrade to the heating system, has exceeded 
$600,000. 

Sale of the Original Church 

To help reduce the parish's original construction debt, Father Selhorst 
received permission from the bishop to sell the original church building. 
It was first offered for sale at $20,000; when no interest was shown, the 
price was reduced to $15,000, and the building was finally sold during 
the 1956 Christmas season to the Lexington Telephone Company, which, 
coincidentally, occupied the site at the corner of Randolph and Washing­
ton Streets, where Mass had been first offered in the old Lexington fire 
or engine house. 

During the period when the original building was for sale, Father 
Selhorst received the following note from the chancellor of the diocese, 

FIGURE 5 

Groundbreaking for present church building, 1952. 
Far left: Father Selhorst; foreground, Bishop Ireton . 
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Father Justin McClunn: "Bishop Ireton told me to let you know that the 
theologians are so unanimous on the point that he just will not be able to 
OK its sale to a Protestant Congregation for purposes of worship." Inter­
estingly, after being used for three years as a storage facility, the telephone 
company sold the building to the Lexington Baptist Church, which re­
tained title for another three years. 

Today, the original Saint Patrick's Church is the Gospel Way Church 
of God in Christ, and an attractive bulletin board in front of it proclaims: 
"Exalt Ye The Lord Our God And Worship At His Footstool For He Is 
Holy." 

Hundredth Anniversary of the Parish 

The hundredth anniversary of St. Patrick's parish was celebrated on 
March 16 and 17, 1974, coinciding with Saint Patrick's presumed date of 
death. Acting Richmond Bishop Walter F. Sullivan officiated at the Satur­
day early-evening Mass, which was followed by an impressive dinner and 
dance in Washington and Lee's Evans Dining Hall. Present at the cel­
ebration were John Sheridan's grandson,James Sheridan, then owner of 
Hamric and Sheridan Jewelers, and members of his family.James's moth­
er, Mrs. C. W. Sheridan, the oldest living parishioner, was honored. For 
the centennial, John Sheridan's grandniece, Ruth S. Holland, wrote the 
first parish history. 

John Sheridan 

John Sheridan, born on March 15, 1847, in County Meath, Ireland, im­
mediately northwest of Dublin, arrived in the United States at the age 
of four. Except for his military service in the Civil War, he lived in Lex­
ington from age fourteen until his death on May 29, 1929, at eighty-two. 
Sheridan is rightly considered the father of Saint Patrick's parish and, as 
an Irishman, may well have suggested its name. A number of his direct 
descendants live in our area. 

In 1862, when he was fifteen, he volunteered for Confederate service 
at Churchville in Augusta County. The youngster served in Company C, 
14th Virginia Cavalry,* which consisted of fourteen companies. His cav­
alry experience influenced his later life. 

* 

The livery stable at 35 North Main Street in Lexington was designed 

During Sheridan's active service, the 600-man regiment saw frequent action in 
Virginia and West Virginia and was with General J. E. B. Stuart's cavalry force 
at the Battle of Gettysburg at the extreme left of the Confederate line. On the 
retreat to Virginia, the 14th guarded prisoners and a long wagon supply train. 
Sheridan was captured at the Battle of Droop' s Mountain in West Virginia on No­
vember 6, 1863, by Union General William Averell's forces, and spent one year, 
six months, and six days as a prisoner of war before returning to Lexington. 
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FIGURE 6 

John Sheridan, 1847-1929: father of St. 
Patrick's Church, photographed c. 1900 

and constructed for him in 1887. 
He had established a smaller stable 
at the site in 1879, at age thirty-two, 
fourteen years after his return to 
Lexington at the end of the Civil 
War. 

His livery business carried the 
United States mail and operated a 
stagecoach line connecting Lexing­
ton, Staunton, and Hot Springs, in 
addition to boarding, renting, and 
selling horses. Today, in the main 
dining area on the first floor of the 
building is a large, attractive, wall­
size depiction of a Sheridan coach 
on the road to a destination. 

Immediately behind the liv­
ery was the Sheridan Ice House, 
some seventy-five feet from the in­
tersection of Henry and Randolph 
Streets. It had a freezing engine 

room, a freezing tank, and an ice house. 
Colonel]. T. L. Preston, often referred to as the "Father of V.M.I.," 

owned considerable property east of Main Street, including acreage tra­
versed by Randolph Street. He sold a number of parcels for "a certain 
sum of money" on July 30, 1863, to George W. Shields; not unusually, that 
section of Lexington became known as Shields Hill. In time, Shields built 
two dwellings on the west side of Randolph. The houses changed hands 
several times and, ultimately,John Sheridan, on November 27, 1887, pur­
chased the dwelling at what is now 112 North Randolph for $1,115. He 
lived there until May 1926, when he sold the property. (Subsequent own­
ers of 112 North Randolph found unique uses for the structure. In 1970, 
J.B. Lewis Jr. purchased the property and converted it into a funeral par­
lor. Today, it is 'The Piano Place," where both piano and guitar instruc­
tion is offered.) Sheridan moved to a much larger brick residence at 201 
Randolph, at the corner of Massie Street, less than a block away but on 
the opposite side of the street. (The second property remained in the 
Sheridan family well into the twentieth century.) 

As a former cavalryman, John Sheridan did not like to walk. His 
long-time home at 112 North Randolph Street was one and a half blocks 
from both Saint Patrick's original church and his livery stable, and less 
than one block from his ice house. Small wonder he was so successful. 
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F I GURE 7 

St. Patrick's Church today. 

Henry Boley, in Lexington In Old Virginia, published in 1936, wrote: 
'The Catholic Church was never large in Lexington, but has always been 
well represented. John Sheridan, its outstanding member for many years, 
was one of, if not the most charitable citizens who ever lived in Lexington. 
Thousands of good deeds graced his long and successful life." 

In the closing chapters, Boley further commented: "The author de­
sires to name some of those whom he remembers with affection and grati­
tude, who added richness to the social, intellectual, political and spiritual 
life of Lexington since the turn of the century and who have passed on 
to their reward." And, yes, there in a list of 144 Lexingtonians stands the 
name of John Sheridan. 

Sheridan continued a highly successful business until the Model T 
Ford caused such a serious decline in the carriage business that he finally 
sold the livery building to the Rockbridge Steam Laundry in 1919. H e 
had conducted a thriving business at this site for forty years. Laundry 
operations required more space for modern equipment, and in time the 
original building was enlarged eastward toward Randolph Street. 

The laundry ceased operation in 1970 and some three years later 
the structure was purchased by three local businessmen, Thomas C. Brad­
shaw, Charles L. Harrar, and Carlson R. Thomas, who transformed the 
main floor into an arcade of specialty shops known as Old Main Stree t. 
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Finally, in 1994, Ugo and Gina Benincasa purchased Old Main Street 
and three years later converted it into today's popular and well-known 
dining establishment, aptly called the Sheridan Livery Inn. The exterior 
of the old livery remains much as it was in the late 1880s, but the interior 
has been beautifully upgraded. 

Sheridan died in 1929 and, appropriately for a Confederate veteran, 
rests in peace in the Stonewall Jackson Cemetery, approximately a hun­
dred feet from the general's statue. His prominent headstone bears the 
names of five other Sheridans also interred in his plot. 

He was truly a man of faith and perseverance. * 
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The Great Lee Chapel Controversy and the 
'Little Group of Willful Women' 

Who Saved the Shrine of the South 

Pamela Hemenway Simpson 

I N 1922, an editorial in the Norfolk Virginian-Pilot declared, "The South 
has but one Lee and that Lee has but one tomb - that enclosed in 
the small brick mausoleum constructed against the rear wall of the 

Washington and Lee Chapel. "1 The editorial went on to criticize the uni­
versity's plan to enlarge the chapel, but the editorialist's simple combina­
tion of "Lee," "tomb," and "chapel," identified all the essential elements 
for the making of a shrine. 

In 1922, in the name of preserving that shrine, Washington and Lee 
University officials proposed tearing down the chapel and replacing it with 
a larger, grander building deemed more fitting as a memorial to house 
the Lee tomb. The proposal unleashed a storm of protest that has since 
become known as the "Great Lee Chapel Controversy."2 For nearly two 
years, well-meaning groups debated the meaning of commemoration and 
how a building might embody historical memory- or not. An analysis of 
that debate reveals much about the memorialization process, about early 
efforts at historic preservation, about differences between early-twentieth­
century "progressive" and "conservative" views, and about the differences 
in men's and women's approaches to power. This essay explores how Lee 
Chapel came to be identified as the Shrine of the South and how a small 
group of local women preservationists managed to save it. 

How Lee Chapel Became the Center of Attention 

In 1922, many buildings were associated with Lee. His home at Arlington 
was still standing, though part of a national cemetery. His family home at 
Stratford was an important historical landmark that linked the Lee fam­
ily with both the Revolutionary and 
the Civil Wars. The house in which 
Lee lived for the last two years of 
his life and where he died was a key 
element on the Washington and 
Lee campus. Why, then, was it the 
university chapel that would be­
come the Shrine of the South? 

The obvious answer is that Lee 
was buried there: The burial sites 
of saints and the places where their 
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relics remain often become shrines. Yet evidence emerges from the 1922 
controversy to suggest that while the tomb was venerated for most of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the chapel building itself 
was not. That circumstance was to change as a result of the debate over 
the university's plans for "reconstruction" of the building. 

A History of Lee Chapel 

Washington and Lee University traces its origins to Augusta Academy, a 
small preparatory school founded by Scots-Irish Presbyterians in 1749. 
Later, during the American Revolution, it renamed itself Liberty Hall 
Academy. After the war, when George Washington endowed it with a gen­
erous gift of canal stock, the grateful school changed its name again, to 
Washington College. By 1783, it was granting baccalaureate degrees, and 
in the early nineteenth century, it developed an impressive Greek Revival 
campus on the edge of the small Valley of Virginia town ofLexington.3 

In 1865, the board of trustees elected the defeated Confederate Gen­
eral Robert E. Lee to be president- apparently without consulting him as 
to whether h e would consider the job. To their surprise and delight, Lee 
accepted. He later commented that it was the only offer he had received 
that allowed him to serve his country rather than exploit his name. In his 
acceptance letter, Lee said that it was "the duty of every citizen to do all in 
his power to aid in the restoration of peace and harmony. "4 During his five 
years as president of Washington College (1865-70) , Lee helped to change 
the once-sectarian classical academy into a modern, innovative university. 

Although the school was no longer associated with the Presbyterian 
Church, the Christian faith was still h eld basic and chapel attendance was 
a core element in college life. The institution urgently needed a new cha­
pel building because so many young men had enrolled in "General Lee's 
College," as it came to be called, that the old chapel room on the colon­
nade could no longer accommodate them. Early in 1866, accordingly, 
Lee recommended to the trustees that a new chapel be built. 5 The board 
accepted the proposal and by the following year, the chapel was finished. 

The question of who actually designed the chapel has long been 
debated. The board of trustees minutes refer to a "plan prepared by Presi­
dent Lee." In 1922, a retired professor at the school claimed that the new 
chapel had been designed and supervised by George Washington Custis 
Lee, Lee's son, who was teaching at the nearby Virginia Military Institute. 
In 1909, Custis Lee wrote a friend that the design for the chapel had come 

FIGURE 1 (FACING PAGE) 

Lee Chapel; photograph by Patrick Hinely. 

"out of book" and that it had been 
used because it was "simple and com­
paratively inexpensive. "6 Against all 
this is a letter from an engineering 
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professor at V.M.I. named Thomas H. Williamson, who wrote to his daugh­
ter in 1866, "I have been thrown a good deal with General Lee lately. The 
buildings Committee at the College got me to design the new chapel . .. 
and I have made all the working drawings and written all the specifications 
all of which I had to confer with the General and explain to him. "7 

Lee, his son Custis, and Williamson were all trained engineers, and 
were probably all involved in the planning for the chapel, but the William­
son letter leaves little doubt that he should be credited with the creation of 
the design. Williamson had introduced a course on architecture at V.M.I. 
in 1848 and had even written a textbook for it. 8 The chapel he designed 
draws heavily from the Romanesque style and was probably influenced by 
James Renwick's 1849 Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C. The 
Smithsonian had been the focus of an 1849 book by Robert Dale Owen 
called Hints on Public Architecture, Containing, among Illustrations, Views and 
Plans of the Smithsonian Institution. With numerous plates, Owen presented 
the Smithsonian and its details. Williamson was well aware of the book: 
It was in the V.M.I. library and he quoted from it in his own textbook. 
It may have been Owen's Hints on Public Architecture to which Custis Lee 
referred to when he said the design came from a book. While the letter 
from Williamson to his daughter clearly establishes him as the architect, it 
was not discovered until 1943, so the debate about the chapel's architect 
continued for a large portion of this century, with many claiming Robert 
E. Lee's or Custis Lee's authorship.9 

The Lee Memorial 

Lee was also responsible for another addition to the campus during his 
tenure as president: his own house, designed by another V.M.I. professor, 
who also used an architectural pattern book as a source. Completed in 
1868, it was here that Lee died in October 1870. 

The university mounted a grand funeral and Lee's body lay in state, 
guarded by students, before he was laid to rest in the basement of the cha­
pel. Even while the ceremonies were under way, officials were planning a 
suitable memorial. The newly created Lee Memorial Association commis­
sioned a life-size marble statue of Lee by Richmond sculptor Edward V. 
Valentine in 1871.10 Valentine was a natural choice; less than a year earlier, 
during a weeklong visit to Lexington in May 1870, he had made a life por­
trait of Lee for which he modeled a bust and took detailed measurements 
of Lee's head. The sculptor also measured Lee's horse, Traveller, indicat­
ing that he anticipated an equestrian statue as well. 

The image Valentine created for the Memorial Association, however, 
was of Lee asleep on his camp bed. A monument to Queen Louisa of 
Prussia in Charlottenburg by the German sculptor C. D. Rauch appar-
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FIGURE 2 

Robert E. Lee's funeral,October 1870, with the Lee Chapel at center right; 
photo by Michael Miley. 
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ently served as a model for the idea of a recumbent, sleeping figure. A 
much-fingered photograph of the statue survives in the Valentine papers. 
According to Valentine, it was Mrs. Lee herself who suggested the idea of 
presenting Lee asleep, not in death.11 

Five months after receiving the commission, Valentine presented a 
plaster model for approval. The unveiling of the completed stone carv­
ing, made from a five-ton piece of Vermont marble, drew crowds to Val­
entine's Richmond studio in April 1875. Much admired by all who saw 
it, the statue was crated and shipped to Lexington on April 13. The Me­
morial Association encountered great difficulty, however, in raising the 
$15,000 cost of the statue and the $12,000 needed for the mausoleum 
addition. In 1877, the effort was greatly aided when Baltimore architect 
J. Crawford Neilson offered his services to design the chapel addition free 
of charge, but it still took another six years to raise the money to build it. 

In June 1883, dignitaries from all over the South came to Lexington 
for the dedication of the Lee Mausoleum. The gleaming white marble 
statue dominated a memorial room on the main level. The mausoleum 
was one level below, in the chapel basement, where Lee's office was also 
preserved as he had left it. The college students and V.M.I. cadets took 
turns guarding the statue and welcoming a growing number of visitors. 

Plans for a New Lee Chapel 

During the last years of the nineteenth century, the statue and tomb were 
objects of veneration, but there is evidence to show that such was not the 
case for the chapel building itself. In 1922, a student named John Glenn, 
who had attended Washington College from 1877 to 1879, recalled that 
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FIGURE 3 

Mausoleum addition to the Lee Chapel, extreme right, 1883; photo by Michael Miley. 
The newly constructed Newcomb Hall is to the left of the Colonnade. 

no one ever referred to the building as "Lee Chapel"; he did not remem­
ber "anyone in Lexington " looking on the chapel with special veneration. 
In fact, he remembered it as an "exceedingly unattractive brick building" 
that was "entirely out of harmony with the old buildings of the Univer­
sity." He concluded: "There is nothing about the building to make it a 
worthy memorial."12 

On the centennial celebration of Lee 's birth in 1907, the Lee Memo­
rial Association broached the subject of improving the chapel building. It 
was reported that the visiting dignitary Charles Francis Adams Jr., noted 
historian and author of several admiring essays on Lee, had said to a com­
panion upon leaving the building, "The only reproach to General Lee's 
memory is this chapel which he allowed to deface his campus."13 

Custis Lee was consulted about the family's feelings in the matter 
and said, "There will be no objection, I am sure, on the part of any mem­
ber of General Lee's family to anything the authorities may decide to do 
to the chapel."14 But because of the Bankers' Panic of 1907, nothing came 
of the Memorial Association's plans, at least not right away. 

Thirteen years later, however, the United Daughters of the Confed­
eracy entered into a contract with the university to provide a custodian for 
the chapel and an endowment to pay her. By this year, there were appar­
ently some 1,500 annual visitors and the student/ cadet guardianship was 
unable to accommodate the volume. The agreement brought the United 
Daughters of the Confederacy into a direct role in the care of the chapel, 
a development of considerable significance in its subsequent history. 

In 1921, Washington and Lee 's president, Henry Louis Smith (Fig-
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ure 4) gave an impassioned address to the general convention of the 
U.D.C. in St. Louis, calling for the complete "reconstruction" of the cha­
pel "from the foundation to the roof. "15 He claimed the old building was 
a fire hazard, that it was unsafe, and that it endangered not only the statue 
and tomb but also the university's art collection, which had come to be 
housed in it. The building was so unattractive, he complained, that it dis­
graced the sacred memory of Lee. The national U.D.C. responded, voting 
to raise $100,000 to reconstruct the chapel. 

President Smith had already secured the approval of the university's 
board of trustees, and he thought he had the support of the Lee family 
as well, though subsequent events would prove him wrong. Smith asked 
the university's architects, Flournoy and Flournoy of Washington, D.C., 
for several proposals that would preserve the statue, tomb, and office, 
but also more than double the size of the building, essentially replacing it 
with a grand Neo-Georgian structure with a 1,200-seat auditorium16 (Fig­
ure 5) . One of the pressing needs at the university, according to Smith, 
was a place large enough to seat the entire student body. He also believed 
that a new design would be more fitting as a memorial and more in sym­
pathy with the classical architecture of the campus. 

The Great Lee Chapel 
Controversy 

Smith announced the plans in 1922 
and launched a fundraising cam­
paign to bring it about. But much 
to his dismay, he almost immediate­
ly encountered a tide of opposition, 
and it rose steadily. Smith wrote to 
Mary Lee, wife of trustee Robert 
E. Lee III, Lee's grandson, in hurt 
bewilderment: "A few daughters of 
the Confederacy in Lexington have 
suddenly determined to block the 
plans of the Trustees and the UDC 
to reconstruct and fireproof the 
chapel. They have called a meeting 
in the absence of their two chief 
officers, have passed urgent resolu­
tions against touching this historic 
building, have gotten the ultra con­
servative editor of one of the town 
papers to take the leadership in the 

FIGURE 4 

Henry Louis Smith, president of 
Washington and Lee University, 1912-29. 
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FIGURE 5 

Proposal for Lee Chapel reconstruction and enlargement, 1922, Fluornoy & Fluornoy. 

movement, and have sent his editorial and their resolutions to every chap­
ter of the UDC in the United States."17 

The rector of the board of trustees, William A. Anderson, a Civil 
War veteran and noted Virginia politician, also expressed surprise at the 
sudden insurrection when he wrote a friend that, acting on some "hal­
lucination," a few local women were making a "commotion," adding that 
he could not "give a satisfactory diagnosis" or explanation consistent with 
what he knew to be the ladies' "lovely character and recognized intelli­
gence and good sense."18 
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In Lexington, the Mary Custis 
Lee Chapter of the United Daugh­
ters of the Confederacy had indeed 
organized to oppose the univer­
sity's plans. The chapter, founded 
in 1895, had more than a hundred 
members by 1922, including some 
of the most prominent women in 
town. Alice Marian Miller White 
(Figure 6) led the opposition effort 
and organized a letter-writing cam­
paign.19 President Smith claimed 
that she had done it "in the ab­
sence" of the local chapter's offi­
cers, but in reality, there was little 
dissent within the group. 

Another of the leaders was 
Jeannie Hopkins (Figure 7), niece FIG u RE 6 

of Matthew W. Paxton, editor of Alice Marian Miller (Mrs. Reid) White. 

the Rockbridge County News. The 

79 

newspaper's office manager, she used her influence to enlist her uncle's 
aid. It is evident from subsequent events that the women adopted the 
newspaper as their public voice, funneling material to Paxton, who gladly 
supported their cause and became their spokesperson. The chapter also 
won the support of the Virginia State U.D.C., that of its president, Anne 
Norvell Otey Scott, and, most important, that of Mary Lee, the second 
wife of General Lee's grandson and namesake. 

The two sides waged a bitter campaign based mostly on letter-writ­
ing, newspaper editorials, printed pamphlets, and countless instances 
of personal politicking. Unable to understand what was happening, the 
men in authority at the university called on the national U.D.C. to bring 
the troops into line. National President Lenora Rogers Schuyler tried. In 
several letters, she scolded the Mary Custis Lee Chapter for its opposi­
tion, writing that if local chapters were allowed to take this unorthodox 
method of opposing the national group, the U.D.C. would "not be able to 
accomplish anything of importance. "20 

Late in the summer of 1922, Schulyer and Bessie C. Rogers, head 
of the U.D.C. committee charged with raising the funds for the chapel 
project, came to Lexington to confer with President Smith and Rector 
Anderson. Smith and Anderson reassured the women that there were only 
a few dissenters and that they could be easily quelled, but Schuyler and 
Rogers were not so sure. Mrs. Rogers later wrote to Anderson that she was 
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heartsick over the problems and 
concluded, "So you see that ' little 
group of willful women'. . . have 
held up the work and are making 
no end of trouble. "21 

The local wom en were in­
deed making trouble. Their letter­
writing campaign was filled with 
impassioned rhetoric. T he chapel 
was "a most holy procession" whose 
"sacred atmosphere" had been cre­
ated by tradition. "Spare, keep and 
guard the chapel," wrote Mary Lee, 
"for in spite of Dr. Smith, the cha­
pel is the shrine and not the tomb 
and mausoleum alone. "22 

H ere was the key: Before the 
FIGURE 7 controversy, attention focused on 
Jeannie Hopkins. the statue, mausoleum, and office, 

but now that the chapel was threat­
en ed with demolition, those associations were transferred to it. "This little 
chapel represents a period in which General Lee lived in Lexington ," 
wrote one defender. "It represents the courage, fortitude, endurance of 
the South's great h ero, General Lee who was the designer and practically 
the builder! "23 

The persistent belief that Lee actually designed the chapel seems to 
have arisen from these 1922 arguments, which tried to associate him with 
the building in every way possible. Anne Norvell Otey Scott, the president 
of the Virginia U.D.C., claimed that "Lee Chapel is more identified with 
General Lee than any other building in the world. It was built through his 
efforts, under his supervision , with the gifts of an impoverished people. 
Lee worshipped there daily. "24 

President Smith and the trustees countered the women's arguments 
with their own, evoking Lee's name to defend their plans. They called on 
the "sacred trust" to create a building that would h ave architectural digni­
ty worthy of Lee's memory and of his tomb. They claimed that Lee's spirit 
was present in the university h e had created and n ot in the actual bricks of 
what was clearly an ugly building. In their propaganda they claimed that 
the ch apel was "erected during a period when American architecture had 
reached its lowest ebb. "25 

The ch apel 's defenders countered that telling them th at the build­
ing was ugly had as much effect as "criticism m ade to a man about his 
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mother's countenance. "26 It didn't matter if she was ugly or not; you loved 
her anyway. The chapel, however humble, was filled with hallowed memo­
ries and must be left untouched. 

At the U.D.C.'s general convention in Birmingham, Alabama, in No­
vember 1922, the leaders of the Lexington chapter and the Virginia State 
delegation introduced a resolution calling for preservation of the chapel. 
But the national U.D.C. stood behind the college authorities, and Lenora 
Schuyler ruled the convention with a determined hand. The convention 
defeated the Virginia resolution. A Birmingham newspaper reported that 
when the votes were counted, some of the Virginia delegates wept, while 
others leapt to their feet and cried, "We have not yet begun to fight! "27 

Smith 's victory in Birmingham was hollow, however, and he knew it. 
After a year of continuous, rising controversy and a debate that he char­
acterized as reaching "depths of falsehood and personal hostility," Smith 
felt that compromise was necessary if the project were to go ahead. 28 Early 
in 1923, he traveled to Boston to consult with Ralph Adams Cram, famed 
architect of ecclesiastical and collegiate buildings. They conceived a plan 
that would leave the chapel intact while adding a new building at its rear 
and taking down the back wall of the mausoleum to open the statue vault 
to the new structure. Smith quickly had his architects develop the scheme 
and then further consulted with Fiske Kimball, noted restoration archi­
tect and head of the architecture school at the University of Virginia. The 
National Fine Arts Commission also approved the plan. Smith proudly 
presented the compromise in a news release that was published in news­
papers across the eastern United States, including the New York Times on 
March 23, 1923, as "The Final Solution of the Lee Chapel Problem" (Fig­
ure 8). But while Smith had secured the approval of the national U.D.C. 
executive committee and of Mary Lee, he had not won over the Mary 
Custis Lee Chapter or the Virginia State U.D.C., all of whom reiterated 
their demand that the chapel not be changed in any way. The proposed 
addition, they pointed out, would "mar the dignity and tragically impair 
the historic and inspirational service of the chapel as it is and as it was 
when General Lee worshipped and presided within its sacred precinct. "29 

The women launched a renewed letter-writing campaign that gained 
the backing of a number of national and international dignitaries. A "build­
ing like the Lee Chapel has really become the property of the American 
race and whatever you think of the fitness of the building, it really ought 
to be beyond our power to touch it," declared the British dramatistJohn 
Drinkwater. 30 Letters of opposition also came from Congressman Henry 
St. George Tucker, Lady Nancy Astor (the Virginia-born member of the 
British Parliament), the Colonial Dames, the Sons of the Confederacy, 
and, finally, from former President and Mrs. Woodrow Wilson. 31 
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FIGURE 8 

"Final Solution" proposal for the Lee Chapel, 1923 

In January 1924, Smith and his trustees admitted defeat. They spent 
the $6,000 that had been raised on fireproofing the building and left the 
chapel unchanged. But Lee Chapel had gained something in the contro­
versy: It had become the focal point of Lee veneration. Neither the house 
where he lived and died nor any other building would ever be as closely 
linked with him as this chapel. It was now the "Shrine of the South." 

Analysis of the Debate 

What can we learn from the Great Lee Chapel Controversy? One obvious 
lesson is that association with a distinguished person was more important 
than architectural style in early preservation work. The women defenders 
readily conceded the argument that the chapel was unattractive and out 
of keeping with the other buildings on the campus. But the associations 
with Lee were so strong that they trumped any architectural criticism. 

President Smith and the trustees also valued and used the Lee asso­
ciations, but they linked them to specific objects - the statue, the tomb, 
and the office - rather than to a building that they claimed had been put 
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up cheaply and quickly out of expediency. Rector William Anderson made 
that point in a letter to Bessie Rogers when he said the chapel was built 
with "scant and inadequate means" and was now "utterly inadequate" for 
the purpose for which it had been designed. 32 

Smith and the trustees also argued for a more abstract ideal: Lee's 
legacy as living on in the university he had created. The tomb and the stat­
ue represented the spiritual force of Lee's presence, Smith wrote. It was 
imperative that the entire student body should be able to see them. "Since 
we cannot possibly preserve both [the spirit and the too-small chapel], we 
have concluded that the hovering spirit is of more value than brick and 
mortar and that it is greater to conserve General Lee 's influence for the 
future than this building which represents the past."33 

The "innovators" asserted that Lee had been a forward-thinking ed­
ucational leader who would have embraced the opportunity to improve 
the buildings on the campus. Trustee John W. Davis wrote: "Those who 
would leave the chapel unchanged are influenced by their reverence for 
the traditions clustered around it .. .. Those who think a change impera­
tive are thinking of the spiritual influence on the students yet to come. 
One view looks to the past, the other to the future. " He concluded: "I can­
not help feeling that if Lee himself could speak in the matter he would 
say, 'I choose to stay with the boys. "'34 

President Smith, Lenora Schuyler, the trustees, and their supporters 
thought that they were offering a "more fitting" memorial, one that was 
grander and more architecturally attractive. Its Beaux Arts-inspired Neo­
Georgian forms were the dominant style of the period for college cam­
puses. The architect Ralph Adams Cram had created a central campus in 
the style for nearby Sweet Briar College only a few years before. The style 
was also popular at Harvard and Princeton. By this standard, President 
Smith and his friends represented progressive, modern thinking while 
the local women seemed sentimental, nostalgic, and conservatively root­
ed in the past. 

The controversy is equally revealing for what it demonstrates about 
gender roles and approaches to power. Smith and his colleagues epito­
mized the white, male elite. They were accustomed to power, and to ma­
nipulating organizational structures to achieve their goals. Smith enlisted 
the national leadership of the U.D.C. as well as recognized authorities in 
architecture and art for support. He repeatedly cited their profession­
al expertise in seeking to legitimize the project. In contrast, the ladies 
formed a grass-roots network, turning to sympathetic men who could 
help make their protest heard. 

Smith and his supporters were clearly surprised by what had hap­
pened. Privately, they belittled the women, dismissing their opposition 
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as stemming from "hallucinations" and "willfulness." The rector of the 
board, trying to be generous in his reading of the situation, supposed that 
the women were acting inconsistently with what he knew to be their true 
character: Such "lovely, intelligent, sensible" women were not expected to 
behave this way, though he could not "diagnose" why they did. The impli­
cation was that they were ill, and references to "delusions" and "hysteria" 
were frequent. Meanwhile, Anderson, the board rector, praised President 
Smith for having "borne himself manfully. "35 

According to Smith's and Anderson's view, the women were subver­
sive. Not only did they challenge the male authorities in their community; 
they even started a mini-civil war within the U .D.C. Historian Fitzhugh 
Brundage has written that groups such as the U.D.C. took leadership in 
the period from 1900 to 1920 as the keepers of southern memory. At 
a time when women were given little opportunity for public roles, such 
groups gave them a voice . In preserving the monuments to such male 
leaders of the past as Lee, they could uphold traditional patriarchy even 
while challenging the tradition of female subservience.36 The women of 
the Mary Custis Lee Chapter did just that. They believed so strongly in 
their ideal that they were willing to ignore the pronouncements of distin­
guished architects, powerful men, and their own national organization. 
In the end, they won because they refused to give up. 

One more point deserves to be made. It is tempting to use modern 
ideas about "uppity women" refusing to bend to male power structures 
to cast these women as feminist heroines. The idea would have shocked 
them. These were not feminists. Many of them even had deep-set ambiva­
lence about female suffrage . What they defended was not their right to 

FIGURE 9 

Interior of the Lee Chapel, with the Recumbent Statue by Valentine at the center, 
about 1890; photograph by Michael Miley. 
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challenge authority, but instead the very conservative position that we 
have come to know as the Lost Cause.James Lindgren and other scholars 
have observed that, in the face of modernist change, white, Anglo-Saxon 
Americans such as the Mary Custis Lee Chapter used history and its mon­
uments as a means to assert their control over the past. Lindgren called 
it the "Gospel of Preservation. "37 In Lost Cause rhetoric, Robert E. Lee 
became a saint-like hero. The warrior-knight effigy of Valentine's reclin­
ing statue and the sacred reliquary of the chapel building were the visual 
embodiment of their hagiography. 

George Orwell once observed that he who controls the past controls 
the future. The women of the Mary Custis Lee Chapter eventually did 
just that by making themselves the guardians of Lee Chapel. President 
Smith's abstract ideas about Lee's spirit living on in his university may 
have made for some fine speeches, but it was cerebral and sterile com­
pared with the emotional appeal of an actual building that Lee had built, 
used daily, and was buried in. Thus the women who controlled the past 
did indeed control the future. They galvanized feelings about the impor­
tance of the structure. They successfully transferred the Lee associations 
to it, even perpetuating the myth that he was the architect. They made the 
chapel itself the shrine. 

Lee Chapel, Preserved 

In the end, the defenders prevailed. The chapel remained (Figure 9), 
and Smith and the trustees were left merely to do some repairs. The 
new attention brought to the chapel, however, inspired the creation of a 
more formal museum display in the basement in 1927. Working with the 

FIGURE 10 

Interior of Lee Chapel today; 
photograph by Patrick Hinely. 
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U.D.C., whose members continued as the building's guardians, university 
officials placed various items of Lee memorabilia on display, including 
the bones of his horse, Traveller.38 The mount that had carried Lee all 
through the Civil War had outlived him by only a year and had been bur­
ied in a ravine behind the campus. In 1875, probably in anticipation of 
placing the bones on display at the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition, 
they were dug up, though they never actually went to Philadelphia. In 
1907, they were assembled and put on display in the natural history mu­
seum on campus, where they remained until they were moved to the new 
Lee Museum in the chapel basement. 

A more ambitious restoration of the chapel took place in 1960. This 
time, the idea was to preserve it, not to tear it down. With a $376,000 
grant from the Ford Motor Company Fund, university officials complete­
ly refurbished the building. The well-known Boston firm of Perry, Hep­
burn, Shaw and Dean, which had supervised the restoration of Colonial 
Williamsburg, served as consultants.39 Using contemporary standards of 
restoration, they replaced most of the structural elements with modern 
materials, the old wooden rafters with steel, and the wooden basement 
floor with concrete, reinforcing the columns with steel, rebuilding the 
walls to make them true, and adding air conditioning, a sprinkler system, 
and modern wiring. They did it all without visible changes to the surfaces 
seen by visitors. The museum display in the basement was completely re­
furbished and Traveller's bones, which were put in storage during the res­
toration, were eventually reburied outside the mausoleum walls in 1971. 

As extensive as the 1960s renovations were, no restoration lasts forever. 
In 199-7, the university raised $1 million to update the heating, ventilation, 
and electrical systems, to make the building accessible to handicapped visi­
tors, and to modernize the basement museum display. Traveller's gravesite 
was also landscaped and refurbished. The renovated chapel opened again 
in May 1999, in time for the college's 250th-anniversary celebrations. 

Lee Chapel continues to be a place of pilgrimage and a site forcer­
tain rituals even to this day (Figure 10). Some V.M .I. cadets approach­
ing the building salute, signaling their continued homage to Lee. Each 
October, the chapel bells ring out on the anniversary of Lee's death. In 
January, on Lee's birthday, the university community takes time out to 
gather in the chapel for a Founders' Day ceremony.40 Inaugurations and 
graduations take place on the lawn in front of the building. Every year, 
some 50,000 visitors still come to see this "priceless spiritual and historical 
possession," this "Shrine of the South." Few may realize it, but they can 
see the chapel today because of the determined efforts of a "little group 
of willful women" who in 1922 fought to save it. e(.. 
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When the Lights Came on in Lexington 
And Rockbridge County 

George Pryde 

C OULD YOU find your way around on a moonless night without 
streetlights, headlights, or even flashlights? 

Somehow people did just that, and did so for almost a cen­
tury after Lexington was founded. 

What was it like to live in the dark? 
Virginia Tech professor Roger Ekirch spent more than sixteen years 

studying the effect darkness had on people in pre-industrial society. He 
tells of the fears and superstitions engendered by darkness as well as the 
camaraderie of men and women gathering around a candle, an oil lamp, 
or a fireplace to spin tales - or spin some yarn.1 The pre-industrial age is 
generally considered to have ended by about 1830. But for Lexington and 
perhaps many other Virginia towns, that "dark age" lasted considerably 
longer, until well after the Civil War. 

Electricity Comes to Lexington 

The first record we have of any attempt to light Lexington's streets comes 
from an 1847 letter to the Lexington Gazette, forerunner of today's News­
Gazette, in which unnamed citizens plead:2 

We ernestly [sic] call the attention of our "City Fathers" the Mayor 
and Council to the necessity of lighting the streets of our benight­
ed town. The convenience and comfort it would afford would more 
than compensate for the small outlay called for, or the additional tax 
is [sic] would be necessary to levy . ... A few lamps, similar to those 
used on the grounds of the University and a small outlay for oil and 
a lamplighter would light our way and not lighten our pockets very 
much. Gentlemen, think of this earnestly. 

This impassioned plea went 
unheeded for a quarter century. 
Finally, in 1873, Lexington's town 
council authorized its streets com­
mittee to "purchase twenty street 
lamps and have them located at 
the most suitable points on the 
main streets of the Town, provid­
ed the cost does not exceed $500 
in purchase of Lamps, Posts, Coal 
Oil, & running the same for twelve 

A native of Wyoming and longtime 
resident of the New York City area, 
George Pryde was educated as a me­
chanical engineer, but spent his pro­
fessional career in advertising and 
marketing. Since retiring ' in 1996, he 
has indulged a life-long fascination 
with history, including a special inter­
est in how technology has affected our 
lives. A version of this paper was pre­
sented at the Society's May 24, 2004, 
meeting at the George C. Marshall 
Museum. 
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months."3 Soon afterward,]. William Breedlove was hired as Lexington's 
first lamplighter, at a salary of $125 per year.4 

The lamps were obviously considered a success, as only a few months 
later the town decided to increase the number of lamps from twenty to 
forty-eight.5 

FIGURE l 

National Hote l, about 1885, photographed by Michae l Miley. 
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FIGUR E 2 

Methodist Church group, photographed by Micha e l Miley. 
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FI G U R E 3 

Main Street, Lexington, photographed by Michael Miley. 

These first Lexington street lamps were probably similar in appear­
ance to the two reproduction street lamps now in front of the Stonewall 
Jackson House. A Michael Miley photograph (Figure 1) from the 1880s 
shows what may have been one of the original lamps, in front of the old 
National Hotel on North Main Street. 

In the mid-1880s, the original oil lamps were replaced by improved 
lamps made of stamped metal and furnished with round glass chimney­
globes. Like the earlier lamps, they were mounted on poles at street cor­
ners and in front of churches and other public places. These lamps ap­
pear in a number of photographs, the clearest of which is a Miley photo 
of a Trinity Methodist Church group (Figure 2). They are quite similar 
to the portable oil lanterns still used today for camping and emergency 
lighting. 

The cover photo of Henry Boley's local history, Lexington in Old Vir­
ginia, shows Main Street in the 1880s, with two of the metal lamps visible. 
(Figure 3). Boley described the oil-lamp era:6 

Before the advent of electricity into the town, there stood on each 
street corner picturesque oil lamps, and it was the small boys' delight 
to follow the lamplighter, with his little ladder, as he would light up 
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the streets and dispel the approaching darkness. The lights were few 
and far between, but as everyone, including the night watchman, was 
supposed to be at home by nine o'clock, at which time peace, silence 
and sleep settled on the community, lights were little needed. 

Picturesque, perhaps, but not everyone thought of the oil lamps 
fondly. From the beginning, there were problems. By the late 1880s, near­
ly every town council meeting included a discussion of dissatisfaction with 
the oil lamps or, more often, the lamplighters themselves. 

The first recorded mention of electric lighting occurs in early 1887, 
when town council resolved to form a special committee "to consider the 
propriety of substituting the Electric Light for that now used in lighting 
the Town .... "7 

A few weeks later, the Committee on Electric Lights recommended 
the "Thomson-Houston System of Electric Lights" and asked for a special 
vote on an $8,000 bond issue to finance it.8 Just a week later, however, the 
proposed ordinance was annulled by a council vote of four to two, only 
eight days before the scheduled vote. (Ballots h ad already been printed.) 
This seems to have been a rather h eated meeting. E. L. Quisenberry, one 
of the two council members who voted against repealing the ordinance, 
tendered his resignation. But the resignation was tabled and later ruled 
"not accepted," and he remained in office.9 

A year passed without further action on bringing electricity to Lex­
ington. Then, in April 1888, a Mr. W. N . Ruffin of the Thomson-Houston 
System of Electric Lights addressed the council. His proposal, details of 
which were not recorded, was discussed, then tabled because "in view of 
the large indebtedness of the town and the uncertain and insufficient sup­
ply of water, it is not deemed expedient to incur any expense in [chang­
ing] the system of lights now in use. "10 It is unclear whether the reference 
to the water supply concerned boiler feed water for a coal-fired power 
plant or river flow for a hydroelectric plant. 

Over the next year and a half, several proposals and petitions for 
schemes to electrify Lexington were presented to the council. An orga­
nization calling itself the Lexington Electric Light and Power Company 
appeared before the council at least twice, as did "Dr. J.T. Forbes and C.B. 
Guyen, representing themselves and others." On at least one occasion a 
petition "signed by some of the taxpayers and citizens of the town" urged 
action. All these proposals were voted down, tabled, or withdrawn. The 
reasons cited by the council were financial: already high taxes created a 
reluctance to budget for electric lighting .11 

Meanwhile, problems with the oil lamp system continued. The 
town council minutes for November 6, 1890, 12 reported that "Lamp­
lighters F __ and N _ _ having been fired by the Mayor U- W. 
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FIGURE 4 

Professor David C. Humphreys 
( 1855-1921) at home, about 

1895, photographed by 
Michael Miley. 

Houghawout] for dereliction of 
duty," the matter was referred to 
"the Committee on Lights."* 

Did "The Case of the Lazy 
Lamplighters" rekindle Lexing­
ton's interest in electric lights? 
Quite possibly. Just a month later, 
and for the first time in about eigh­
teen months, the council took ac­
tion on the subject: "On motion it 
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is ordered that the Committee on Water and Lights be requested to get all 
information concerning electric lights and report to the council as soon 
as practicable. "13 

Several factors had converged by the end of 1890 to bring Lexing­
ton, after nearly four years of dithering about funding, to address the 
need for electric power seriously : 

* 

• Urban electrification, launched with Thomas Edison 's 1882 
Pearl Street power plant in Manhattan, was happening all over 
the country. 14 

• It was happening nearby: Buena Vista had begun electric serv­
ice on June 4, 1890.15 

• The short-lived boom started in 1890 by the Lexington Devel­
opment Company, while it left few lasting marks, had at least 
spurred interest in municipal infrastructure improvements. A 
1959 Rockbridge Historical Society program commented: "The 
'boom' activity in this sleepy little village pointed out the ab­
sence of phones, electric lights and other gadgets which were 
the hallmarks of cosmopolitan life, and we find discussion and 
planning of these utilities which before long produced results. "16 

• Washington and Lee University needed better access to electric 
power. 

"' Lighting by oil lamps continued to be a vexing problem. 

I have withheld the names for fear that someone who has lived here much longer 
than I might be embarrassed to learn that a disgraced Lexington lamplighter was 
in the family tree. 
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Goshen truss bridge designed by 
David Humphreys. 
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The Committee on Water and 
Lights was apparently not able to 
gather enough information to sat­
isfy the council. In January 1891, 
Council asked the committee to 
"employ an expert and make re­
port of all information practicable 
in reference to lighting the town by 
electricity and make report at the 
earliest possible moment."17 

The expert selected was David C. Humphreys, professor of engineer­
ing at Washington and Lee (Figure 4). Humphreys was a logical choice. 
For some years, he had served Lexington as de facto town engineer. When 
streets, sewers, or water lines were put in place, Humphreys was called on 
to draw the plans. His skills included bridge design - his name appears 
on the truss bridge over the Maury River in Goshen (Figures 5 and 6) -
which was recently rebuilt after years of neglect. He also designed the 
pedestal on which sculptor Edward Valentine's statue of Stonewall Jack­
son was erected in 1893 in StonewallJackson Cemetery. 

When asked to lend a hand with electrification, Humphreys's first 
action was an appearance before the council, apparently an oral presen­
tation, for which he was given "a vote of thanks for his full and satisfactory 
report on the subject of Electric Lighting."18 

On May 5, 1891, Humphreys and Washington and Lee physics pro­
fessor S. J. Moreland brought a detailed written proposal to the council. 
A copy of this report exists at W&L19 (Figure 7), though the original has 
apparently been lost. 
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The Humphreys-Moreland 
proposal called for a direct current 
(DC) dynamo, a power station, and 
electric distribution lines to pow­
er up to forty arc lamps of 2,000 
nominal candlepower each.* A 
separate alternating current (AC) 
dynamo would power up to 700 
incandescent lamps of 16 nominal 
candlepower (about 50 to 60 watts) 
each. 20 The DC system would power 
Lexington's street lights, and the 
AC setup would provide electricity 
for homes, businesses, schools, and 
churches. 

Two alternatives were offered: 

w,,, .,Y.:: I 

FIGURE 7 a coal-fired steam power plant, to 
"Report on Electric Lighting 

be located at the corner of Henry of Lexington, Va.," 1891. 

and Randolph Streets, and a hydro-
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electric plant to be built on a dam in the Maury River. The water-powered 
version would be costlier to build but cheaper to operate, as no fuel cost 
would be incurred. Humphreys and Moreland unhesitatingly recom­
mended the water-power option, and the council agreed. 

Humphreys and Moreland were paid fifty dollars for their proposal, 
and subsequently were hired to draw up a plan for placing 37 arc lamps 
in Lexington. A blueprint copy of this plan resides in the W&L archives. 

Most of the arc lights were to be located, as might be expected, at the 
principal intersections in downtown Lexington. Along Main Street, they 
were to be spread out from Sellers Avenue at the south to near Hook Lane 
at the north. One light was to be at Jordans Point, then still a locus of 
manufacturing and warehousing. Just one light was allocated for W&L, to 
be mounted over the center of the Colonnade. V.M.I. also rated a single 
lamp, to be situated over the Washington Arch of the barracks. A lamp to 
be placed on Letcher Avenue at the boundary between the two schools 
would, in effect, be shared by the two institutions. 

By May 1892, Thomas W. Shelton and W. H. Waddell, together with un­
named associates, had formed or were in the process of forming the Lexing­
ton Electric Light and Power Company and were asked by the town council 
to draw up a contract to implement the Humphreys-Moreland proposal. 

* For arc lamps, the term "nominal candlepower," now obsolete, was arbitrary. The 
measure "2,000 c. p. " was typically applied to arc lamps using 450 watts. Incandes­
cent lamps used three to four watts per c.p. 
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In May, the contract was presented and approved at a specially called 
council meeting. The Lexington Electric and Power Company was award­
ed an exclusive grant for ten years to provide "a power of not less than 50 
nominal 2000 c.p. Arc lights and 700 nominal 16 c.p. incandescent lights 
... and shall be completed and furnishing lights not later than Janu­
ary 1st, 1893." The company was also to provide thirty-seven arc lamps as 
specified in the blueprint, and would charge Lexington $1,500 a year for 
power and maintenance. 

Commercial and residential rates for incandescent lights were based 
not on kilowatt-hours, electric meters being not yet available, but on the 
number of lights used. For businesses with three to five lamps, the rate 
would be $1.25 per month per lamp. For 21 or more lamps the rate would 
drop to $0.75 per month per lamp. Residential rates were to be slightly 
lower: $1 per month per lamp for three to five lamps. Electricity was to be 
provided only six hours per day on weekdays, from 4 to 10 p.m. and on Sat­
urdays from 4 p.m. to midnight. There would be no service on Sundays. 21 

Water power was free. So why wouldn't the company simply run its gen­
erator around the clock? Perhaps that would have meant additional wear 
and tear on the water turbines and dynamo, or additional labor costs. 
Then again, perhaps the company simply believed all good citizens would 
be tucked in bed and have no need of lights after 10 p.m. 

What is clear is that electricity was expensive. We can't easily imagine 
paying, even with today's money, a dollar a month for each light bulb, and 
for light to be provided only a few hours a day. In the 1890s, paying several 
dollars a month for such a limited amount of light must have seemed an 
enormous outlay, enough to deter all but the most affluent residents. 

Yet there was great interest in Lexington's plans to electrify. A 1940-
era reprint of an 1892 newspaper article reported: 22 

Lexington is to be lighted by electricity, and this before many months. 
A syndicate of Baltimore gentlemen recently purchased the fran­
chise granted some months ago by the town of Lexington to Messrs. 
Waddell and Shelton to install an electric light plant in the town. A 
charter was granted by Judge McLaughlin under the name of the 
Lexington Electric Light and Power Company with a capital stock 
of $30,000. This has been subscribed. The company has purchased 
from the Lexington Manufacturing Co. the first dam below the point 
for $5,000. The dam is to be used to furnish power and the hands 
are now at work under the supervision of E. R. Caricoff lowering the 
dam three feet." 

The dam was Reids Dam, also known as Ross Dam or Emores Dam, 
located about a mile and a quarter downstream from Jordans Point, 
where the Lexington Manufacturing Company was located. The dam and 
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FIGURE 8 

Remnants of Reids Dam. 

its boat lock were once used to allow canal boats to navigate the Maury 
River as far as the Lexington docks atJordans Point. 23 Presumably "lower­
ing the dam" refers to altering only a small section ofit in order to create 
a head of water to power the turbines. Remnants of Reids Dam and its 
lock can still be seen today from the Chessie Trail (Figure 8). The gener­
ating equipment was apparently located on the center of the dam, which 
was breached by a storm several decades ago, possibly Hurricane Camille 
in 1969. No remnants of the equipment are visible today, although parts 
of the iron or steel towers carrying the electric lines to downtown Lexing­
ton, a mile and a half from the dam, are reportedly still visible. 

The target date of January 1, 1893, came and went, and on January 
5, the power company was granted an extension until February 2.24 

At last the electric arc lights were turned on, and on February 9, the 
Lexington Gazette and Citizen proclaimed, "LIGHTED BY ELECTRICITY - The 
Lexington Electric Light Company turned on the lights on Friday night 
last ... our streets at night are lighted almost as well as by day. "25 

A newspaper clipping, dated only "1893," announced that "Lexing­
ton is now lighted by the brilliant glare of the electric light" and reported 
favorable public reaction to the street lights, although some people seem 
to have been a bit taken aback by the "brilliant glare." The article also re­
ported on unsuccessful attempts to "turn on the incandescent lights in the 
buildings. "26 
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FIGURE 9 

Colonnade at Washington and Lee University, about 1895; photograph by Michael Miley. 

The arc lights can be seen in a n umber of photos taken in the late 
nine teenth and early twentieth centuries, including those reproduced 
here (Figures 9 and 10). They remained in service until 1940, when they 
were replaced by modern street lamps, apparently of the sodium vapor 
type (Figure 11) .27 

Just when the incandescent lights were turned on is not recorded, 

FIGURE 10 

Looking north on Main Street . 
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FIGURE 11 

Campbell House, East Washington Street, early 1940s. 

although it was likely just a few days after the arc lights. Acceptance of 
the incandescent lights was quite slow, due no doubt to the high operat­
ing cost. Nearly a decade after the power became available, the Sanborn 
insurance map (the standard resource for measuring fire-insurance risk) 
reported only one Lexington business with electric lights: John Sheri-

FIGURE 12 

Lexington Presbyterian Church in the 1890s; photograph by Michael Miley. 



102 Proceedings of the Rockbridge Historical Society- Volume XIII 

dan's ice plant on Randolph Street. V.M.I. had electric lights in "all major 
buildings," but W&L only in Newcomb Hall; the administration building 
on the Colonnade and Lee Chapel were still lighted by oil lamps. The 
Ann Smith Academy was reported simply as having "no lights." Only two 
churches, Lexington Presbyterian and the Methodist Church on Main 
Street, had electric lights. Fancy light fixtures were unknown at this early 
stage of electrification; bare bulbs were the norm (Figure 12). 

Yet by 1913, two decades after the coming of electricity, most Lexing­
ton businesses had electric lights, as did all churches except St. Patrick's 
and the Methodist (colored) church. The hospital, located in Stonewall Jack­
son's house on Washington Street, had electric lights but "no fire apparatus.'"28 

In early February of 1893, when electricity became available for light­
ing Lexington's streets, businesses, schools, churches, and a few homes, 
the word electricity essentially meant lighting; there were no other sig­
nificant applications. But that was about to change. Later that month, 
the World's Columbian Exposition opened in Chicago. One of its most 
popular exhibits was the futuristic "kitchen of tomorrow," featuring an 
electric coffee-maker, stove, and chafing dish. Soon would follow the elec­
tric vacuum cleaner, refrigerator, washing machine, iron, and, in 1907, 
when Nichrome wire was perfected, the toaster. 

Thus electricity took its place on the list of Lexington's civic improve-
ments, which have included: 

1794 Volunteer Fire Department (the first in Virginia) 
1801 Canal boat service 
1873 Street lamps (oil) 
1883 Railroad service 
1893 Street lamps (electric) 
1893 Business and residential electric service 
1897 Telephone service (chartered in 1889) 
1911 Sidewalks 
1922 Street addresses numbered 
1931 Natural gas (the first city in Virginia; V.M.I. had gas lighting 

from 1853 to 1893) 
1995 Public Internet Service 

I have not been able to learn when Lexington first got sewer mains 
or telegraph service. Many towns had telegraph service by the time of the 
Civil War, but Lexington apparently did not, judging from the oft-told 
story that the town first learned of the Battle of Manassas (July 21, 1861) 
a few days after it took place when a letter from Stonewall Jackson (who 
earned his nickname at that battle) was received in Lexington by his min­
ister, the Rev. William White. 
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Electricity Comes to Rockbridge County 

Rural folk, especially farm families, readily understood how electricity 
might make their lives easier and more profitable. But in Rockbridge 
County, as across the nation, country folk had to wait nearly a half century 
or more for public electric power to reach them. 

As one historian of rural electrification has written, "the rural peo­
ple of America [were] not to know electricity. They were told that, for 
them, it was not a commercial proposition. There was no profit in it. And 
because there was no profit, there were no lights for rural people. Sadly, 
what electricity did for them was to illuminate difference .... A great gulf 
developed. Two nations, two classes, two centuries. One of light, one of 
darkness. One backward, one enlightened. "29 

For decades after Lexington's electricity was turned on, Rockbridge 
County residents continued to rely on oil lamps for lighting. A few homes, 
churches, farms, and stores did have their own electric generators, com­
monly called "light plants" or "Delco plants," after the Dayton Engineer­
ing Laboratories Company division of General Motors, the best-known 
generator manufacturer. Light plants were very expensive - typically 
$300 to $600 in the 1920s for plants that generated only about 850 watts. 
For the same amount in today's dollars, we can buy emergency generators 
with an output of 5,000 to 8,000 watts. Modern standby generators are so 
much cheaper because they gener­
ate 120-volt or 240-volt alternating 
current that can directly power our 
appliances in an electric outage. In 
contrast, early generators produced 
a direct current that had to be accu­
mulated in a bank of storage batter­
ies before it could be used - bat­
teries that cost as much as or more 
than the generator itself. 

The first movement toward 
electrifying Rockbridge County be­
gan with the creation of the Rural 
Electrification Administration, or 
RE.A. , one of the best-known New 
Deal projects. 

The father of the RE.A., Mor­
ris Llewellyn Cooke ( 1872-1960), 
was trained as an engineer and spe­
cialized as a consultant to public 
power and conservation projects. 

FIGURE 13 

Morris Llewellyn Cooke, 1872-1960, 
father of the Rural Electrification 
Administration. 
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In the late 1920s, his progressive ideas caught the attention of the New 
York governor, Franklin D. Roosevelt. When F.D.R. became president, 
Cooke (Figure 13) became his principal adviser on power and conserva­
tion issues. 30 

Early in 1935, Cooke, with F.D.R 's backing, sent a memo to key 
Washington officials arguing the need for rural electrification. Cooke 
designed his memo to be read and fully comprehended in only twelve 
minutes, figuring perhaps that that was the maximum attention span of 
his audience. He laid out the problem succinctly: 

What is the Task? Of the six million farms in the United States over 
800,000 are "electrified" but only about 650,000 have "high line" ser­
vice. The balance have individual Delco plants, expensive to operate 
and limited as to use. Over 5,000,000 farms are entirely without elec­
tric service. 

Cooke's "12-Minute Memo," as it came to be known, did electrify his 
audience. Support for a Rural Electrification Administration grew and, 
on May 11, 1935, President Roosevelt signed Executive Order No. 7037, 
creating the RE.A. 

While Morris Cooke is considered the father of rural electrification 
in America, the father of our local electric cooperative - Bath, Alleghany, 
Rockbridge Counties, or BARC - was Col. J. L. Montague. (Figure 14). 
Credit is also due to J. S. Knowlson, a Chicago businessman with ties to 
Bath County, who saw the need for an RE.A. cooperative in Bath and its 
neighboring counties. He contacted the RE.A. in Washington, which in 

FIGURE 14 

Col. J. L. Montague, father of BARC. 

turn wrote to Montague, the Bath 
County extension agent. Montague 
immediately began planning an 
RE.A. cooperative in the area. In a 
whirlwind of activity between Janu­
ary and April 1938, Montague stud­
ied federal R.E.A. requirements; 
contacted local leaders; conducted 
community meetings; prepared ap­
plications for a charter and a loan 
from RE.A.; helped potential cus­
tomers get right-of-way easements; 
collected $5 membership fees; and, 
on April 19, got a BARC charter ap­
proved by the RE.A. Injuly, BARC 
received its first loan grant from 
the RE.A. 31 
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Construction ofBARC's first line, connecting the Goshen substation 
of Virginia Electric and Power Company, or Vepco, to Bath County, be­
gan on January 2, 1939. Two weeks later, work started on the Rockbridge 
County line, running from Goshen along Brattons Run to Kerrs Creek, 
and from there to Fairfield via Turkey Hill. 32 

BARC's first line was energized on March 9, 1939. A.H. "Mutt" Cau­
ley, who worked for BARC from 1938 until his retirement in 1978 as BARC 
manager, recalls:33 

A great delegation of people gathered. This was a big celebration. 
We were going to go on for the first time. Some RE.A. people were 
here from Washington, two or three of them .... We hooked up 
Cyrus Tyree down here, the big brick home. He was the Number 
One.John [McLaughlin] was on the board, he was a local supervisor. 
So he was Number Two meter. Then we went out to the restaurant, 
the Rhododendron Lodge. Mr. McCall, he was the owner. He had a 
little old six-volt Delco generator - six volts! He could turn three 
or four lights on. That's all he had. But in the dining room he had 
one of those old-fashioned - we call them nickelodeons - the old 
record players. He got excited and said, ''I'll bet that music will sound 
a lot better on this." And he went over and he pushed a couple of 
buttons - and the smoke just poured. A hundred and twenty volts 
on six-volt motors and the controls just burned out. That was only 
the third meter we hooked up and I said, "Let's quit, boys. We've had 
enough excitement today!" 

Within six months, electricity had penetrated some of the further 
reaches of Rockbridge County, with a power line along Balcony Road 
reaching Arnolds Valley. 34 

But only about a third of Rockbridge County had been electrified 
when World War II halted BARC's line construction because key materials 
such as copper wire, creosote for utility poles, and gasoline for crew ve­
hicles were no longer available, and much of the available manpower had 
been drafted into military service. In any case, there was no longer much 
incentive to build power lines, as production of most household electric 
appliances was halted. After the war, BARC construction resumed and was 
substantially completed by 1950. 

When electricity came to Lexington in 1893 it had a single applica­
tion: lighting. Decades later, when Rockbridge County finally got electric 
power, an assortment of electric appliances was now available. 

When electricity first reached rural homes, what appliances were 
they most likely to buy? To answer this question, surveys were conducted 
in the 1930s and '40s. No research was apparently done here in BARC's 
area, but surveys around the nation and in electric cooperative areas near 
us showed results so consistent that we may confidently extrapolate them 
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F I GURE 15 

Electric Appliances Used in Rural Homes 
Composite Results of Four Surveys 

Ohio Farmer REA Curtis Shenandoah 
(Magazine), Survey, Publishing Co., Valley Electric 

Appliance 1937 1938 1938 Coop, 1949 

Radio 88.0% 86.2% 92.1 % 94.4% 
Electric iron 93.5% 80.5% 91.9% 93.7% 
Washing machine 86.9% 47.0% 90.1 % 80.2% 
Refrigerator 36.5% 25.6% 41.0% 76.3% 

Source: Allen James Berry, " Rural Electric Cooperatives in Virginia" (unpublished 
master's thesis), University of Virginia, 195 l , Alderman Library Specia l Collections 

to Rockbridge County. Findings from several of these surveys are sh own 
in Figure 15. 

Radios and irons topped the popularity partly because they were af­
fordable: a good radio could be purchased for ten dollars or less and an 
iron for about five dollars. The radio was a much-loved link to the out­

FIGURE 16 

BARC service area in green 

B = Bath County 

A = Al leghany County 

R = Rockbridge County 

H = Highland County 

* = Lexington 

side world that brought weather re­
ports, crop price information, gen­
eral n ews, and, of course, family en­
tertainment to the country h ome. 
For the rural housewife, an electric 
iron represented freedom from the 
drudgery of flatirons that h ad to 
be heated on a hot stove even on a 
blistering summer day. 

Washing machines were more 
expensive, but nearly as popular as 
radios and irons. Refrigerators, also 
coveted, were priced beyond the 
reach of m any homes until postwar 
prosperity made them more widely 
affordable. 

Today, BARC serves about 
80 percent of Rockbridge County 
h omes outside Lexington; the bal­
an ce are served by Dominion Vir­
ginia Power, Vepco's su ccessor. 
BARC also provides electricity to all 
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of Bath County and parts of Highland and Alleghany counties. (Figure 
16). With about fifty full-time employees and an annual payroll of more 
than $2 million, the cooperative purchases in excess of $8 million of elec­
tric power yearly for distribution to its members.35 

Topics for Further Investigation 

• When electricity came to Buena Vista 
• History oflighting at Washington and Lee University 
• History of lighting at Virginia Military Institute 
• Sociological impact of delay between lighting towns and rural 

areas 
• Demographic impact: Is Lexington's "sprawl" in recent decades 

due more to cars - or to rural electrification? ~ 
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The Franklin Society and Library Company 

Richard C. Halseth 

T HIS WAS a most fascinating and rewarding research project about 
a debating society and semi-private library company. I probably 
spent far too much time working on it but it was extremely inter­

esting; I felt I was in a time warp going back almost 200 years in the social 
and economic history of Lexington and Rockbridge County. The records 
of this Society are very comprehensive, so it is like one-stop-shopping in 
Washington and Lee University's Special Collections, the repository of 
ledgers, correspondence, minutes, and such of this organization that was 
a mirror image of the communities' issues and position on subjects rang­
ing from the frivolous to the very meaningful. 

Predecessors 

Debating was a very popular activity. In the late 1700s and early 1800s, 
forty debating societies developed along the Atlantic coast. The model 
for Virginia's library companies emerged in Philadelphia in 1731, when 
the young Benjamin Franklin and associates started the Library Company 
of Philadelphia, which is still functioning. The first notable library com­
pany in Virginia, the Alexandria Library Company, was established in July 
1794. Although Lexington was far from the eastern metropolitan areas, 
the combination of Washington College and a predominantly Scots-Irish 
population with a keen interest in learning generated great interest in 
exchanging views on various subjects in a way that required knowledge to­
gether with powers of oratory. The first such group in Lexington was the 
Belles Lettres Society, formed in 1800 by a few influential men seeking 
intellectual improvement through weekly discussions of selected ques­
tions. In 1806, they changed the name to the Union Society, in 1807 to 
the Republican Society, and in 1808 to the Literary Society of Lexington. 
All were in fact the same group, and there are some who believe that it 
was the predecessor ?f the Franklin 
Society, but I cannot find a connec­
tion other than purpose. 

The Lexington Library Com­
pany was formed in 1801. It had 
twenty-one subscribers, each pay­
ing ten dollars a year in dues and 
three dollars for the purchase of 
books. In 1818, the organization 
tried to combine with the Franklin 

A graduate of Michigan State Univer­
sity, Dick Halseth was an advertising 
executive with Ford Motor Company 
and vice president ofHachette-Filipac­
chi Publishing. A lifelong student of 
the Civil War, he moved to Lexington 
in 1997. Dick has lectured widely and 
written segments for several encyclo­
pedias and magazines. This paper 
was presented on July 26, 2004, in the 
George C. Marshall Museum's Pogue 
Auditorium. 
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Society and Library Company, but the groups never came to terms. The 
Lexington Library Company lasted until March 25, 1825, when its books 
were sold at public auction, where some were reportedly purchased by the 
Franklin Society. 

All this is background on the interest in intellectual development in 
a rural community of perhaps some 600. I am impressed that such a small 
community would have the interest it did. 

Birth of o Proud Institution 

On August 31, 1811, the Franklin Society was created. It lasted until March 
11, 1891, eighty years. The Franklin Society became one of the longest­
lived groups of its nature in the country- a significant accomplishment, 
particularly since it had to overcome myriad challenges. 

In 1870, the minutes of the Society's annual meeting noted: "Every­
one knows that the Franklin Society is an Institution of which Lexington, 
or any other town, may well be proud. That it has not only fulfilled (as 
has well been said) the expectations of its most sanguine friends, but has 
diffused innumerable benefits & blessings amongst its members & sown 
them broadcast upon all within the sphere of its influence." Over its many 
years, some of them very difficult, this was a very successful organization. 

The charter members included many famous names from Lexing-
ton history that you will recognize: 

• Andrew Hays, President 
• Hyacinth Cruisolle, Treasurer 
• Anderson Hutchinson, Secretary 
• Cornelius Dorman 
• Thomas L. Preston 
• James McDowell 
• William Ross 
• Sterling Neblett 
• Samuel Walkup 
It is worth noting that none of these members had participated in 

the previous debating groups in Lexington. 
The 1811 preamble to the "Rules Regulations and Bye Laws" read: 

"We the members of the Franklin Society desirous to improve our minds, 
cultivate friendship, and promote the public good, do form ourselves into 
a permanent society for which we ordain and establish this constitution." 
I think it is important to emphasize the three reasons for the Society: 
"improve minds" ... "cultivate friendship" ... "promote the public good." 

In the beginning it was just "The Franklin Society," named for Benja­
min Franklin. The constitution called for two members to recommend a 
subject for the following week's debate; each member was assigned a side 
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and all were expected to participate. (I think this is interesting, as one 
may have had to defend a position he didn't agree with. That in itself is 
important, as it requires that participants try to understand and defend 
views that may be opposed to their own. That certainly promotes under­
standing.) The constitution also required that one member be elected 
each year to give an oration in commemoration of the anniversary of 
American independence. 

The debate rules strictly prohibited indecent or disrespectful lan­
guage. Members could speak only twice on a subject, unless permitted by 
the president. No spectators were allowed at these debates, at least in the 
early years. 

Most interesting were the rules that banned whispering, private dis­
course, or noise; reading; standing, coming in, or leaving; and walking 
around the room. Each was a breach of conduct and subject to a fine. 
One member was fined for winding the clock during a debate. These 
were clearly no-nonsense debates among gentlemen. Yet fines were a 
good source of income, every week there were a number of fines, as the 
meeting records note. If a member failed to take part in the debate, his 
fine was 12112 cents. And the club was serious: If a fine was not paid by the 
next meeting, the member was suspended, and if not by the meeting after 
that, the member was expelled. 

The fine for being absent at the beginning or end of a meeting was 
12112 cents for members and a whopping 25 cents for officers. Those who 
joined were expected to attend each week or have a very good excuse. 
One of the more interesting excuses from 1835, according to the Society's 
records, came from an unidentified member: "Having been cited to ap­
pear at the Franklin Society tonight and give excuses for absences, and as 
it will be out of my power to attend, I wish you would say to the Society 
that three meetings I was sick, one I was absent in the country six miles 
from town, and for the other absences my excuse is that since the attempt 
to burn my house, I have been so uneasy that I have not nor will I leave 
home at night." 

The illness excuse is understandable. The distance issue is interest­
ing, as the Society excused anyone who lived more than a mile from town. 
But the last excuse leaves one wondering if a vandal was on the loose or if 
Indians were lurking. 

There were other interesting excuses, three of which I will share with 
you: 

• "My excuse is attending Masonic Meetings." 
• "Forgetfulness." Qacob Ruff was getting on in years.) 



112 Proceedings of the Rockbridge Historical Society - Volume X III 

• And]. T. L. Preston missed the 1869 annual meeting because, 
as he said, "My health requires that I should be in the open air 
as much as possible and Saturday is my leisure day." 

Before one could become a member, he had to "promise on honor 
to demean myself as an orderly m ember of the Society, to make no re­
marks with derision or contumely concerning any observation made or 
act done in Socie ty except to a member. To disclose no punishment in­
flicted, censure imposed or accusation preferred therein, neither whilst 
I am a member nor thereafter; to give true excuses for absen ce, and fur­
ther that I will support the Constitution of laws of the institution whilst I 
continue a m ember there of." (This is the 1816 version of the oath, but it 
rem ained essentially unchanged through the life of the Society.) This was 
an agreement among gentlemen neither to deride any idea , nor ridicule 
any position, nor let the general public know of any hand-slapping. 

In 1811, the mee tings convened on Saturday evenings at dark or at 
the lighting of the candle, and the courthouse bell would be rung at that 
time . The early m eetings of the Society were held at the courthouse and, 
for a while, at Washington H all at Washington College. 

The first debate took place on September 7, 1811, j u st one week 
after the constitution was adopted. The question was, "Is Dueling Justifi­
able?", and the vote was three to three. The president exercised his power 
to break ties and voted in the negative. 

On November 15, with about two months of debates behind them, 
the members found that the constitu tion was not working for them , 
so they drafted another. I love the preamble : 'We, the members of the 
Franklin Society, now an organized institution having experien ced many 
inconveniences from the obscurity and imbecility of this con stitution; and 
in order to remove these evils, and continue the social institution on a 
permanent basis, do ordain and establish this con stitution and nullify the 
old." There were only minor ch anges th at I can find, but it must h ave 
m ade a stin k for the m embers. T he n ew constitution had sixty-four sign a­
tures. The Society was growing and the debates continued. 

Before the year was out, m embers debated a variety of subjects, in­
cluding, "Should the right of suffrage be u n constrained in Virginia?" That 
question was answered with a unanimous no . "Should capital punishment 
be inflicted in any case?" The yes votes were nine and the n oes were two. 
This issue is still debated today am ong the entire populace. 

In 1812, the Society got to the m ore academic, when it discussed 
whether Brutus was ju stified in murdering Caesar. The vote was eleven in 
th e negative and three in the affirmative. After debating the more timely 
issu e, 'Would a declaration of war by th e U.S. against Great Britain be 
politic?", there were thirteen h awks and only two doves. T hen a very in ter-
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esting question was posed: "Would it be good policy & consistent with the 
spirit of the American people to exterminate the Indians that have been 
committing the murders on our citizens?" Nine were in favor and three 
were against. Again I find the subjects interesting, as almost 200 years 
have gone by - and yet many of the issues have a familiar ring to them. 

The Society's Library 

In order to keep abreast of state, national, and foreign news, the Franklin 
Society early on decided to subscribe to a number of newspapers, includ­
ing the Boston Patriot, the Philadelphia Aurora, the Baltimore Weekly Regis­
ter, the Baltimore Federalist Republic, and the Charleston Courier. The record 
books indicate that there were problems in getting the papers through 
the postmaster and delivery was inconsistent. 

But newspapers alone were not enough to make for an informed 
and knowledgeable membership. Greater resources and information 
were needed for the debaters, and on May 15, 1813, after fewer than two 
years in existence, the Society resolved to create a library. Three weeks 
later, on June 5, members approved the library rules, and on June 14, 
they selected twenty-three books to inaugurate a library that would even­
tually grow to some 3,800 volumes. It was at this time that the name was 
changed to The Franklin Society and Library Company. 

Tickets were issued to those eligible to borrow books. Each library 
shareholder (and every member was required to be a shareholder in the 
library in the early years) owned a ticket redeemable for a book. His ticket 
would be returned to him when he returned the borrowed book. 

The Society also offered twenty shares to Washington College stu­
dents who came from outside Rockbridge County. Each share cost $3 
plus semiannual dues of fifty cents. Washington College was allocated five 
shares at no initial fee but with the stipulation that the college would pay 
the semiannual dues. A Washington College student wishing be borrow 
from the library had to ask the president for one of the five college tick­
ets. Thus started a long association with Washington College that contin­
ues to this day. 

The library rules stated that books were to be let out for one week 
for every hundred pages. A book of, say, 150 pages would be rounded up 
so it could be lent out for two weeks. 

Of course there were fines: twenty-five cents a week for late returns. 
If a member re-lent a book, he was fined between twenty-five and seventy­
five cents. If a book was returned damaged, the minimum fine was twenty­
five cents; the maximum fine was the value of the book. If the damaged 
book was part of a set, the fine was the cost of replacing the entire set plus 
50 percent. These were surely very stiff penalties for the times. 
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First Constitution of the 
Franklin Society, 1816. 

During the early years, the society president would appoint a mem­
ber to be librarian for a year, and there was a substantial fine if he declined 
the post. About 1830, the organization realized that this was a significant 
responsibility and major inconvenience, so members voted to establish it 
as a paid position. At the end, the librarian's salary was more than $100 
a year. 

By 1816, the Franklin Society and Library Company was gaining 
strength. It adopted yet another constitution (Figure 1) and applied to 
the Virginia legislature for incorporation. Papers of incorporation were 
conveyed on January 30, 1816, and were renewed twice: once in January 
1850 and again inJanuary 1870. 

An Eclectic Membership 

In the Franklin Society's eighty years, it enrolled 728 members, according 
to one Washington and Lee researcher. We know that they came from a 
wide range of backgrounds and occupations. We also know that, in keep­
ing with the times, they were all white males. Their occupations included 
lawyer, sheriff, printer, governor, preacher, U.S. Senator, merchant, me­
chanic, novelist, farmer, clerk of the court, stonemason, delegate, college 
president, college professor, military officer, hatter, tanner, and others 
I have not room to list. The list included all the influential members of 
the community and some not so influential, like the stonemason who was 
given a share of stock for services rendered. 

There were, over the years, three types of memberships, stockhold­
ers, honorary and debating. There were never more than fifty stockhold­
ers, of which five were represented by the shares allocated to Washington 
College. Stockholders were expected to attend weekly meetings and the an­
nual stockholders meeting in January. Stockholders had library privileges. 

Of course there were honorary memberships, bestowed on a limited 
number of special individuals such as Robert E. Lee. Honorary members 
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had all the privileges of stockholders except that of voting. (In an 1881 
letter, a professor of history during Lee's time as president noted that 
to the writer's knowledge, General Lee never attended a debate but did 
use the library - an observation supported by the Society's records of 
books lent. A review of Lee's loan ledger shows that Mrs. Lee and their 
daughters borrowed books too, mostly novels that were then becoming 
increasingly popular.) 

Then there were the debating members, who paid a nominal fee and 
were expected to attend every Saturday debate. These memberships to­
taled around a hundred in good times. Thomas J. (Stonewall) Jackson 
was a debating member, elected on March 26, 1853. H e submitted his 
resignation a year later, but evidently it was not acted upon, as the records 
mention him in the next year as a member. 

In October 1862, the Lexington Gazette, in describing the membership 
of the society, noted: "It has amongst its members, representatives of al­
most every occupation in the town and country. The farmer, the mechan­
ic, the doctor, the professor, the lawyer - all mingle here in one common 
brotherhood. " John Varner, the last librarian of the society, noted in the 
Franklin Society Record Books: "In this hall men have been trained who 
have known no superiors in the pulpit, in the legislative halls, at the bar, 
on the bench, and on the stump, and they have ever acknowledged the 
debt they owe to the Society and fondly recall the pleasant recollections 
which the mention of the name suggests. " 

All told, the Franklin Society was quite an institution - all the more 
impressive because it was in a small though obviously vibrant and progres­
sive community. 

The Society's Finances 

So how did the Franklin Society manage its operations and stay alive for 
so many years? Let's look at the sources of revenue and their expenses. In 
the beginning, income was generated by the sale of stock. Stockholders 
and debating members paid dues, usually semiannually. Then there were 
those nasty fines that sooner or later most members had to pay. Another 
source of revenue was contributions in the form of books given by indi­
viduals to the library. 

The main source of income, however, was rent. Although early meet­
ings were held in the courthouse and at Washington Hall, by 1826 the so­
ciety was looking to construct its own hall. An ad-hoc building committee 
reported, on November 3, 1826, the availability of a lot and the estimated 
cost of building. Committee members had their collective eye on Samuel 
Dold's property on the northwest corner of Jefferson and Nelson Streets. 
This description is garbled, but in lay language, it is the current location 
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of the Palms Restaurant. The society planned to rent out th e building in 
order to strengthen its own finances. 

The committee further recommended that the society plan a n eat 
building measuring twenty-five fee t by thirty feet, and estimated the cost 
at $600. It is not clear if this included land and building, as I never found 
a transaction record for land purchase. The committee contemplated two 
sources of funds: First, the Society received $200 from a very wealthy Irish 
immigrant by the name of John Uockey) Robinson, who, at this time was 
seventy-three years old. Robinson made a fortune as a distiller of whiskey, 
having previously been a weaver, horse trader and land speculator. He 
owned Harts Bottom, as well as 800 acres on the Cow Pasture River, and 
worked sixty slaves. He was a trustee of Washington College and when h e 
died in 1826, h e was the biggest benefactor to that institution other than 
George Washington. Second, thirty members might be persuaded to con­
tribute five dollars a year for four years, yielding a total of $600. 

It was a few years before the land was purchased and the building 
erected. And, as always, actual con struction costs bore no relationship to 
the estimate. T he $600 had become $1,552.26. The stone and brickwork 
by Samuel Darst alone exceeded th e original estimate. It took the society 
until 1835 to pay off the debt, and in the meantime book funds were di­
verted, and no n ew books were purch ased for some time. 

Figure 2 shows a rubbing of the cornerston e of the brick building 
known as Franklin Hall. With two stories and a basemen t, it was said to 
be of plain design. The society met on the second floor, where the li­
brary was housed. The first floor was leased out to individuals, groups and 
businesses. Some of these were Rockbridge Lodge, Wm. Kincaid, public 
schools, grocery / butcher, Marshall Society, Printer, Sons of Temperance 
and Judge John White Brockenbrough's law school. (Brockenbrough 
launched his sch ool in Franklin Hall; Gen eral Lee eventually brought it 
under the academic wing of Washington College. In fact, the judge must 
have had some rowdy students, as the records shows that they damaged 
the facility, but he was reluctant to pay for repairs.) 

In 1855, the society voted to enlarge th e building at an estimated 
cost of $1,295 or more. Board members personally guaranteed a loan 

SPECIAL COLLECTIONS, LEYBURN LIBRARY, WASHINGTON AND LEE UNIVERSITY 
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Rubbing from the 
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Hall. 
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from the Lexington Savings Institution in the amount of $625 and se­
cured additional loans of $200 and $500 from Jacob Fuller and Robert 
White, respectively. 

Once again the society found itself mired in debt. The facilities and 
maintenance created a real burden - a debt load that took many years 
to pay off. There were many years when the Franklin Society could not 
even make interest payments. The annual reports make interesting read­
ing. They say that the society was in good financial health, an observation 
that reflects only routine operations and not the heavy debt. For years, 
the librarian pleaded for new books, but there were dry spells that lasted 
for years at a stretch. In 1856, the society sponsored four lectures by an 
0. P. Baldwin as a fundraising effort, charging members of the public 
twenty-five cents to attend and selling 606 tickets to the events. The events 
grossed $151.50 and resulted in a net profit of $21.37 after paying the 
speaker and covering his travel and subsistence. 

The hall posed a major financial challenge. The lot needed to be 
fenced, the roof replaced, and the interior redesigned to accommodate 
tenants. From time to time, the Society needed to add bookcases, chairs, 
blinds, carpets, and the like. A hall that could generate revenue was the or­
ganization's strength - and the expense that went with it was its weakness. 

One of the biggest problems was collecting rent, as tenants some­
times failed to pay or skipped town. One annual report noted that tenants 
"vanished under a cloud, or in some invisible way." But the problem also 
extended to the members themselves, who as a whole were deadbeats so 
far as paying dues and fines. 

Beyond the costs associated with Franklin Hall, the society's major 
expenses went toward general operations, the librarian's salary, and the 
cost of publications. (I find the general operating costs to be of interest as 
they mainly included buying cordwood and candles - heat and electric­
ity, in today's vernacular.) 

The other major expense was for the purchase of publications and 
books. How the library ever got to 3,800 books is a marvel because the so­
ciety was always using library funds to pay off real-estate debt. Books were 
purchased in spurts, depending on how much was left after paying debts. 
There were several periods, approaching ten years, during which the li­
brary saw no new books other than those that may have been donated by 
members. 

The Debates 

Its library and landlord activities notwithstanding, the Franklin Society 
remained primarily a debating society. Meetings were carefully recorded, 
with the results of each debate noted in the form of votes for or against 
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the question. Missing, unfortunately, is information about who said what. 
I wish there had been a court reporter on hand, as the debates must have 
been extremely interesting. 

In 1862, the Lexington Gazette said, "The sentiments of this venerable 
institution are generally a good index of the sentiments of the town." As 
I noted earlier, there was a degree of socio-economic diversity in the soci­
ety, but I am comfortable saying that its members were the influentials of 
the community. 

All in all, there were some eighty years of weekly debates - perhaps 
3,500 or more. I sampled enough years to get a taste of the subjects and 
the feelings of the society. 

In 1971, Whit Morrill, a history student at Washington and Lee, 
wrote a paper on the Franklin Society's debates from 1811, the year of 
its founding, to 1820. His paper gives insight into some of the society's 
deliberations. Having been formed during an era of declining diplomatic 
relations with Britain, the society appropriately addressed that issue, for 
example voting in favor of a trade embargo against Britain and France. 
Members discussed on three occasions whether to increase the size of the 
American navy, voting the first two times against the idea and the last time 
for it. They were in favor of being prepared for war, but Whit Morrill's 
assessment was they thought it would be a land event, not naval. Society 
members also felt it was appropriate to deploy the Virginia militia over­
seas. On June 17, 1812, Congress declared war with Great Britain - but 
three days later, still unaware of the vote in Washington, the society also 
voted in favor of war, thirteen to two. 

During this period, the Franklin Society also debated the fate of Na­
poleon, voting in 1812 and again in 1815 that the allied Europeans were 
not justified in their alliance against Bonaparte. On very close ballots, 
the members decided two times out of three that Napoleon was basically 
a productive presence in the world. The society supported the American 
invasion of Canada in 1812, but was against annexation of that country. 
Members also looked at the nation's relationship with Spain and its terri­
tories, and voted a preference that Florida remain in Spain's hands rather 
than be ceded to the British. 

The topic of slavery was much discussed between 1811 and 1865. 
Members generally felt that the institution was disadvantageous to the 
Union and inconsistent with the concept ofliberty. Yet they were opposed 
to the education of slaves and against reimbursement to owners whose 
slaves were executed. Society members favored the colonization of slaves, 
voting three times for schemes that would send them out of the country 
to Liberia or elsewhere . 

Other issues of the period included the establishment of a national 
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bank of the United States; import duties; suffrage for women, soldiers, 
and others; military service exemptions; and immigration policy. As a 
whole the society believed in equal rights for Catholics in Ireland, capital 
punishment, property assessments for funding schools, providing a poor 
house, the legality of stills (but not drunkenness), and the proposition 
that marriage is conducive to happiness. In the 1850s, interesting debate 
subjects included the origin of the species, religion, education, transpor­
tation, politics, and personal relationships. 

One of the longer debates in the society's history took place in 
1847: It started on January 30 and lasted until April 24. The subject was, 
"Should the people of western Virginia delay any longer in taking steps to 
bring about a division of the State?" The decision was seventeen against 
and seven in favor. 

Another long and controversial debate started on February 26, 1854, 
on the question, "Is it good policy in Washington College to confine itself 
to the Presbyterian denomination in the selection of professors?" The 
vote was eleven in the negative and only one in favor of the policy. This 
discussion continued until June 3, when another vote was taken, this time 
with thirteen voting against and one in favor. At one point seventy-three 
members were present, which must have set an attendance record. And 
the debates must have been heated, as there were more than the usual 
numbers of fines levied for misconduct. 

A note appended to the June 3 minutes was signed by George Junk­
in, president of Washington College; John W. Fuller, Franklin Society li­
brarian; and three other members, all of whom were obviously concerned 
with the discussion and the vote. The note reads, 'We believe that equity, 
law and good policy require the Trustee Board and Faculty of Washington 
College to be principally and chiefly Presbyterians, but that cases may oc­
cur, as they have occurred from its foundation, when it may be politic and 
right for other than Presbyterians to be elected as members of the Board 
and of the Faculty. This has always been practice of the College and we 
think no absolute rule to the contrary would be good policy." This is the 
only occasion I ran across that gave any indication of an individual mem­
ber's position on a subject. 

Deliberations during the 1850s included a number of lighter ques­
tions. "Does falling in love enlarge or contract a man's heart?" yielded a 
vote that was not unanimous. "Is not the extravagance in dress indulged 
in by both sexes, at the present day, exceedingly detrimental to society?" 
brought a close vote in the affirmative. And the question "Is single life an 
unnatural institution?" was answered with a resounding yes. 

As one would expect in the late 1850s and until the Civil War be­
gan in 1861, many debates concerned relations with the northern states. 
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The society debated such questions as "Will the Union be dissolved?" with 
twenty predicting no and eight yes. 

When asked, "Should Virginia secede if the country elects a Black 
Republican?", twenty-four voted no and only four yes. The question of 
seceding if New York Governor Seward were elected ended in a closer no 
vote, seventeen to twelve. And finally, wh en asked "If Lincoln is elected 
and the cotton states secede, should Virginia go with them?, only twelve 
members voted, of whom nine said no. Generally Lexington citizens were 
optimistic that war could be avoided and they were trying to find a way to 
maintain the Union. 

On April 13, 1861, the question chosen for the next meeting was, 
"Is there any compromise that would justify Virginia's remaining with the 
northern states without the cotton states?" Even as this meeting was tak­
ing place, Virginia was in process ofleaving the Union. On April 21, Ma­
jor Jackson and his V.M.I. cadets left Lexington for Richmond . The n ext 
Franklin Society meeting did not occur until September 30, and by then 
the question was moot. 

Meetings were h eld irregularly during the four years of war, but 
those that did take place covered such topics as inflation, which was out 
of control; regulations of the government in Richmond; feeding the poor, 
a growing problem; trade policy; and European recognition of the Con­
federacy. 

The society thrived during the post-war Reconstruction years, and 
debates covered such topics as bankruptcies resulting from the war; the 
use of black labor; education of the freed slaves; ramifications if President 
Johnson were to be impeached and run out of office; and, again, immi­
gration and suffrage. 

After 1870 and until the demise of the society, m embers discussed 
railroads, problems with the Indians out west, blacks, and public schools 
and religious teaching. They also continued to debate issues that are fa­
miliar to us today: "Should there be a n ew Courthouse?", with a close yes 
vote of nine to seven; "Is modern dance prejudicial to church influence?", 

FIGURE 3 
John W. Fuller, 
1867. 

voting no, eleven to nine; and "Ought the Franklin Soci­
ety to admit ladies as debating members?", with an even 
closer no vote, ten to nine. 

The Founding Father 

No discussion of the Franklin Society would be complete 
without noting the man who probably single-handedly 
kept it all together. J ohn W. Fuller (Figure 3) was born 
in Lexington on March 3, 1797. His father was a saddle­
maker on Main Stree t, and John followed in his footsteps. 
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FIGURE 4 

Composition of the Franklin Society Library, 1829-46 
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John had limited education but was a member of the society when it was 
chartered in 1816. 

John W. Fuller became an institution in Lexington. In 1823, he was 
designated the Franklin Society librarian and was disappointed that the 
position was uncompensated. In 1830, when the librarianship became a 
paid position, he signed up for it and held the post until his death in 
1876, serving a total of forty-six years. After his death, the society began 
its decline, lasting only another fifteen years. 

Fuller saw the library grow from fewer than 200 volumes in 1823 to 
about 3,800 volumes at his death. At first, the library was kept in three 
bookcases in his father's shop. An unbroken record of his annual reports 
to the society, located today in the Washington and Lee University library, 
makes for interesting reading. Fuller jealously promoted the library and 
Franklin Hall, yet kept a good sense of humor about the society's affairs 
and the state of the holdings. His reports are full of appeals for better 
lighting, comfortable seating, carpeting, blinds for the windows, and, of 
course, books for the library. Every year he reported on the books pur­
chased or donated and the number of books lent out. 

During the first fifteen years of his tenure the composition of the 
library changed significantly, as demonstrated in Figure 4. The biggest 
changes were in history and political science, fiction, and biography. I am 
sure that this reflected Fuller's sense of the members' evolving interests. 

In 1878, after Fuller had died, another analysis (which this time in­
cluded magazines) showed that fiction had become by far the most popu­
lar category, a dramatic change from the earlier years. 
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In terms of books lent from 1830 to 1875, there are several interest­
ing items to note. During the early years, the number of books checked 
out grew steadily until 1843. The slowdown occurred because few new 
books were added to the library, owing to the society's stressed financial 
picture. Growth resumed in mid-century, when book purchases resumed. 
The next decline began in 1862, during the war, butjust six years later, 
loans reached a record high of 1,000. From then on, it was downhill. 

Fuller almost annually admonished the board to buy books and com­
mented on the level of membership, quality of the debates, and the like. 
He chided members to participate, noting the benefits of public debat­
ing. In short, he was the society's heart and soul. He even took on Judge 
Brockenbrough about the damage his law students wrought on Franklin 
Hall, demanding that he pay for repairs. 

John Fuller was a feisty gentleman whom I first ran across during re­
search on Hunter's Raid. If it weren't for Fuller's protection, the Franklin 
Society library might not have existed after 1864, when the Yankees de­
stroyed the libraries at V.M.I. and Washington College. John Fuller stood 
in front of Franklin Hall and single-handedly kept the Union soldiers out. 
Nary a book was taken. 

In the annual librarian's report on January 17, 1865, he reported, 
"After the Yankees left here I endeavored to collect the books which had 
been taken by them from the various libraries and scattered in the Town 
and country. I succeeded in collecting over six hundred volumes many 
of which were without known owners. I suppose our Society becomes the 
owner until called for and identified." H e actually ran a n ewspaper ad in 
July 1864, asking citizens to gather up books from the surrounding area 
roads. 

Decline 

When John Fuller died on November 7, 1876, the Franklin Society, to 
honor his forty-six continuous years of service as librarian and sixty years 
of membership, paid for his funeral. 

With John Fuller gone, the society began to lose its moorings. John 
Varner took over as librarian and served capably in the position, but he 
was no John Fuller in influence on the group. Various reasons have been 
given for the decline and fall of the institution. Times were changing; the 
railroad had come to Lexington; communications were improving, bring­
ing the outside in; books were increasingly available at other libraries, 
such as those at V.M.I. and W&L. 

Encumbered by debt and declining revenues, the society leased out 
its building on February 4, 1887, to the YM.C.A. for fifteen years. The Y 
took on the society's indebtedness and paid taxes and insuran ce as rent. 
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F IGURE 3 

Franklin Hall (center-left of the 
photo, immediately behind the 
utility pole), looking east on 
West Nelson Street, circa 1915. 
Photographer unknown. 
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In effect the YM.C.A. took over the society, but the society retained title 
to its assets and continued to hold meetings. Not four years later, the 
YM.C.A. found that it could not make a go of it and opted out of the ar­
rangement. 

The Franklin Society resolved at its annual meeting on January 17, 
1891, to turn its library over to Washington and Lee with certain provi­
sions: W&L was to assume all Franklin Society debts; pay shareholders 
$50 apiece and allow them continued use of the library; establish a $300 
Franklin Society scholarship for a Rockbridge county man; and mark and 
preserve the society's books and records. W&L still honors the Franklin 
Society scholarship, and in the 2003-04 year, it was awarded to a deserving 
Rockbridge County female student. 

On March 11 ,1891, the trustees of Washington and Lee accepted 
the offer, and the Franklin Society ceased to exist. Its books were placed 
in the regular stacks of the library until 1940, when librarian Richard 
Shoemaker removed them and placed them in the library's Special Col­
lections, where more than 2,000 volumes reside today. 

As a postscript, Washington and Lee also acquired the building at 
Jefferson and Nelson Streets as part of the deal and kept it until about 
1907. (Figure 4 shows the building at about this time.) In 1915, it burned 
as part of a larger fire at that location. 

Professor Charles Turner, one of a handful of writers on the Franklin 
Society, wrote in 1956: "The Society reflects a real cultural effort in a wide­
awake community which had need to study important issues and instruct 
its lawmakers. It was a sort of 'platonic academy.' And it made Lexington a 
kind of Florence to which Lorenzo de' Medici or even Benjamin Franklin 
might have felt honored to be invited." il(I. 





Cyrus McCormick and the Rise of the Megacorps 

Barry Machado 

I N A SENSE, this paper was foreordained nearly forty years ago. As 
a graduate student at Northwestern University in the late 1960s, I 
frequently studied in Deering Library, then a magnificent but aging 

gift from the son of William Deering, Cyrus Hall McCormick's arch-rival 
in business. Upon my arrival in Lexington in 1971 to join Washington 
and Lee's history faculty, some of my first encounters on campus were 
with Cyrus McCormick. After all, there was his prominent bronze statue, 
astride the front lawn ever since 1932, and which from afar I mistook for 
Robert E. Lee. I'll return to this confusing monument later. Then there 
was the university's old library, which had been renamed in 1941 in Mc­
Cormick's honor in gratitude for his and his family's benefactions. I spent 
a lot of time in its main reading room finishing my dissertation. 1 

So, as you can see, this paper has had a long gestation period. While 
the labor has been pleasant, it still gives me great relief to deliver this talk 
in the twilight of my teaching career. 

FIGURE l 

Cyrus Hal l McCormick statue, front 
campus, Washington and Lee University. 

Irony in American Business History 

The subject of Cyrus McCormick 
and his transformational invention 
calls forth innumerable ironies and 
unintended consequences in Amer­
ican history. Here are but a few: a 
Southern slaveholder2 elevates the 
Northern states, through the pro­
duction of surplus grain and the cre­
ation of surplus labor, to a decisive 
industrial and manpower advantage 
in the Civil War.3 Thanks largely to 
McCormick's 'Virginia Reaper," for 
instance, the North exported 200 
million bushels of grain to Europe 
during the Civil War; by lightening 
the labor of all grain farmers and 
straightening their bent backs, a 
well-intentioned Virginian4 acceler­
ates his nation's urbanization and 
industrialization. These forces, in 
turn, shatter his beloved agrarian 
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FIGURE 2 

Cyrus Hall McCormick, undated; 
engraver unknown. 

way of life and transform farmers 
into a quaint, vanishing breed. 

Rather than explore more 
fully the ironic and the unintended 
elements that inform McCormick's 
life and legacy, certainly worthy sub­
jects, this paper will address a topic 
of more immediate contemporary 
significance. We would all agree, I 
think, that giant corporations wield 
enormous power in the America of 
today. Criticism and praise abound. 
Only the historical perspective 
seems to be missing. So, I ask: How 
did these megacorps come into ex­
istence? More specifically, how do 
Cyrus McCormick and his enter­
prises instruct the curious as to the 
reasons for the emergence of big 
business in America at the end of 
the nineteenth century? 

Cyrus McCormick, Business Visionary 

In his lifetime, Cyrus McCormick did nothing less than revolutionize ag­
riculture and define an entirely new industry. He brought an end to cen­
turies of harvesting grains by hand - with sickle, scythe, and basket. In 
doing so, he became a millionaire,5 the acknowledged giant of the new 
farm-machinery business, and a household name around the world. 

But why was it McCormick, and not someone perhaps more likely, 
who satisfied a long-standing need for labor-saving machinery on the 
farm, who substituted animal muscle for human muscle? Setting McCor­
mick apart from his rivals and competitors, and putting him in the van­
guard of change, was his fluency in 
the languages of invention, market­
ing, and organization,6 a rare com­
bination of gifts. As few have done, 
he successfully brought his inven­
tion, the first practical mechanical 
reaper, to market. To do so, he had 
to pioneer new methods of selling, 
advertising, and distributing his 
product. There was no one to imi-
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tate. He would be the businessman whom others would imitate, a model, 
in fact, for the automobile industry of the future. 

The distinguished business historian Richard Tedlow has written 
that among nations, "America has been the best in starting and nurtur­
ing companies." With this claim I have no quarrel. Tedlow went on to 
write what is, with one quarrel, a superior book "about what Americans do 
best - founding and building new businesses," a study of seven men who 
"broke old rules and made new ones, who built new worlds, who were de­
termined to govern and not to be governed." On his elite list, the "best of 
the best," are Andrew Carnegie, George Eastman, H enry Ford, Thomas 
Watson, Charles Revson, Sam Walton, and Robert Noyce. 7 Charles Rev­
son? Nail polish over the reaper? Cosmetics over farm machinery? Now, 
really, Professor Tedlow! With Tedlow's selections I do have a quarrel. 
Cyrus McCormick deserved to be included. 

McCormick's entrepreneurial genius revealed itself in many interre­
lated ways. Let us call it "the McCormick System. "8 His was a new business 
culture, an expression of Southern ingenuity, in contrast to the more her­
alded Yankee ingenuity found in William Deering and John Deere. Mc­
Cormick's novel techniques overthrew the tradition of "caveat emptor" 
and substituted trust, accountability, brand recognition, and customer 
good will. 

To enlarge the market for his machine, McCormick introduced 
some ingenious devices.One powerful inducement was his so-called "free 
trial": a written warranty with every sale, promising a full refund if the 
product performed unsatisfactorily. A related inducement was his "install­
ment buying plan." In 1849, he sold his $120 reaper to farmers on these 
terms: $30 down on delivery before harvest and the remaining $90, plus 
6 percent interest, by December 1. Shipping and freight costs, by the way, 
were at the purchaser's expense. Clearly, McCormick was willing to take 
large, unprecedented financial risks in order to market his product. 

But it was not nearly the gamble one might think. McCormick the 
Calvinist, a man who later endowed a theological seminary, understood 
well the dark side of human nature. He seems to have factored large ac­
counts receivable into his calculations of price and profit. From 1849 until 
1858, overdue and unpaid bills ballooned to over $400,000 - potentially 
disastrous, had he not been making a profit of about 150 percent on every 
reaper sold.9 Moreover, he standardized his hefty profit margin by setting 
a price that was publicized, fixed, and non-negotiable. There was neither 
haggling nor bargaining with the customer nor any special rebates. Every­
one paid the same price. 

Another of McCormick's innovations was the "field trial," an espe­
cially effective piece of advertising and promotion in rural America. Mc-
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Cormick arranged public contests, free of charge to spectators, against 
rival manufacturers. In fact, McCormick invested heavily in advertising of 
all kinds. He even published a trade magazine circulated by his network 
of agents that achieved a large readership among farmers. He entered 
numerous state fairs and exhibitions to demonstrate "Old Reliable." The 
prizes and awards he won, at home and abroad, helped make "McCor­
mick" a brand name long before branding was a bedrock of corporate 
marketing strategy. The resulting popularity permitted McCormick to 
charge more for his machines as well as pay his agents lower commissions. 

In the early years, McCormick created a network of trained agents 
tied to him by exclusive contracts and territories. They ordered, received, 
delivered, and repaired the reapers his company made. Later, in the 1880s, 
the regional agents working on commission were replaced with salaried 
managers who oversaw franchised dealers. The organization was first-rate. 

The Rockbridge County native also knew how to adapt the ideas and 
inventions of others to his commercial advantage. His invention inspired 
others whose ingenuity was greater than his. With all ensuing technologi­
cal improvements, he tenaciously kept pace: Atkins's Self-Rake Reaper, 
the Marsh brothers' Harvester, Withington's Wire Self-Binder, and Deer­
ing's Twine Self-Binder. He was inventor and borrower, too. Bill Gates 
might be Cyrus McCormick reincarnated; the similarities in their strate­
gies and tactics are striking. 10 

As William T. Hutchinson, McCormick's biographer, has persuasively 
pointed out, "His days as an inventor closed with his patent of 184 7, "11 that 
of the original reaper. Thereafter, he shrewdly purchased patents, patent 
rights, and licenses from others, paying royalties when necessary, while 
his expert attorneys battled his rivals in never-ending courtroom "patent 
wars." His years in business were awash in litigation. He was undaunted. 

McCormick's most inspired decision, which was made in 1847 at the 
age of thirty-eight, was to move the center of his operations westward, 
from the Shenandoah Valley to Chicago. He realized that the future of 
the reaper would be found in the Great Plains and on the western fron­
tier. By getting there first, he "scooped" a big chunk of the domestic mar­
ket. This, too, was a big gamble, for Chicago was then a far cry from the 
railroad hub that it later became. His reaper preceded the railroad into 
Chicago by three years. In fact, he established his production facility in 
Chicago before the telegraph, canals, and railroads had arrived in that 
town of 17,000. McCormick bet on its future and won the lottery. His 
company's growth and that of Chicago intertwined for the rest of the cen­
tury. Owner of Chicago's largest manufacturing plant, Cyrus McCormick 
emerged as its first big industrialist. 

McCormick's move to the "prairie market" ended his company's 
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FIGURE 3 

McCormick plant in Chicago, c. 1907; unidentified photographer. 

era of decentralized sub-manufacturing that had been characterized to a 
troubling degree by inadequate supervision, unreliability, and poor qual­
ity control in places like Brockport, New York, and Cincinnati. Central­
ization of production in Chicago enabled constant supervision, improve­
ments in manufacturing processes, and economies of scale. Because Mc­
Cormick's innovations in marketing and sales had already solved many of 
the most difficult problems in the mass distribution of his reaper - how 
to penetrate a national market of farmers - his first Chicago factory was 
able to attack the problem of production on a grand scale. When mass 
production could be integrated with mass distribution, the megacorp 
made its debut in the farm machinery sector. The road to International 
Harvester was illuminated. 

McCormick's First Chicago Factory 

Between 1848 and 1871, McCormick regularly enlarged and improved his 
Chicago plant, which had ready access to water and rail transportation. 
With woodworking and ironworking departments, as well as a paint shop, 
and with docks on the Chicago River for receiving raw materials and ship­
ping finished products, it was built to control costs. At first, some parts 
of the 1,200-pound reaper had to be manufactured elsewhere: sickles in 
Massachusetts, guard fingers in New Jersey, iron castings on the other side 
of Chicago. Raw materials arrived from all over the country and the world: 
white ash lumber from Michigan, pig iron from Pittsburgh and Scotland, 
steel from England. But the story of the next half-century was one of what 
the business world now calls vertical integration: lowering costs by elimi­
nating more and more outside suppliers and middlemen. By 1870, Mc­
Cormick was producing 10,000 machines a year at his Chicago factory. 
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Contingency in American Business History 

The year 1871 marked an important turning point in the history of the 
partnership Cyrus McCormick had established with his two brothers, Wil­
liam, who managed the finances, and Leander, who supervised manu­
facturing. The Great Chicago Fire in October of that year proved both a 
terrible misfortune, as the original factory complex burned to the ground 
at great financial loss, and a perverse twist of good luck. 

Contingency can be a powerful force in the life of an institution. 
Without "the Fire," one can readily imagine a far different fate for C. H. 
McCormick & Bros. By relocating and rebuilding in a visionary fashion, 
and making allowance for prodigious future growth, McCormick obtained 
additional advantages over his competitors by employing the most up-to­
date equipment, greater economies of scale, and wholesale efficiencies. 

By 1884, the new and vast 230-acre "McCormick City" employed 
1,400 workers in a main factory building ten times the size of its predeces­
sor. The McCormick Harvesting Machine Company, which replaced the 
old partnership in 1879, operated furnaces and foundries; produced its 
own iron; ran sawmills and the largest twine mill in the world; and even 
manufactured its own bolts and nuts. The company also purchased mines 
and forests to assure steady supplies for its furnaces and sawmills. In time, 
nearly every part of McCormick's harvesting machines would be made at 
this complex.12 "McCormick City" anticipated Henry Ford's colossal River 
Rouge Complex by twenty-five years. All that was needed to transform 
"McCormick City" into the Rouge Complex, in fact, was another techno­
logical breakthrough: the moving assembly line . 

"McCormick City" liberated supply. Production doubled between 
1870 and 1880. Between 1880 and 1884, when Cyrus McCormick died 
and his son Cyrus Jr. took control of the company, output nearly tripled. 
By 1891, annual output approached four times its 1880 level.13 

The Creation of International Harvester 

America's very first outbreak of "merger mania" occurred between 1898 
and 1902. During that span, 212 major consolidations took place in Amer­
ican industry. One of those mergers involved the McCormick Harvesting 
Machine Company, which, in 1902, combined with its chief competitor, 
William Deering & Co. (remember that library at Northwestern), and 
three smaller rivals to create the megacorp International Harvester. With 
assets of $ll0 million and control of 85 percent of U .S. production of 
harvesting machines, I.H. was "a virtual monopoly." By 1909, it was the 
fourth-largest corporation in America and the largest farm equipment 
company in the world. This corporate behemoth rested securely on foun­
dations put firmly in place by the McCormicks, father and son. In recog-
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nition of their central role in the creation of International Harvester, the 
McCormick family received 43 percent of the new company's stock and 
Cyrus Jr. became its first president. 

According to Alfred Chandler, the dean of business historians, the ini­
tiative for the merger came from U.S. Steel and the Morgan bankers who 
dominated that corporate giant. Elbert Gary, head of U.S. Steel, feared 
that the individual McCormick and Deering firms would build their own 
steel rolling mills, thereby depriving him of lucrative contracts and valu­
able customers. Gary's concerns 
coincided with a readiness on the 
parts of William Deering and Cyrus 
McCormick Jr. to halt, once and for 
all, the fierce, cutthroat competi­
tion that troubled their industry.14 

Memory, History and Myth 

Let us return to that confusing 
statue on Washington and Lee Uni­
versity's front campus. Not only is FIG u RE 4 

the bronze casting susceptible to Detail, Cyrus Hall McCormick statue, front 
mistaken identity, but the chiseled campus, Washington and Lee University. 

inscription on its stone base also 
highlights the gap between histori-
cal truth, on one side, and selective memory and myth-making, on the 
other. Here's the salient part of McCormick's epitaph: 

He Liberated Agriculture 

Befriended Education and 

Advanced the Cause of Religion 

This is how his admirers once preferred to remember the farmboy 
from the Valley of Virginia. Missing here, and in need of inclusion, is an­
other line : 

Furthered the Rise of Big Business 

As to why it was omitted in 1932, and why so few people associate 
the megacorps of modern America with the name McCormick, I have my 
theories. But you will have to invite me back to present Part Two. In the 
meantime,just as contemporary Londoners are instructed about another 
technology, far removed from McCormick's reaper, I ask you all to "Mind 
The Gap," the gap between history and myth in our study of the past. ~ 



132 Proceedings of the Rockbridge Historical Society - Volume XIII 

Notes 
1 The richest source on Cyrus McCormick's (as well as his family's) association with 

both Washington College and Washington & Lee University remains Ollinger 
Crenshaw, General Lee's College (Random House, New York, 1969), pp. 169-71, 
182, 193-95, 201, and 348. Despite never attending a single meeting, McCormick 
was a trustee of the college from 1869 until his death in 1884. McCormick's 
own gifts to the college totaled $20,000 (more than $450,000 in today's dollars) , 
an amount dwarfed by the $350,000 (more than $7 million) that his widow and 
descendants subsequently donated. Consult, also, William T. Hutchinson, Cyrus 
Hall McCormick: Harvest, 1856-1884 (D. Appleton-Century, New York, 1935), p. 
292. 

2 Cyrus's father, Robert, had nine slaves. On the eve of the Civil War Cyrus owned 
"three or four" slaves, whom he hired out to his Walnut Grove neighbors while he 
lived in Chicago. See William T. Hutchinson, Cyrus Hall McCormick: Seedtime, 1809-
1856 (New York, D. Appleton-Century, 1930) p . 17; Hutchinson, Harvest, p. 38. 

3 Herbert N. Casson, Cyrus Hall McCormick: His Life and Work (A. C. McClurg & Co., 
Chicago, 1909), p. 192. 

4 Although his brother Leander was more nostalgic about their native state than 
he was, making "long annual visits" to the Shenandoah Valley of his youth, in 
1880, Cyrus was elected the first president of the Virginia Society of Chicago. 
Hutchinson, Seedtime, p. 37 (fn. 1). 

5 At the end of Cyrus McCormick's life, his personal fortune was reckoned at 
$10,000,000. In 1890, the interests of Leander and his son Hall in the McCor­
mick Harvesting Machine Co. were bought out by Cyrus Jr. and his mother for 
$3,250,000, thus ending their involvement with the business well before the cre­
ation of International Harvester. Hutchinson , Seedtime, pp. 642, 749. 

6 Chapter Two, "A Legacy in the Heartland," in Barbara Marsh, A Corporate Tragedy: 
The Agony of International Harvester Company (New York, Doubleday, 1985), pp. 
15-34, and Chapter Three, "Cyrus McCormick," in Harold C. Livesay, American 
Made: Men Who Shaped the American Economy (Little Brown, Boston, 1979), shed 
abundant light on McCormick's business innovations. Alfred D. Chandler Jr., The 
Visible Hand: The Managerial Revolution in American Business (Belknap Press, Cam­
bridge, Mass., 1977), pp. 305-07, 402-03, and 406-11, details McCormick's role in 
the "managerial revolution" that swept American industry in the late nineteenth 
century. 

7 Richard S. Tedlow, Giants of Enterprise: Seven Business Innovators and the Empires 
They Built (Collins, New York, 2001), p. 1. McCormick did qualify for inclusion 
in Daniel Gross, Forbes Greatest Business Stories of All Time (John Wiley, New York, 
1996) ; see "Cyrus McCormick's Reaper and the Industrialization of Farming," 
pp. 22-38. 

8 Casson, p. 80. 

9 Marsh, p. 23; Hutchinson, Harvest, 249. 

10 James Wallace and Jim Erickson, Hard Drive: Bill Gates and the Making of the Mi­
crosoft Empire, (HarperCollins, NewYork, 1992) , pp. 117,135,269,342,352,381, 
and 390. 

11 Hutchinson, Seedtime, p. 360. 

12 Casson is especially informative about the development of "McCormick City." 

13 Chandler, pp. 306-07. 

14 Marsh, pp. 4 and 41-42; Chandler, pp. 408-09. 



Forgotten Pedagogue: Francis H. Smith, V.M.I., 
and the Mission of Educational Reform 

Bradford A. Wineman 

I F FRANCIS H. SMITH, first superintendent of the Virginia Military Insti­
tute, endeavored to leave any legacy, it was that of educational and 
social reformer. 
Once he established a successful "modern" curriculum and disci­

pline system at V.M.I., Smith made it his mission to foster reform in every 
institution of learning willing to try it. Already established as a mathemat­
ics textbook author when he arrived at V.M.I. in 1839, Smith expanded 
his influence on education by writing several pamphlets that promoted 
his own philosophy of curriculum and discipline at every level of school­
ing. Smith also engaged in extensive letter writing, creating an intricate 
network with other reform-minded teachers who shared similar ideas re­
garding math and science education. Many of Smith's West Point profes­
sors, such as Charles Davies and Albert Church, as well as fellow alumni, 
including Benjamin S. Ewell and Dennis Hart Mahan, wrote to him fre­
quently to discuss new math techniques and disciplinary issues or to ex­
change teaching advice. 

Although historians of antebellum higher education identify this era 
as one of academic stagnation because of archaic classical curriculums 

FIGURE 1 

Francis H. Smith. 

and ecclesiastical control, Smith's 
actions challenge this assertion, as 
he guided a complex intellectual 
exchange among fellow academ­
ics, particularly those in the South, 
who were concerned with promot­
ing a more modern, disciplined 
and practical educational system. 

As an 1833 graduate of the 
United States Military Academy, 
Smith greatly respected the unique 
educational reforms of that institu­
tion's famous and innovative super­
intendent, Colonel Sylvanus Thay­
er. Known as the "father of West 
Point," Thayer laid the intellectual 
and pedagogical foundations that 
remain in place to this day. When 
he arrived at West Point in 1817, 
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Thayer redefined it on the twin pillars of a science-based curriculum and 
a rigid disciplinary system. In class, he focused on practical subjects for 
his budding military professionals, such as engineering and the hard sci­
ences, in contrast to civilian institutions, which centered on the classics. 
Thayer also revolutionized teaching by emphasizing student recitation 
rather than instructors lecturing. 

The rigors of the classroom were reinforced by a comprehensive sys­
tem of rules and regulations that constantly monitored cadets' behavior, 
curtailed their reckless adolescent tendencies, and shaped their personal 
values. The success of his system soon brought Thayer a national reputa­
tion as a ground-breaking pedagogue and strict disciplinarian who en­
joyed the respect of his faculty and cade ts alike .1 

Smith Embraces Rules and Regulations 

Smith, as a West Point cadet, experienced Thayer's unique pedagogical 
system first hand, and embraced much of it as his own when he himself 
became superintendent of a military academy. Knowing that they were 
well versed in the Thayer system, Smith hired several West Point gradu­
ates as permanent members of the V.M.I. faculty during the antebellum 
period: Thomas H. Williamson ( class of 1833), William Gilham ( 1845) , 
and ThomasJ.Jackson (1846). 

As other states in the South saw V.M.I. 's success, they, too, sought West 
Point alumni to be superintendents of their own state military academies. 
These men in turn sought out Smith as the leading expert in implement­
ing the structure and curriculum that had made his military school thrive. 
West Point graduates such as Richard Colcock ( 1842) at the South Carolina 
Military Academy, Arnoldus Brumby (1835) at the Georgia Military Insti­
tute, Tench Tilgham (1832) at the Maryland Military Academy, and Wil­
liam T. Sherman (1840) at the Louisiana Seminary of Learning and Mili­
tary Academy all wrote to Smith seeking his advice and guidance on issues 
ranging from curriculum and examinations to uniforms and discipline. 

Bradford A Wineman graduated from 
Virginia Military Institute in 1999 with 
a B.A. degree in history. He earned his 
M.A. and Ph.D. degrees in history at 
Texas A&M University. He has taught 
history at V.M.I. and at the U.S. Army 
Command and General Staff College 
at Fort Leavenworth , Kansas, and now 
teaches at the Marine Corps Com­
mand and Staff College in Quantico, 
Virginia. He delivered this paper on 
November 22, 2004, in Lej eune Hall 
at the Virginia Military Institute. 

Smith also maintained a dialogue 
with West Pointers at civilian insti­
tutions, including Daniel H. Hill 
(1842) at neighboring Washington 
College and Benjamin Ewell (1832) 
at the College of William and Mary, 
which was discussing incorporat­
ing much of Thayer's pedagogical 
methodology. 2 

Many other school adminis­
trators who did not seek Smith's ad-



Proceedings of the Rockbridge Historical Society - Volume XIII 135 

vice directly nevertheless benefited from his influence when he placed his 
graduates in teaching positions at the dozens of institutions modeled af­
ter his own.3 Just as V.M.I. chose to rely on West Point alumni for its early 
faculty members, several of the new military academies forming through­
out the South recruited V.M.I.'s graduates as professors. Smith so success­
fully sought to populate the faculties of these newly created institutions 
with his best former students that, by the 1850s, nearly every major mili­
tary school in the South employed at least one V.M.I. alumnus. Schools 
such as Georgia Military Institute, Western Military Institute (in Tennes­
see), Kentucky Military Institute, and North Carolina Military Institute all 
welcomed some ofV.M.I.'s most accomplished graduates, handpicked by 
Smith to carry his pedagogical ideas and reforms. These institutions ben­
efited not only from the talents of his graduates who, having been in the 
system themselves, could now help to incorporate it into their instruction 
firsthand, but also from Smith's advice through correspondence. Smith 
even sent his own nephew, Francis W. Smith, to assist William T. Sherman 
in building a military academy in Louisiana.4 

Smith always encouraged his graduates to go into teaching - ide­
ally, in schools and academies in Virginia. The state government required 
students who received free tuition (known as "state cadets") to repay their 
education by serving as a teacher within Virginia, and through tireless 
work, Smith made V.M.I. the most popular source of educators in the Old 
Dominion. Schoolmasters from throughout the state bombarded him 
with appeals for Institute graduates. Smith believed that by working to 
improve Virginia's educational system and advance the state intellectually 
and economically, he fulfilled the state's mandate that V.M.I. should oper­
ate for the benefit of society as a whole. 

Many of Smith's graduates took the initiative to establish or lead 
their own preparatory military schools in Virginia on the model ofV.M.I. , 
with the counsel of their former superintendent. After helping to con­
vert the esteemed Norfolk Academy into a military school, John Bowie 
Strange (V.M.I., 1842) left in 1856 to create his own preparatory military 
academy near his boyhood home in Albemarle County. He wrote to Smith 
several times during his school's inaugural year, inquiring, for example, 
about the best sources for the accoutrements necessary to outfit a corps 
of cadets, including dress caps, overcoats and swords. Once classes began, 
Strange turned again to his mentor to supply him with teachers to instruct 
in mathematics, English, and tactics, and advice on cadet discipline and 
finances. 5 When creating a new military school in Maryland,John S. Gam­
ble (1848) consulted Smith regarding the procedure of operating a sum­
mer training camp before fall classes.6 John Henry Pitts (1844), founder 
of the Rumford Military Academy, near Richmond, praised Smith for his 
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assistance. Writing, in 1849, "To you my former instructor I may pardon­
ably play the egoist especially as I attribute my success to your system of 
discipline and mode of instruction which first formed my character and 
then raised my school."7 Cadet Charles Williams approached Smith with 
an advertisement in 1852 that sought a teacher to take over a new acad­
emy being established in his hometown of Culpeper Courthouse. Wil­
liams asked the superintendent to support his effort to have himself and 
fellow classmate Henry Whiting awarded leadership of this new school. 
Smith wrote a flattering letter of introduction to the town, explaining 
how his two graduates would put the academy in "high standing" and 
possibly "organize the boys in a little military corps" if the town desired.8 

A year after his V.M.I. graduation, Edward C. Edmonds (1858) wrote to 
thank Smith for a copy of his report on European education, which in­
fluenced the curriculum at Danville Military Academy, where Edmonds 
was principal.9 Smith also inspired graduates James]. Phillips (1853) and 
Titus V. Williams (1859) to establish the Chuckatuck Military Academy in 
Nanesmond County and the Jeffersonville Military Academy in Tazewell 
County, respectively. 10 Schools establish ed by some other Smith proteges 
did not last long: James L. Bryan ( 1843) , founder of the Petersburg Mili­
tary Academy, abandoned his school to pursue a career in the Episco­
pal ministry, while a yellow fever epidemic in Louisiana forced Valentine 
Saunders (1842) to close his Baton Rouge Military Institute shortly after 
it opened. 

A Pedagogical Philosopher 

Smith's contributions to education were not confined exclusively to the 
development of purely military schools. He did not see the military acad­
emy, as an institution, as the sole answer to educational reform. The key 
rested in the fundamental pedagogical elements that he had labored so 
hard to cultivate in his college: discipline, adherence to a scientific cur­
riculum, quality in teaching, and moral development. Francis H. Smith's 
greatest contribution to the pursuit of high er learning came in his belief 
that these basic tenets of military education should be inculcated into 
every academic environment, regardless of the scholastic level. Two of his 
most noted pamphlets promoted this philosophy and his plan for enact­
ing it: The Regulations of Military Institutions as Applied to the Conduct of Com­
mon Schools (1849) and College Reform (1851). To Smith, a place oflearning, 
whether a university or an ordinary schoolhouse, did not need to have a 
military identity or be a replica of V.M.I. in order to achieve effective­
ness. He emphasized this point when introducing the goal of his essays: 
"It is not the design of the following pages to exhibit views of mere theo­
rists who h ave written on the art of teaching. Adopting the system which 
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has been so successfully 
introduced into the 
Virginia Military Insti­
tute as the basis upon 
which an efficient sys­
tem of instruction and 
discipline for schools 
and academies may be 
framed, the design will 
be to show what modi-
fications are necessary 
for this purpose, and to 
enforce the views which 
will be presented by ar-
guments derived from 
actual experience. "11 

In essence, the two 
pamphlets provided a 
practical guide for in-
corporating the basic 
tenets of Smith's educa­
tional strategy. Both fol­
lowed the same outline, 
presenting guidelines 
for faculty standards, 
course of study, mode 
of instruction, and 
discipline. All schools 
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could function most efficiently by promoting a recitation system of learn­
ing, a scientific curriculum, a demerit system, and a code of conduct. Re­
form meant discipline, because fostering good student behavior promoted 
better learning; together with a practical curriculum, it would ensure stu­
dents' success after graduation. 

In his pamphlets, he balanced philosophical musings with detailed 
instructions in such areas as how to use the blackboard, enlist the help 
of parents, calculate a student's general merit score, and administer se­
mester examinations. Always a proponent of detailed instruction, Smith 
also provided several examples in appendices of such administrative doc­
uments as special reports (for disciplinary offenses), weekly class report 
tables, semester merit rolls, and demerit book entries. He distributed the 
pamphlets among all who might be interested in his educational innova­
tions: professors, teachers, parents, politicians, and friends. They epito-
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mized his philosophy on teaching that he had developed after more than 
a decade in the classroom, guiding students about to begin their teaching 
careers, and after corresponding with other educators. 

It did not take long for Smith's innovations to win over a growing 
population of educators willing to try his ideas. Several school superin­
tendents and teachers, particularly his former students, incorporated his 
program in their curriculum and disciplinary systems. William H. Har­
rison (1845) accepted a position as principal of the Amelia Academy 
and informed Smith that he thought "very strongly of remodeling my 
own school upon the plan of the Military Institute" and requested V.M.I. 
graduates to assist him.12 When called upon to "rescue" the Richmond 
Academy, Smith explained to the headmaster he could trust his plan, as 
it had been successfully adopted at preparatory schools such as the Nor­
folk and Staunton Academies with noted success.13 He also implemented 
his reforms in both of the local Lexington schools, "with most decisive 
beneficial results. "14 Larger colleges such as William and Mary also ex­
perimented with Smith's system. His old West Point friend Richard S. 
Ewell had been appointed president of the college and sought to expand 
the curriculum, improve discipline, and increase stagnating enrollment; 
Ewell even contemplated converting the institution into a military acad­
emy on the V.M.I. model. He followed Smith's advice closely during the 
first years of his presidency and succeeded in achieving his goals.15 

In short, the basic tenets of Smith's plan, as articulated in his pam­
phlets, could be adapted to just about any institution of learning regard­
less of size, affiliation, or age of students. His influence became that much 
more profound than other reformers who concentrated solely on colleg­
es or common schools. 

Smith did not share his wisdom with V.M.I. and West Point gradu­
ates alone. His reputation as an educational innovator drew advice-seek­
ers from the broader academic world. Richard S. Burke, principal of the 
Richmond Academy, received advice from Smith on how to reorganize 
his mathematics department to more effectively teach higher levels of 
math.16 The Reverend John P. McGuire of the Theological Seminary of 
Virginia became fascinated with Smith's disciplinary system and sought 
him out for advice on how to better the behavior of his own students. 
Smith replied to him in 1854: "I would inquire whether you might not 
introduce into the H [igh] school the system ofresponsibility which exists 
in our Military Schools by dividing your dormitory into sections of boys, 
2 or 3 of these sections again combined into a division under a more 
advanced boy and the whole under the supervision of a teacher acting in 
alteration with the adjuncts. Many private schools have introduced this 
system with great effect and under such an arrangement I think it is pos-
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sible I might be able to furnish you with an assistant."17 When the Rever­
end William Meade of the Episcopal High School in Alexandria asked 
Smith about the duties and qualifications needed for his new principal, 
he noted the need for the man selected to take on duties of both instruc­
tion and government, much like the commandant of a military school. 
Instead of explaining his entire philosophy, Smith encouraged Meade to 
"ride up and see the system at work here you would understand it better 
and appreciate it."18 

V.M.1. Graduates As Smith's Evangelists 

Even institutions that did not seek Smith out directly for advice benefited 
from the legion of graduates that V.M.I. sent out into the academies and 
colleges throughout the South. "It is perfectly feasible to make the reor­
ganization of your Academy upon the basis which you propose and if you 
can place the matter in the hands of one of our best graduates you will 
find the system to work admirably," Smith wrote to George Dame, prob­
ably a teacher at Episcopal in Alexandria.19 

Several of his graduates arrived at their new teaching positions 
armed with Smith's literature and personal mandate to apply his system. 
Smith advised one graduate: "If you go there [Fairfax Court House] you 
had better organize your school as early as possible upon the basis of my 
pamphlet with energy into the matter. "20 Whether as a result of direct ad­
vice or of having absorbed the system outlined in his pamphlets, nearly all 
of Smith's teacher-graduates entered their new positions armed with the 
knowledge needed to apply his philosophy. 

With a wide variety of talent at his disposal and requests to help fill 
numerous teaching vacancies, Smith did his best to match the skills of 
each individual graduate with a particular school's needs. 21 He sometimes 
asked those cadets demonstrating exemplary ability to remain at the In­
stitute as adjunct instructors in lower level courses for up to two years. 
If the situation allowed, he attempted to send graduates back to their 
home counties or to academies whose religious affiliation matched their 
own. 22 He occasionally even sent his former students to be tutors for pri­
vate families. 23 Smith understood that if he kept schoolmasters pleased by 
providing high-quality teachers, his reputation would continue to build 
throughout the state. V.M.I. graduates were especially sought after be­
cause of their ability to teach a wide range of subjects. Much to Smith's 
satisfaction, many presided over classes in math, natural philosophy, 
chemistry, and, in the handful of advanced schools that offered it, even 
engineering. 

Smith proved equally effective at helping staff faculties at schools 
embracing the still widely accepted classical curriculum. He reluctantly 
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placed cadets who knew classical languages from their pre-V.M.I. educa­
tion into positions in which they were expected to teach Greek. 24 That he 
steered graduates to such institutions suggests that Smith purposely hoped 
that they could reform them by promoting a more scientific curriculum 
from the inside. This effort also proved true at the college level, when he 
secured positions for his students as mathematics professors at tradition­
ally classical colleges such as William and Mary and Hampden-Sydney.25 

Not all of Smith 's job placement activities resulted in ideal situations 
for the graduates. Finding the right man for the right school was some­
times a hit-or-miss endeavor. With dozens of requests for teachers swamp­
ing him every month, many from newly established academies, Smith 
found it increasingly harder to determine which opportunities were 
promising, and which were not. Occasionally he found himself steering 
his graduates away from bad situations. 26 Not only did he encounter this 
problem at some military schools corrupted by poor leadership; other 
alumni placed in local academies occasionally encountered problems of 
their own and appealed to Smith for help. Complaints ranged from deal­
ing with difficult headmasters, to not being allowed to teach the classes 
they wanted, to the overwhelming workload of teaching. 27 Smith identi­
fied many of these challenges as simply the growing pains experienced 
by every young teacher. But unless a situation proved desperate, he usu­
ally encouraged frustrated graduates to remain where they were for the 
present. 28 He advised a frustrated graduate in 1845 to "let well enough 
[alone] .... Stick at your present employment and post until you can com­
mand by your age and experience a better position. "29 

Even students who never finished at V.M.I. received assistance from 
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Smith when they sought teaching positions. William R. Galt, a Norfolk na­
tive and University of Virginia graduate, was awarded a position at a Win­
chester, Virginia, academy after a shining recommendation from Smith; 
although the young man was not a V.M.I. alumnus, Smith wrote, he was 
"still a good teacher."30 In 1855, he wrote recommendations for two ex­
ceptionally gifted former students at Hampden-Sydney College, where 
Smith had previously taught. 31 Smith concerned himself most with plac­
ing young men with outstanding ability, even if they were not exclusively 
his own. This commitment to deploying only the best talent in order to 
improve the overall education system also meant giving less-than-enthu­
siastic recommendations for his own students if he believed they did not 
have all the proper skills to teach effectively. Smith recommended James 
Henry Waddell (1855) only for elementary English because of his low 
class standing. 32 In a handful of other instances, Smith fumed over the 
prospects of having to place a cadet he believed unworthy to command a 
classroom. He refused to make any effort to find positions for irrespon­
sible cadets, such as one to whose guardian he wrote, "How could I rec­
ommend him as a teacher when confidence was wanting in his principles 
of duty here?"33 Like all college presidents, Smith desired to see his gradu­
ates succeed but in at least this instance, it could not come at the cost of 
what he considered the higher purpose of the Institute. 

Even after they began their teaching careers, many still relied on 
Smith's advice. They inundated their mentor with questions about how 
to be most effective in the classroom. This is where Smith was at his best, 
guiding them in the intricacies of pedagogy. He enjoyed urging graduates 
such as George Patton (1852) * to promote the use of integral calculus and 
monomials and Stephen T. Pendleton (1848) to "make your boys finished 
scholars and spare no labor for this end and awaken sprightly manner in 
their demonstration and explanation. "34 He advised flexibility in their own 
scholarship, telling one graduate to study branches other than his specialty 
during his off-time to make himself a better teacher - and more market­
able. 35 

Smith understood that a schoolmaster's success often depended on 
his actions beyond the classroom. He advised Benjamin Ficklin (1849) to 
pursue friendly relations with the community around his academy while 
avoiding local politics. He explained: ''You will find it best to keep aloof 
from all local quarrels. Your object should be to enlist the cooperation 
of all, without giving offence to any but be careful to give your academy 
a strictly moral tone."36 Smith pleaded with his graduates, above all, to 
right the wrongs of the state's education system, particularly in the cat-

* His grandson, George S. Patton Jr. , attended V.M.I. in the class ofl907, mostly to 
honor the family tradition. He left after a year for West Point. 
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egories of discipline. He impressed upon Pendleton the "importance of 
a strict order and subordination in a school and cleanliness to progress 
in studies. I visited a school house a few days ago and I am sure I should 
not survive an attack of hysteria were I to be confined to it for 24 hours. 
Noise and want of neatness may always be prevented by demerit and when 
the list of demerit amounts to a given number, instantly discharge the of­
fender - it matters not whose son he may be."37 

Some of the advice was given in less-than-ideal circumstances. On 
hearing rumors that two of his graduates had failed to maintain proper 
discipline in the Staunton Academy they jointly operated, Smith chastised 
them for forgetting everything he had taught them. He wrote the pair 
sternly in 1848:38 

You will recollect that in the "hints on teaching" which I gave to your 
class I suggested to you to establish a system of demerit. You will find 
this the most successful mode of governing your boys in school. Fix 
definitely those offence or negligences which are to be punished 
make each boy write his excuse, this will be a good exercise in com­
position and when he has 50 or 75 demerit in any quarter, require 
him to leave school. You will find it indispensable to your success to 
be punctual yourselves in every duty for example will do more to 
form habits of punctuality in your scholars than all the precept in the 
world. You will of course understand the motive which I have in writ­
ing to you; No complaint whatever has been made to me, but it has 
been suggested that your school might be improved in the two points 
to which I have adverted. Should you ever need advice or coopera­
tion, you know you can always command it in writing to me." 

Smith impressed on his graduates the need to present good exam­
ples of character and habit to reflect favorably not only on their own acad­
emies but on himself and V.M.I. Just as he had monitored their behavior 
as cadets, he now carefully watched over their careers as teachers. Ever 
the paternal figure, he enjoyed sending unsolicited notes of encourage­
ment to balance those that offered advice and guidance, facilitating the 
transition from cadet to colleague. Briscoe G. Baldwin (1848) received 
warm tidings from Smith when he began teaching at Staunton Academy: 
"Let me express the hope that in your new home you will not lose sight of 
us but will as your time allows you favor me with a letter. I cannot promise 
to be a regular correspondent, but I will endeavour to let you see that I 
value such evidences of remembrance. "39 

He often tried to talk his alumni into considering teaching their life's 
career. He wrote to William Mahone ( 184 7), "I am pleased to learn that 
you are still actively and I have no doubt, profitably engaged in the duties 
of instruction. I hope the experience which you will have attained in it 
will induce you to continue yet longer at it."40 Once a favorite graduate 
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I. MoRAL Q uALIFICATIONs. 

I. The teacher must not only be free from all immoral 
practices, but his influence and habits should be favorable 
to virtue. More is taught by example than precept, and 
the rules of a school will be stripped of much of their 
sanction, if the practices of ~he teacher be opposed to 
them. The young do not discriminate, with respect to 
age and circumstances, between the teacher and the 
taught; and if they do, they find it difficult to understand 
why a moral rule should not be equally binding upon the 
one as the other. Let the teacher, then, " practise what 
he teaches." The soldier will follow his commander in 
every dµty; he rarely leads. 

2. The teacher should be a gentleman. '!'his qualifica­
tion implies a disuse of all coarse and vulgar language, 
and a strict conformity, in manners, to all' the rules of 
courtesy and politeness which prevail among gentlemen. 

3. The teacher should be neat in his person and d,·ess. 
This requisite is implied in the preceding; but it so often 
happens that persons who are gentlemen by birth aud 
education, are negligent in this' respect, that the special 
attention of th'e teacher is drawn to it. It may be a 
question whether this direction does not interdict the 
use of tobacco. It certainly does while in the school­
room. 
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did commit to a career in education, Smith drew him into the broader in­
tellectual circle by encouraging him to exchange ideas, textbooks, recom­
mendations, and the like with like-minded teachers at other institutions. 

A handful of graduates embraced Smith's call to education so in­
tensely that they created their own schools. Many received assistance from 
Smith that often exceeded simple advice on teaching techniques. When 
an alumnus intended to create a new academy, Smith often alerted the 
delegate of the county to solicit support.41 When William D. Stuart (1850) 
opened a school in Richmond affiliated with the Episcopal church, Smith 
wrote the leaders of the congregation to ask their "special care and pa­
tronage. "42 Through Smith, graduate Edward T. Fristoe (1849) found fel­
low alumnus Alexander C.Jones (1850) to assist him in establishing a new 
grammar school in Surry Court House, Virginia.43 Smith also provided 
testimonials used to promote new institutions founded or supported by 
his graduates such as the Chuckatuck Academy, Danville Academy, and 
Hampton Male and Female Academy.44 An official recommendation from 
someone of Smith's stature often helped his graduates as much as any 
advice he could give. 

Smith's Graduates and the Democratization of Education 

Historians agree that the democratization of schools, particularly colleg­
es, represented the greatest change in education during the antebellum 
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era. Although not a college graduate himself, President Andrew Jackson's 
election to the presidency accelerated that progression. Historian Fred­
erick Rudolph notes that '1ackson came to symbolize the fundamental 
changes that were taking place in American society during the years when 
the American college . . . was wrestling with the problem of being an 
institution cradled in privilege in an age that insisted upon being demo­
cratic. " 45 V.M.I. and other military academies followed this national trend 
with the creation of programs that provided free tuition to indigent but 
talented young men, in the hopes of creating a Jeffersonian "aristocracy 
of talent" by widening the opportunity for education. This philanthropic 
approach to admission carried one inherent problem: How could appli­
cants be evaluated without modern-day methods of assessment such as 
report cards or standardized tests? V.M.I.'s Board ofVisitors and Smith set 
a minimum level of entrance standards, requiring potential matriculates 
to have a basic knowledge of mathematics and English skills. Still, any 
system in that era that sought students from the lower ends of the socio­
economic scale often drew young men who had experienced substandard 
schooling. Finding a lad with potential proved to be an imperfect science, 
leaving Smith with the uncertainty of not knowing exactly what kind of 
talent he would be getting when any given academic year began. He ac­
knowledged to the board and parents that a good number of students 
who failed were poorly prepared.46 This outcome frustrated Smith, be­
cause most of these ill-prepared students brought the right attitude and 
work ethic, but did not have the time to catch up to those who arrived 
from better educational backgrounds. 

In confronting this problem, Smith benefited from the increasing 
number of schools founded by V.M.I. alumni or populated with alumni on 
the faculty. Many of these schools would eventually send their students to 
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the Institute. Many young men who applied to V.M.I. had been schooled 
under Smith's educational philosophy, at least to some degree. Virginia 
preparatory schools such as the Fleetwood Academy, Rappahannock Acad­
emy, and Winchester Academy, among others, routinely sent students to 
V.M.I.,, many carrying recommendations from the V.M.I. graduates. 

Conversely, when an applicant fell short ofV.M.I.'s admissions stan­
dards, Smith often encouraged him to attend one of the V.M.1.-influenced 
academies before reapplying. He especially recommended Norfolk and 
Rumford Academies, presided over by John B. Strange (1842) and John 
Pitts (1845), respectively.47 He encouraged several young men from Tide­
water who were not admitted to V.M.I. to seek out Strange for tutoring , 
particularly in mathematics, in order to get themselves up to standard.48 

Still, the system was not foolproof. In 1856, a V.M.I. graduate sug­
gested creating a catalog of Institute cadets listing their early schools as a 
means of promoting the reputations of those academies, many of which 
had Institute alumni on the faculty. Smith rejected this idea, believing 
that such a list might embarrass cadets with poor grades or a high number 
of demerits.49 

In any case, the rapport between Smith and these feeder schools 
remained strong. The principals of the Yale and Rappahannock Acad­
emies, neither a V.M.I. alumnus, sent their sons to the Institute.50 This 
tight relationship almost created a controversy for Smith in 1849, when 
an applicant complained that V.M.I. chose a student from favored Rappa­
hannock Academy despite the former's better qualifications.51 While this 
accusation remains the only one of favoritism leveled at Smith, it remains 
a near-certain fact that any student recommended by a V.M.I. graduate 
had a better chance of achieving admission. 

V.M.I. teachers became so popular and successful that many acad­
emies developed similar, self-perpetuating monopolies of graduates. Wil­
liam Couper's history of V.M.I. identifies the Norfolk Academy as an ex­
ample of this cycle of hiring Institute graduates: "Many V.M.I. graduates 
taught there and among the names we find those of John B. Strange, '42; 
... John S. Gamble, '48; Robert Gatewood, '49; George M. Edgar, '56; 
and Henry A. Wise, Jr., '62. These men directed the instruction of Nor­
folk youth for about a quarter of a century. "52 

When graduates wrote to V.M.I. announcing openings in schools 
they had just established, Smith actively sold them on the benefits of hir­
ing more Institute alumni. He explained to William Forbes, president of 
Stewart College in Clarksville, Tennessee, that "should any accident occur 
to yourself he [Robert Gatewood, 1849] can take temporary charge of 
the Math Dept and having been instructed by Major Gilham is also fully 
prepared on the course of Chemistry and Natural Philosophy."53 In 1851, 
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he convinced Forbes' classmate, the superintendent of Norfolk Acad­
emy, John Strange, that appointing Thomas Upshaw (1851) "will add 
greatly to the popularity of your academy."54 John Pitts at the Rumford 
Military Academy requested gradua tes from Smith on three occasions in 
the 1850s. In short, V.M.I. alumni created their own informal network in 
Virginia education, much as West Point graduates had established one on 
a more national scale.55 

Smith even went so far as to intimidate schoolmasters into main­
taining a V.M.I. presence in their academies. H e explained to George 
Butler, headmaster of the Rappahannock Academy: "I consider Mr.Jones 
(1848) a young man of fine talents and fully qualified for the duties now 
discharged by Mr. Mahone. I hope you will not have occasion to lose Mr. 
Mahone and as a consequences that Mr. Jones will remain where he is. 
Changes in schools are injurious not only to the young men themselves 
but to the schools."56 Because Smith controlled an active system of teacher 
placement and kept close contact with the network of his graduates, he 
had an inside track on any position that might open in a given academy. 
When George Robertson (1848) inquired about finding a position, Smith 
replied, "I had written to Finney [1848] who is now teaching in Loud­
oun who expects to relinquish his school and recommended you for the 
place. "57 As state cadets served their required two years of teaching, Smith 
could replace them, if they chose to leave, with a new crop of graduates, 
maintaining a cycle ofV.M.I. alumni on the faculty. 

Effectiveness of Smith's System 

Smith's system worked. Statistics demonstrated a sharp increase in col­
lege enrollment in Virginia's colleges, and of all the states in the Union, 
the Old Dominion had the highest percentage of its total population in 
college. He attributed both of these accomplishments to the influence 
of V.M.I. alumni teachers and to the schoolmasters who had adopted 
Smith's teaching reforms as proposed in his pamphlets.58 

Smith never viewed himself as promoting a personal agenda. On the 
contrary, he viewed himself as a patriot, serving the will of the people. 
Smith treated the ever-growing popularity of the Institute and its contri­
butions as a mandate from all Virginians to continue his efforts at educa­
tional reform. He reinforced this belief to the state legislature in his 1848 
Annual Report:59 

In lieu of pecuniary compensation, an educational basis was given to 
the new establishment, which has been expanded from year to year, 
by the force of public sentiment, until now it seems as if upon the 
V.M.I., had devolved a conspicuous part in the great work of reform­
ing the elementary education of the state. In this work she is now 
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actively engaged, not by attempting to introduce some new theory of 
popular education; but by the silent and certain influence resulting 
from the annual distribution of a corps of well-trained native teachers 
among our people. We see this influence in the material which is an­
nual seeking admission to the benefits of the institute. We see it again 
in the increasing demand for more and more teachers; and we may 
now anticipate what it will be when some twenty years have passed, 
and the system, now only partially introduced, shall have reached 
every county and every neighborhood in the state." 

He continued:60 

Instead of confiding public arms to a hired soldiery, the state has 
submitted the defence and protection of her sons, educated in senti­
ments of intelligent patriotism and public virtue .... [Virginia] has 
substituted the educated and intelligent student taken, in all cases, 
from among her own children and made them the guardian of her 
means of defence; and by educating them, and by sending them forth 
as instructors throughout the commonwealth, she has made even the 
means of defence less necessary. The moral power of an intelligent 
and disciplined corps of young men, annually sent forth to mix in the 
affairs of society, will exercise the greatest influence in maintaining 
respect abroad and peace at home." 

Smith's accomplishments in promoting his ideas for educational re­
form add a new perspective to any evaluation of military schools as a cat­
egory. Although V.M.I. was martial in its structure and operation, Smith 
saw its purpose as primarily pedagogical. While many schoolmasters and 
college presidents endured an everyday struggle to keep their institutions 
afloat, Smith enjoyed the rare opportunity to shape not only his own 
school but dozens of others through literature, correspondence, and the 
influence of his graduates. His reforms did not find their way into every 
classroom, but schools that adopted his scheme demonstrated a much­
appreciated improvement in the areas that he believed were most critical 
to the progress of education. 

In each Annual Report he submitted to the Board of Visitors and 
subsequently to the state, Smith enumerated, with great emphasis, the 
number of V.M.I. graduates who were engaged in teaching in the com­
monwealth. Typically about half of living alumni were educators or had 
been at some point in their careers. Smith continued to impress on politi­
cians in Richmond that it was principally education, not military prepara­
tion, that would advance Virginia socially, politically, and economically, 
allowing it to lead all the Southern states. Moreover, he argued, this sense 
of identity - forged by intellect and not arms - would allow Virginia, 
and presumably the entire South, to create a sense of independence from 
the North and from Europe. 
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In sum, Virginia and the South, by providing their own teachers, 
could promote their own ideas, values, and culture. This is how Smith 
envisioned his legacy and how his institution stood at the vanguard of the 
movement, achieving distinction not primarily for its military strengths 
but for its contribution to the intellectual renaissance of the state that it 
so loyally served. ~ 
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The House Mountain Tragedy of 1846 

Douglas J. Horwood 

N OT TOO LONG AGO, the late Henry Clark and his boy got in a 
gunfight with one of their neighbors up on Irish Creek. The 
fight was about a pig. And sheer cussedness. 

With that in mind, it is not beyond the realm of possibility that a kill­
ing on the saddle between the peaks of Big House Mountain and Little 
House Mountain in the winter of 1846 was caused by a squabble over a 
cow. And sheer cussedness. 

At least that's what one of the neighbors said. 
James Anderson had a bad reputation; there 's no doubt about that. 

He got caught in a bear-trap once while he was trying to steal some corn 
from the Sniders out in Rockbridge Baths. Tried the same thing again 
and was whipped for his troubles. 

In the summer of 1846, James Anderson was getting ready to bean 
Joseph Robinson with a rock. Why? Who knows? Sheer cussedness prob­
ably had something to do with it. Fortunately for Mr. Robinson,John Pet­
tigrew got in the middle of it, grabbed Anderson's hand, and knocked 
him down. 

In court a couple of years later,James Smith said he had told Ander­
son to cut it out as Pettigrew had him on the ground. Anderson calmed 
down a bit. Pettigrew let him up. 

Some time after that, Smith said, James Anderson's cows went 
through a fence, got into Pettigrew's cornfield, and wrecked it. 

Mrs. Anderson went down to Smith's house and asked Smith and his 
wife, Nancy, to go with her and get the cows out of an old house they'd 
taken over after Pettigrew had shooed them into it. 

Mr. Smith, speaking for himself and his wife, declined the invitation. 
Mrs. Anderson, instead of taking a hint, went on a tear. "She abused Mrs. 
Pettigrew as a mean woman, and said that she could see her heart's blood, 
and was not done with it yet." 

On that cheery note, Smith's 
wife went part of the way back into 
the saddle of House Mountain with 
Mrs. Anderson. And on the way, 
Mrs. Anderson embellished her 
chilling little oath. "She said she 
could see Mrs. Pettigrew's heart's 
blood run as free as she ever saw 
anything in her life." 

Doug Harwood is editor of the 
monthly Rockbridge Advocate, which he 
founded in 1992. A 1974 graduate of 
Washington and Lee University with 
a major in journalism, he has always 
been fascinated by Rockbridge history, 
especially if it is unusual and bizarre. 
He presented this paper on January 
31 , 2005, in Washington and Lee Uni­
versity's Evans Hall. 
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A couple of months later, in October, 1846, the old house where Pet­
tigrew had stashed the Anderson's cows was burned. And if Smith is to be 
believed, when he asked James Anderson about the fire, Anderson replied. 
"You all will see in a short time, the other house will go the same way." 

Maybe a neighborly dispute over a cow did start it all. Maybe it was 
jealousy. 

Or maybe it was something else. 
I suppose if John Pettigrew and his wife, Mary Ann Moore Pettigrew, 

had been among the prominent citizens of the county, we'd know pretty 
much everything there is to know about them and about just what hap­
pened on the night of December 16, 1846. 

But they weren't. And what little we do know about them stems most­
ly from a horrible tragedy that happened in the saddle of House Moun­
tain on the night of December 16, or the morning of the 17th, in 1846. 

Today nothing remains of the Pettigrew cabin - not a ruined foun­
dation or chimney, not a marker, not anything. We don't even know ex­
actly where it was in the saddle. 

We can speculate a bit about the lure of the mountain, where the 
growing season is a few weeks longer than it is at lower elevations and 
where land prices, because of the isolation, were lower than they were 
down in the valley. 

But what brought the Pettigrews to Rockbridge County at all remains 
a bit of a mystery. 

They arrived from Campbell County a few years before the tragedy. 
Just when, we don't know, but there was talk of a fall from social and finan­
cial grace that preceded the move. 

We do know that John Pettigrew had a job at Tom Alphin's distillery, 
about six miles away from the Pettigrew cabin as the crow flies . 

And we know that the Pettigrew cabin could be seen from at least 
three other cabins. 

Beyond that, we also know that a few days before the fire,John Petti­
grew left his cabin along with his eldest daughter, Rachel. They apparent­
ly left on a Sunday, though one account pushed it forward to Wednesday. 
Some accounts said they had gone to visit some friends, but just whom 
those friends were remains a mystery. By other accounts, John left to go 
to work at Tom Alphin's whiskey mill. 

Just where Rachel stayed - and where John stayed - are mysteries. 
In any event, on that December Tuesday, after Rachel and John had, 

by most accounts, left, a neighbor saw the Pettigrew cabin, smoke rising 
from the chimney. Nothing remarkable. 

On Wednesday, it began to snow. And snow. And snow. Three feet of 
the stuff in all, by most accounts. 
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As the snow was ending on Thursday afternoon, another neighbor 
saw what looked like the cabin on fire. He didn't think much about it. The 
Pettigrews had talked about moving, and the neighbor figured they had 
done just that, setting fire to the cabin before they left. 

On Sunday afternoon, James Smith's dogs began barking, and he 
went outside to see what the trouble was. He heard someone hollering in 
distress. It was John Pettigrew. "He seemed to be out of breath, walking 
through the snow. He called and asked me to get some fire and go with 
him ... that his house was burned and his family was all frozen ." 

Smith got "some fire" - presumably coals or embers - and went 
with John. When they got near the remains of the burned cabin, Smith 
came upon the gruesome sight that must have greeted Pettigrew when he 
arrived home after walking for hours through the snow. 

He found the house burned and the bodies of Mrs. Pettigrew and five 
children lying close by. Mrs. Pettigrew was sitting on the end of some bed 
clothes, leaning forward, with a slit-bottom chair tilted forward against 
her back. Her head was leaning forward, bent over her only son, John, 
eight years old, who lay across her lap, dressed in only a shirt. 

Judith, the next-eldest girl after Rachel, lay on her side, four or five 
yards from her mother, one leg stretched out through the rungs of a chair 
and the other drawn up. She was in her nightdress and was wearing a pair 
of shoes. She was fourteen. 

The next girl, Margaret, who was twelve, was sitting on a log leaning 
against a stump, her head hanging forward, her left foot under her, and 
her right foot stretched down in the ground and frozen in it. The ground 
had to be chopped with an ax to free Margaret's foot. 

The other two girls, Letitia, ten, and Mary Elizabeth, six, lay at the 
root of a stump with their faces on the ground, opposite each other. They 
were in their nightdresses and shoes. 

There were no human tracks near the bodies. A set of animal tracks 
coursed back and forth to the spring. The Pettigrews' dog had made them 
during a few quick runs for water. It was obvious from the tracks that the 
dog had, aside from those runs, stayed with the bodies. 

The bodies were blackened with ashes and dust from the burned-out 
cabin. One man said they were the color of iron. 

Word of the ghastly scene quickly got out, and before the day was out 
there were fifteen or twenty men on horseback at the scene, and another 
dozen or so came with wagons to haul the bodies away. 

Hugh Wilson was one of the men with a wagon. Two years later he re­
called the snow drifting in the House Mountain saddle. He remembered 
the frozen bodies and the strange scene, with clothes blowing about in the 
snow- some within reach of the bodies. He remembered seeing a feather 
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bed about a hundred yards away from the smoldering ruins of the cabin. 
He remembered seeing the Andersons' cabin, looking all cozy about 400 
yards away. And he remembered hearing dogs barking in that cabin. 

But there was no sight of the Andersons. 
Other witnesses had other memories. Polly Robinson, for instance, 

went up to the Pettigrew cabin before the bodies were taken away. She 
remembered seeing Mrs. Pettigrew sitting on a bed that was burned. Polly 
figured the bed must have burned before Mrs. Pettigrew got on it. Near 
the girl who sat on the log was a basket of eggs, Polly remembered. The 
basket and the egg shells were burned on the side facing the house. 

A coroner's inquest took place the day after the bodies were discov­
ered. The coroner, Samuel Moore, had the bodies examined by two doc­
tors, Wilkenson and Rogers. 

"There were two wounds on Mrs. Pettigrew," they reported. "One was 
on her temple. The other on her throat. The wound on the temple was a 
bruise, apparently produced by the stroke of a stick. The neck seemed to 
have been grasped by a hand as to produce strangulation." 

The conclusion: Mrs. Pettigrew had been murdered. There were no 
conclusions about what caused the deaths of the children. 

The Andersons were likely suspects. There had been that spat over 
the cow. There was Mr. Anderson's general reputation, which was not 
good. And there was the matter of some linens that were found in the 
Anderson cabin - linens that neighbors had first seen at the Pettigrew 
cabin. Qames Anderson later swore that the linens, a coverlet and a table­
cloth, belonged to his wife, Mary.) 

The Andersons didn't exactly cooperate with the investigation. 
While the bodies were being chopped out of the snow and ice,James 

Anderson left for Billy Brain's place, a few miles away, and then went on 
to Augusta, where he stayed for a week or two. Mary Anderson and her 
two daughters were apparently still home when the Pettigrew bodies were 
being carted down the mountain; Mary told one woman who stopped in 
that the Pettigrews had been killed. 

But within a few days, the entire Anderson family left the county. 
Just where they went is not known. Two years later, they turned up in New 
Castle, about thirty miles southwest of House Mountain, in Craig County. 
A certain Mr. Tilson, who apparently was boarding them, told them he 
had gotten a letter from Rockbridge saying that the Andersons had mur­
dered a family, and that he'd better leave or he'd be abused. Confronted 
with the allegation, Anderson replied that if he had murdered a family, he 
was "as good as the people of New Castle or Bedford." 

Just what that meant, who knows? But the odds are good that at least 
some of the people of New Castle and Bedford had heard about the kill-
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ing. The Andersons were illiterate, but it would have been hard to avoid 
some talk. After all, the tragedy was serious news. 

The Richmond Enquier had reported it under the simple headline, 
"Awful Casualty": 

It has never before been our duty to publish the account of so awful 
an accident, as that, the details of which have just been related to us: 
the facts as we can learn them from the neighbors are there: During 
the last week, Mr.John Pettigrew, a decent and Industrious citizen of 
our county, left his house in company with his eldest daughter upon 
a visit to some of his friends at a distance, his wife and five other 
children remaining at home. On Sunday he returned and found his 
house burnt to the ground, and upon looking around he discovered 
all of that family which he left in fancied security lying dead together 
at a short distance from the ruins of his house. They were all par­
tially burned, but it is supposed that they must have frozen to death 
after they fled the house, as the burns were not supposed to have 
been severe enough to have caused death. What a reception for this 
poor laboring man! Instead of finding, as he expected, that family, 
the comfort of his Life, nestled together around the family fireside, 
he finds them a heap of blackened and stiffened corpses. It is heart 
sickening in the extreme, and we hope that it may be long before we 
shall be called upon to record such another casualty. 

P.S. Since the above was in type we have learned that these unfortu­
nate persons were very slightly burned, and that the whole of them 
were found within fifteen or twenty feet of the ruins of the house, 

The Valley Star, published in Lexington, said, under the headline, "A 
Shocking Calamity": 

On Thursday night last, the house of a Mr. Pettigrew in the hollows of 
the House Mountain, about seven miles from this place, was burned 
to the ground. The next morning Mrs. Pettigrew and five children 
were found burned and frozen to death. The corpses of the children, 
we understand, were lying strewed around the mother in the snow 
and she, in a leaning attitude over her infant child, as if striving to 
protect it from the cold. The husband and one of the children were 
absent from home. The dreadful calamity happened the night after 
the terrible snow storm mentioned in another article in this paper, 
We never have heard of such a melancholy occurrence as this taking 
place in our normally quiet community. A whole family swept away 
in a single night, perishing in the fire and the snow, remote from any 
other habitation, with no human eye to witness the sufferings and 
cries for relief, and awakening no doubt from the soundest sleep, to 
find themselves enveloped in flames. None are left to tell the particu­
lars of their melancholy end, but the origin of the fire is supposed to 
have been accidental. The family we learn are poor, but quite respect­
able. How strongly does this melancholy case appeal to our sympathy, 
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especially on behalf of the child, who was spared from the same death 
as the others by absence from home. Let those who are protected 
from the severities of winter by an abundance of the world's goods 
remember the poor, and watch over the comforts of the lonely survi­
vors of this ill-fated family. 

The Lexington Gazette's version of the story was the only one to hint 
at murder, though its accounts of the coroners' report do not completely 
agree with the version of the report that was later introduced in court. 

* 

A Mother and Five Children Dead! 

The feelings of this community were never more severely shocked 
then when, a few days since, it was announced that a mother and five 
children were found within a few feet of the ashes of a cabin, cold and 
stiff in death. The name of the family was Peticrew.* They removed 
to this county about two yeurs since, from Campbell. They were once 
in easy and prosperous circumstances, but misfortune had stripped 
them of their all; and they sought and found an humble home amid 
the mountains of Rockbridge. No one would be with them long with­
out discovering that they had seen better days. and they soon gained 
for themselves the respect and sympathy of all the virtuous and good 
who made their acquaintance. 

Mr. John Peticrew, the husband and father of this unfortunate fam­
ily, was absent some miles from home, pursuing his weekly toil as a 
day laborer, and owing to the deep fall of snow which occurred on 
Wednesday night, did not, as was his custom, seek his home on Satur­
day night, but deferred it until Sabbath morning. When within a few 
hundred yards of the fatal spot, as the writer is informed, he picked 
up on the snow a half-burnt sheet of paper, which he immediately 
recognized as belonging to himself. Fears were, at once excited, and 
with trembling heart he hastened to see whether the tale this half­
burnt sheet had told him were true. He soon saw the chimney, but 
the house was gone. A few steps more brought him in sight of the 
lifeless remains of wife and children. They were lying near each other 
and from 10 to 15 feet from the ashes of their dwelling. What must 
have been the feelings of the husband and the father with such a 
scene before him? 

It is generally believed that the burning occurred on Wednesday 
night - the night of the snow storm. The house was seen on Wednes­
day, and no traces discoverable in the snow to tell that it happened af­
ter the storm. The house was situated between the two House Moun­
tains, and within three or four hundred yards of another, but not 
within sight. Mr. Peticrew was himself the first to discover this awful 
calamity and his sad bereavement. 

Various documents contain variant spellings of the name. 
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The dead bodies were removed on Sabbath evening to the house 
of Mr. William Wilson , where an inquest was held by the coroner, 
Mr. Samuel R. Moore, on Monday. The verdict in the case of Mary 
Anne - the wife and mother was, in substance, that she came to her 
death by violence - whether accidental or inflicted by the hand of 
some person unknown is uncertain. A wound was discovered on the 
side of her forehead and extending behind the ear, as if inflicted by 
a blow from a stick. Marks of violence were also discovered ·on her 
throat, knees and legs. 

The verdict in the case of the children, Judith Anne, Margaret June, 
Letitia, John Thomas and Mary Elizabeth - the youngest of whom 
was about six years, and the oldest 14, was that they came to their 
death by freez ing. These were all deposited in the same grave on 
Tuesday the 22nd, at Old Oxford Church - attended by a throng 
which evinced the deep sympathy that was felt by the community for 
surviving friends in this sore affliction. 

A meeting was called forthwith, and measures taken to erect a monu­
ment over the cold remains of the mother and children which should 
tell to posterity the sad tale, over which so many wept that day. 

The eldest daughter of Mr. Peticrew still survives. She was at her 
grandfather's on the night of the sad catastrophe. 

A FTER THE INITIAL BURST of stories, which were reprinted in papers 
all over the state and beyond. the catastrophe vanished from the 
record. In August 1848, nearly two years alter finding his fam­

ily dead in the snow, John Pettigrew died - legend has it from a broken 
heart - and was buried at Oxford. 

Another two-and-a-half years passed. And then, in March, 1851, 
there was this, as recorded by the Gazette: 

Arrest for Murder 

Jas. Anderson, his wife, and two daughters were arrested last week 
in Botetourt County and committed to jail in this place under the 
charge of committing a murder in this county about five years ago. 
The circumstances are these. A family named Pettigrew, living in the 
neighborhood of the House Mountain, consisting of a mother and 
five children were found dead in the winter of 1846. The house in 
which they resided was burned down and the corpses frozen when 
found. Marks of violence were found on the mother and the eldest 
daughter, but none on the rest. 

Those marks consisted of a scar on the side of the head and the 
print of fingers on the throat of the mother and similar marks on the 
throat of the daughter. A deep snow fell on the night the event is sup­
posed to have happened, but no snow was found on the corpses and 
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no tracks around the place of occurrence. Several neighbors resided 
within a half and three quarters of a mile off, to whose residence 
there existed no obstruction unless is was the snow of this occasion. 
Suspicion fell on this Anderson family at the time. They then resided 
within three quartets of a mile of the place. The matter has slept for 
five years now and the evidence which led to the arrest of these par­
ties will be developed at their trial at the April term of our monthly 
court. 

The only account of what led to the arrest is found in a newspa­
per article from 1902, which says that Anderson had confided in a man 
named Andrew Taylor, and that Taylor had blabbed to a man named Wil­
son, and that Wilson had passed the stor y along to Sampson Moore, who 
was Mrs. Pettigrew's brother. 

(Taylor, Moore, and three Wilsons testified for the prosecution dur­
ing the trial. Billy Brain, to whose house Anderson had initially fled, was 
never called as witness. Neither were the Alphins, who ran the distillery 
between Short Hill and House Mountain where John Pettigrew said h e 
was working when his family died. Rach el Pettigrew, the sole survivor of 
the family, did testify, though what she said in court was not recorded. 
Most later accounts say that she had left home with her father in order 
to stay with her grandmother, who was ill; she was not with him when he 
returned to the cabin to find his family slain.) 

As for a possible motive, there were the wandering cows. And there 
were claims of thievery. Sampson Moore had discovered one of his sister's 
blankets in Anderson's cabin - so he said. 

If Anderson had anything to say about the cows, it was not recorded. 
But a sworn statement by James Anderson dismissed the stolen blanket 
and linen claims. 

Anderson said he had witnesses who would say "that one coverlet 
and one table cloth. which it is alleged, was the, property of Pettigrew. was 
the property of ... [Anderson] , and that the said articles of property was 
in the possession of and was the property of ... [Anderson] several years 
previous to the time when the said Pettigrew's house was burned and his 
family came to their deaths. and that the said coverlet was woven by ... 
[Nancy Anderson] and that said table cloth was presented to his said wife 
by Peggy Chandler . ... " 

The trial, initially set for April 1851, was delayed a month so that 
Anderson's witnesses could be rounded up. 

Two of the state 's witnesses, Thomas Moore and Sampson Moore, 
were brothers-in-law of John Pettigrew. And before Pettigrew moved to 
Rockbridge with his family in 1844, the Moores had been involved in a 
fight of their own with Pettigrew. 
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It was all about money, and it began in Campbell County, follow­
ing the family to Rockbridge. The long and short of it was that Pettigrew 
claimed his father-in-law, Predham Moore, owed him $10,000, and Pred­
ham Moore said he didn't. 

Dueling suits were filed in Rockbridge County Circuit Court- Pred­
ham Moore versus John Pettigrew and others and Pettigrew versus Pred­
ham Moore and others - in addition to an earlier suit filed in Campbell 
County. 

The records concerning the suits are a little murky. but apparently 
Pettigrew bought a pair of judgments against Predham Moore from the 
estate of a John Hancock in the late 1830s. 

In a deposition, a friend of Pettigrew testified, "I heard Mr. Pettigrew 
say that he had bought the claim [against Moore] ... for the benefit of 
Mr. Moore to keep peace between him and his son and said that if that 
was all the debts he had named to him he would have money enough left 
to buy him a right smart plantation; and he didn't charge him anything 
for what he had done for him." 

But Predham Moore claimed Pettigrew bought the judgments -
worth roughly $3,000 - for fifty cents on the dollar with money from 
payments which Moore had already made on those judgments. And Pet­
tigrew, whatever his intentions might have been when he bought the judg­
ments, had the sheriff seize Moore's seven slaves when Moore defaulted. 
(The slaves were Tom, age fifty; Amy, twenty-five; Sarah, fourteen; Susan, 
eight; London, six; Ben, three; and Amy, an infant.) 

Moore apparently managed to 
halt the auction of the slaves. But 
the dispute dragged on for several 
more years. It finally ended in April 
1846, seven months before the hor­
ror in the saddle of House Moun­
tain. 

There is nothing in the record 
to indicate that the Andersons were 
connected with the Pettigrew­
Moore squabble. But the family was 
apparently split over the suits, with 
two of Pettigrew's brothers-in-law, 
Thomas and Camel,* siding with 
him, and with a third brother-in-law, 
Sampson Moore, against him. And 

* That was really his name. 
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five years after Pettigrew's family 
was found dead in the snow, it was 
Sampson Moore who told the au­
thorities that James Anderson had 
confessed to a friend of a friend. 

James and Mary Anderson were 
indicted, charged with the murders 
of the Pettigrew children, as well as 
that of their mother. There is noth­
ing in the official court records of 
the Andersons' trial - other than a 
boiler-plate allegation in the indict-
men ts that the Andersons were pos­

sessed by the devil - that sheds any light on why Anderson would have 
wanted to kill the Pettigrew family. Nor is there anything in the court 
records to confirm newspaper accounts that the Anderson children were 
ever formally charged with anything in connection with the alleged mur­
ders. 

The trial began on April 16, 1851, and lasted six days. The Ander­
sons hired three lawyers: Samuel Letcher, L. F. Paxton, and Robert Doyle. 
There is no record of what the lawyers were paid, or who paid them. The 
jury was sequestered for the entire trial, which was nearly unheard of in 
Rockbridge in those days. 

Three newspapers published basic accounts of the trial. Two of those 
newspapers dropped tantalizing hints about the reportage in the third, 
but if a copy of that third account, in the Rockingham Register, still exists, it 
cannot be located. 

The Lexington Gazette article said: 

This mysterious and deeply interesting trial for murder was com­
menced at the term of our Superior Court, on Wednesday the 16th 
inst., in which James Anderson and his wife were arraigned for the 
murder of the Pettigrew family on the night of the 16th of December, 
1846. The trial was closed on Tuesday, the 22nd inst., and the verdict 
of the jury rendered, thatJas. Anderson was guilty of murder in the 
first degree, and his wife acquitted thereof. A new trial was applied 
for on behalf of the prisoner and granted by the judge, and the venue 
changed to the County of Bath. 

The testimony proved that the house in which the deceased resided 
was seen standing Wednesday evening, the 16th of December, 1846, 
at about dark - that a large light was perceptible on the same night, 
in the direction of the house, between the hours of seven and eight 
o'clock - that the next morning the chimney of the house was dis­
covered remaining, by a witness some distance off. 
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That it commenced snowing 
on the evening of Decem­
ber 16th, 1846 at sundown 
and continued until about 10 
o'clock the next day, that the 
snow was about three inches 
deep between the hours of six 
and eight o'clock that night, 
and sixteen inches deep when 
it ceased the next day. 

That the dead bodies of the 
deceased, six in number, were 
found in a frigid state on the 
morning of the ensuing Sab­
bath. That the ground was en­
tirely clear of snow for twenty­
five feet beyond the house in 
the direction of the dead bod­
ies, and that the location of the 
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bodies was about fifteen feet from the foundation of the house, and 
about ten feet from the edge of the snow towards the house. But the 
bodies were not burned. Nor were any tracks to be found either in 
the snow or where the ground was clear of snow around the burnt 
house. The burning of which may have made the ground soft by the 
melting of the snow, No snow was found upon the bodies or upon 
any of the articles carried out of the house, Wearing apparel and bed 
clothes wore found there, but the bodies were only partially dressed 
and entirely unprotected by the bed clothing. Some of them were in 
a recumbent position and others prostrate. The foot of one of them 
was sunk in the ground and frozen tight. No marks of violence were 
found upon any of them except the mother, who had a wound upon 
her temple and impressions upon the neck similar to those made by 
pressure from the hand. 

The eyes of the oldest child, a daughter about 16, were stretched 
open, and cast as if looking back. The countenances of the rest indi­
cated no apparent marks of disfiguration. The testimony tended to 
show that the night was not remarkably cold, particularly in the early 
part, and that the houses of several neighbors were accessible, some 
of them within a half-mile, and some three quarters of a mile off. 

We make the above narration of mysterious circumstances merely in 
deference to the corpus delicti, and with an impartial hearing as to 
the hypothesis of the guilt or innocence of the prisoner. We have 
heretofore announced our intention of publishing the proceedings 
of the trial in full, but inasmuch as the prisoner is to have a new hear­
ing, we are constrained from a sense of justice to refrain from such 
publication now. 

~ 
~ 

" 0 
0 
0 
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A certain anonymous cor­
respondent, however, of the 
Rockingham Register, has fur­
nished that paper with a gar­
bled report of the testimony 
purporting to be from the re­
cords of the examining court, 
which is going the rounds of 
our exchange papers, and 
which was brought to the no­
tice of the court publicly, and 
such an exposition made of 
it as to leave the author in a 
most unenviable position. 

The Val!,ey Star, owned by one of 
Anderson's lawyers' brothers, added: 

We refrain from publishing the testimony in the case for the reason 
that we desire the accused - degraded and debased as he is - to 
have a fair trial before another jury composed of men who will know 
nothing of the facts except as narrated to them by the witnesses. 

We will express no opinion as to the guilt or innocence of Anderson. 
A jury of twelve impartial men, after hearing the evidence in the case 
and the arguments of counsel, were unanimous in their opinion that 
the Pettigrew family came to their death by the hand of felonious 
violence, and that Anderson was the guilty felon. A judge who bears 
the character of a profound lawyer, and an honest man, set aside the 
verdict upon the ground that the deceased died of accidental freez­
ing and no murder has been committed. 

One damning piece of evidence came from a witness who said that 
when the ruined cabin where Pettigrew had kept Anderson's cows burned, 
Anderson said, ''You all will see the other house go the same way." 

Another came from a witness who said that when the party came to 
haul the bodies away, Anderson had emerged from his cabin, drunk, and 
shouted for them to go away, saying he hadn't "finished." 

James Anderson's second trial was set for the September 1851 term 
of court in Bath County, far beyond the pens of any newspaper correspon­
dents. It was delayed for a full year. In the end, eighteen witnesses were 
summoned, including Rachel Pettigrew, the surviving daughter. Three of 
Anderson's witnesses didn't show up at all. Two of the Commonwealth's 
showed up drunk and were jailed for it. Aside from a notation in the 
Rockbridge court record that was sent to Bath, there is not the slightest 
indication in the official records as to what happened at the trial. That 
notation reads, simply, "We the jury find the prisoner not guilty .... " 
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Two weeks after the trial, one 
of Anderson's attorneys was arrest­
ed for gambling in a card game on 
the streets of Lexington. By then, 
his client had left town and moved 
to Craig County. 

Three years after the trial, in 
December 1855, Rachel Pettigrew 
married James G. Reynolds and set 
up housekeeping on Kerrs Creek. 
They had two daughters, Mary Ann 
and Sarah. But before the younger 
was born, James Reynolds died. Ra­
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chel never remarried, and raised her two children. She lived to a ripe old 
age, seventy-eight, and in her later years lived in Collierstown with her 
daughter, who had married John Mackey Knick. Rachel died in 1908 and 
was buried in the Collierstown Presbyterian Church Cemetery. 

Her father, mother, four sisters, and brother are buried in the Ox­
ford Cemetery nearby. The monument that marks their graves is the sec­
ond erected in their honor. Legend has it that the first was blasted to 
smithereens by lightening in 1902, but a spoilsport newspaper account 
said that it was made of wood and simply rotted away. 

In any case, the monument doesn't mention murder. It says: 

In memory of a mother and five children 
who perished in the snow storm of the 17th December, 1846, 

between the House Mountains. 
Mary Ann Moore, wife of John Petticrew, 

Aged 4 1 yrs. & 1 0 mo. 
Judith Annie, aged 14 yrs. & 7 mo. 

Margaret Jane, aged 12 yrs. & 10 mo. 
Letitia, aged 1 0 yrs. & 1 1 mo. 

John Thomas, aged 8 yrs . ars & 4 mo. 

Mary Elizabeth, aged 6 yrs. & 3 mo. 
The husband and father on his return three days after 
the sad event was the first to discover that his house 

was in ashes and his wife and five children cold in death. 
John Petticrew 

Feb. 1805, Aug . 1848 
This monument was erected by a sympathising community in 1847 

Replaced by the citizens of Collierstown & Buffalo 

1902 





Receiving the Poor: 
The Rockbridge County Poorhouse, 1870-1927 

Mory Ellen Henry 

"T HE PAUPERS are well cared for & well fed and humanely treated," 
concluded one superintendent of the poor at the end of the nine­
teenth century.1 He spoke for a number of his colleagues across 

Virginia who were in charge of the many and various institutions known 
euphemistically by the state as "The Place of General Reception. "2 "Alms­
house" was the preferred name for a local facility that took in the indigent 
in the eighteenth through twentieth centuries in America. That name 
emphasizes the charitable aspect of the institution, but "poorhouse" more 
graphically designates the place, labels who went there, and, some would 
say, characterizes the treatment they received. "Poor farm" is perhaps an 
even more accurate term, as that is what most of these facilities were in 
fact. Rockbridge County called its institution the "Poor House" for most 
of its existence, changing the name to the more benign "County Farm" 
only in the early twentieth century. 

Charles J. Brawley was forty-three years old in 1860 when the census 
enumerator listed him as the "Agent for the County Poor House & Farm" 
in Rockbridge County.3 His wife and sixteen-year-old daughter helped 
him in that endeavor, probably doing most of the cooking and providing 
nursing care for the sick and elderly. Brawley would see the institution 
through the years of war and Reconstruction, retiring at last in his sixties 
in 1881. His years of service speak to a well-run institution, as the annual 
report to the county board of supervisors in 1878 attests:4 

In the said sum of $1084.32 expended as the place of general recep­
tion is included the superintendent's salary of $500.00 the salary of 
the physician to the Poor-House of $100. And the salary of the Clerk 
of $20.00. The item of $410.87 reported received from other sources 
than levy is the proceeds of the sale of surplus produce raised on the 
Poor House Farm. 

These figures indicate that the county spent $444.32 on pauper in­
mates after staff salaries. That sum 
was offset by the farm income, 
which put the institution in the red 
by a modest $33.45. Brawley took 
care to note that, under his ten­
ure, the farm itself was almost self­
sustaining. Not only did it provide 
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all the food necessary for the forty-four inmates who lived there, but it 
secured enough income at market from its crops nearly to breakeven. 

C. J. Brawley had a right to be proud of his farm management, for 
not many such rural institutions in Virginia could make the same claim 
in the hard years of recovery from the war. From the county's perspective, 
Brawley was doing a good job. 

Virginia's Poorhouses: The Early Years 

That job, however, encompassed more than merely making the farm prof­
itable. The mandates of a poorhouse were that it should provide shelter 
for a community's neediest citizens; redeem its inmates, whenever pos­
sible, through honest labor; and, finally, be self-sufficient. County offi­
cials wanted to aid the poor, but without unduly taxing the citizenry. The 
balance between responsibly handling public funds and concern for the 
needs of the poor was often a delicate one. While very few rural poor 
farms were self-sustaining, farm management was perhaps an easier chal­
lenge than the management of the county paupers. Their physical con­
dition and reduced circumstances often precluded their ability to work; 
redemption or rehabilitation by dint of labor was thus beyond the reach 
of many inmates. 

Rockbridge County's nineteenth-century relief policy fit within the 
commonwealth's approach to the problem of the poor who had arrived 
aboard the first ships from England. The Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601 
had established the pattern of workhouses complemented by "outdoor 
relief," or assistance provided to those not living on the poorhouse prem­
ises. The Virginia Assembly passed its first act for the establishment of 
workhouses in 1646, although no such building actually appeared. By 
1661, "an act was passed which authorized each vestry to raise the neces­
sary funds for the care of the poor by means of proportionate levies and 
assessments. "5 The Anglican Church in Virginia fulfilled this responsibil­
ity until the Revolution, when its duties were transferred to municipal 
governments. Before independence, counties without parishes had some­
times appointed overseers of the poor to perform the duties of a vestry; 
the concept became a working model for other communities. In 1 785, an 
Act of the General Assembly completed the transition by mandating the 
popular election of the overseer of the poor.6 

The overseers had the power to designate superintendents of the 
poor, who would be in charge of the day-to-day operation of the alms­
house. Each county was divided into districts, usually four or five, with 
an overseer in charge of each. Rockbridge County had six: Lexington, 
Natural Bridge, Buffalo, Kerrs Creek, Walkers Creek, and South River. 
Overseers, who received an annual stipend of twenty dollars during the 



Proceedings of the Rockbridge Historical Society - Volume XIII 169 

late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, had the power to deter­
mine who would receive county charity, either "outdoor" relief in the 
form of medicines, groceries, firewood, and sometimes cash or, if the 
case warranted, "indoor" relief at the poorhouse. A punitive aspect of 
the institution was also apparent. Indigent citizens who had committed a 
misdemeanor or were unable to pay required fines were remanded there 
by the court with the idea that they would work off the debt. More often, 
the person petitioned or was recommended to a district overseer of the 
poor to receive county charity at the poorhouse. This system remained 
in place until the appointment procedures were modified in 1942 and 
subsequently abolished as the state worked to consolidate and close its 
almshouses. While the poor-relief policy in Virginia devolved from the 
English poor law, its fullest expression came in the nineteenth century 
in the many and various county institutions officially known as places of 
general reception.7 After emerging in the eighteenth century, the alms­
house arrived in communities across Virginia in fits and starts. By the 
1870s, however, almost every city and county government supported such 
an institution. 

The Rockbridge Poorhouse 

What was Rockbridge County's poor farm remains today on Poorhouse 
Road off Valley Pike Drive, north of Lexington. It appears to have been on 
the same site since 1829, a date that fits with the rising tide of benevolent 
reform in the country as a whole, when a variety of institutions appeared, 
including asylums, orphanages, and poorhouses.8 

In addition, 1829 was the year Virginia began requiring each locality 
to report annually to the general auditor on the funds spent in support of 
their poor. Whether persuaded by prevailing arguments for poorhouses 
or not, Rockbridge County established its poor farm in that year. Accord­
ing to a survey of the property completed in 1909, the land was originally 
divided into three tracts, 309 acres in all, "conveyed By Henry McClung 
to Overseers of the Poor, Nov. 4th 1829."9 

The farm consisted of a variety of typical farm structures, houses 
for the superintendent and farm workers, and dormitory buildings for 
the paupers. The extant superintendent's house is a white Victorian clap­
board structure with a peaked roof, built in 1903 after a fire burned the 
original, and situated atop a steep hill that affords a panoramic view of the 
surroundings. 10 The survey map indicates several large structures, labeled 
"Paupers Quarters," at the bottom of the hill, on both sides of the pub­
lic road running to and through the property. Two more-modest build­
ings were set aside for tenants, while nine farm buildings are indicated 
by black rectangles. Two blocks of considerable size on the map probably 
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indicate barns or stables. The lower portion of the property is cut by the 
Baltimore & Ohio Railroad track, traversing the rutted farm road via an 
arched bridge built in the early 1870s. All that remain today of the inmate 
building are rudimentary portions of the foundations. 11 
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These dormitory buildings would have housed an average of forty to 
fifty inmates in any given year from the 1860s to the end of the century. 
All indications are that inmates were segregated by sex. It is not clear 
whether arrangements were made for families with children. Generally, 
the children aged five and below stayed with the mother, while older boys 
would be housed with the father. Segregation by race is indicated in the 
following letter dated June 5, 1867:12 

To the Worshipful County Court of Rockbridge 

The undersigned President of the Overseers of the Poor for the 
County aforesaid, respectfully asks the Court now in Session to make 
an App [r] o [pr] iation of Five hundred for to enable the overseers 
to erect additional buildings at the poor house for the accommoda­
tion of the Freedmen, the number is increasing, and their [sic] is 
not room for them at the Poor House. About 2 years ago the Court 
ordered the overseers to erect new building for the accommodation 
of the Freedman. But now it is absolutely necessary that some new 
Buildings should be erected and we can make a beginning with the 
sum asked. 

Respectfully, 

John Wallace Prest 

A pattern of building cabins as a means to house the indigent was a 
not-uncommon practice and, as seen here, a financially necessary expedi­
ent. A survey conducted by Virginia's Board of Charities and Corrections 
describes a visit to the farm in December 1908, giving us, forty years later, 
an idea of the living conditions:13 

A frame building containing twelve rooms for white persons; capacity, 
four paupers to a room. Heated 
by stoves; not lighted "except in :.~~~: ... 
sickness." 

No water in building .. .. 

Plans have been made to build 
a new frame house as quarters 
for colored people September 
15 - A new house contain­
ing eight rooms for colored 
paupers, capacity of four each, 
erected. 

The Spartan living conditions 
are confirmed by the observation 
that stoves were lighted only when 

~· •.} .. ·-: 

-· 
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Sketch of key building locations, 
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an inmate was ill. December in Rockbridge can be chilly, to say the least. 
On the other hand, many paupers were too incapacitated to work, sug­
gesting "sickness" was more common than not. 

The new structure for blacks was smaller than the one for whites, even 
though, according to the annual reports, "colored paupers" made up a 
third to a half of the poorhouse population in the late nineteenth century.14 

The county experienced a significant out-migration of blacks between 1900 
and 1910, and the smaller building completed in 1908 may have been in 
response to the decreasing black population in the county as a whole. 

Whether prompted by the state or not, the county made capital im­
provements to the poorhouse property during these years; certainly the 
simple living conditions of the dormitories continued to improve in the 
early twentieth century. In his 1910 Board of Charities and Corrections 
report, the superintendent wrote of plans for "putting [a] bathroom in 
each building. "15 The 1911 report mentioned an outlay of $600 for "water 
installed in buildings"; 16 a follow-up report in 1912 noted "no special need 
except water conveniences to building occupied by negroes, which will be 
done this summer."17 For a rural farm to have such modern conveniences 
as indoor plumbing at this time may have had as much to do with the 
ready supply of water in a reservoir on the property as with the will of the 
county to provide such amenities. 

In addition to the dormitories, provision seems to have been made 
for the care of the sick. While much of the confinement of the ill would 
have occurred in individual rooms, those with contagious diseases would 
have required isolation. By far the most virulent cause of death during this 
period was consumption. The case of Liz Robinson, a twenty-four-year-old 
black woman, was not atypical. She first came to the Rockbridge County 
Poorhouse in the summer of 1887 and stayed two months. She returned 
in March and again in December for a month each time. Finally, she re­
turned on April 29, 1889 - and was dead five days later. 18 Of thirty-nine 
women who died in the Rockbridge facility between 1887 and 1910, eight 
died of consumption after brief stays. At the other end of the life cycle, 
the considerable number of births occurring at the poorhouse in the last 
two decades of the nineteenth century, with a number of repeat mothers, 
suggests that some accommodation may have been made for lying-in. At a 
minimum, it is clear that the Rockbridge County Poorhouse carried out a 
significant hospital function well into the twentieth century.19 

Just who were the paupers served by the Rockbridge institution? Res­
idency requirements made sure that the poorhouse was for Rockbridge 
citizens, not for transients. During the 1880s, Rockbridge County aver­
aged fifty-three inmates a year. Of that number, females always outnum­
bered males, in some years by two to one. The consistent presence of 
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older widows on the rolls as well as young mothers with two and three 
children indicates the particular vulnerability of women. 

A window into the world of the Rockbridge poor opened with the 
1880 census and is made even clearer by the annual reports of Superin­
tendent Brawley for that year. Along with the vital statistics of birth, race, 
marital status, and occupation, the 1880 census enumerator had a num­
ber of categories under the general heading of "health" to address as well . 
Uniquely, he was to note if the person was blind, deaf and dumb, idiotic, 
insane, or "Maimed, Crippled, Bedridden, or otherwise disabled."20 In 
addition, if the person being counted was unable "to attend to ordinary 
business" because of some illness or disability, the census-taker was to de­
scribe his or her condition. This they did with varying degrees of accu­
racy. Certainly, the almshouse inmates provided a major share of those 
afflicted with debilitating conditions. 

The Annual Report of the Overseers of the Poor, usually prepared 
by the superintendent of the poor, gave his take on the condition of his 
charges with respect to their ability to work on the farm during the pre­
ceding year. Health was mentioned, if at all, only in relationship to the 
amount of labor an individual could provide. On June 30, 1880, Super­
intendent Brawley reported a total of thirty-six inmates, compared with 
thirty-two recorded by the census taker on June 16. Twenty-five were white; 
eleven were "colored." Twenty-one were female, fifteen male. Most had re­
sided at the poor farm for more than a year. Almost all shared the common 
denominator of illiteracy. Twelve of the women were either unmarried or 
widowed; seven were small girls under ten, including infants. Brawley char­
acterized women forty-five and above as "old," although only Betsy Moore, 
at seventy-five, would be called old today. Although she was "old and worn 
out," Brawley listed her as "cooking a little." Another Betsy, however, was 
"old and diseased" at fifty-five, suffering from syphilis and completely un­
able to work. Caroline Cunningham, forty-five, despite suffering "Epilep­
sy badly," was able to offer up twenty-five days of "knitting some." 

Along with these women was the family of John Vantudor, forty-three 
years of age, a laborer suffering from paralysis. No cause was given for his 
disability, but it is likely he suffered some work-related accident, perhaps 
falling from a roof. His ill fortune brought both him and those who de­
pended on him to the poorhouse. His wife, Martha and their four small 
children, a boy and three girls ages ten and under, were listed with him. 
When Martha wasn't nursing him or taking care of the children, she did 
"general housework" for one hundred days. A mark of their respectability 
was that the family was allowed to stay together as a unit despite the fa­
ther's inability to work; the children were not summarily boarded out in 
the county, as was often the case. 
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Other inmates with chronic illnesses, predominantly epilepsy and 
syphilis, fill the rolls. One or two cases listed as paralysis may actually have 
been advanced syphilis as well. Often, infectious diseases such as tubercu­
losis or smallpox appear in the poor farm register; none were noted in 
1880, however. Then there were the blind: one forty-year-old white wom­
an and three black men in their seventies. 

Single mothers also appear. Nancy Phillips, "nearly blind" herself, 
was there with her small daughter, Nannie, and despite her affliction was 
able to do "a little of all kinds of housework" for 200 days. Nancy Ingram 
was just twenty-five and had given birth to Charley. She paid back the insti­
tution with sewing and housework for a hundred days once she was back 
on her feet. Margaret Eckard, thirty years old, a widow, was accompanied 
by her four-year-old daughter, May. The census enumerator listed her as 
an epileptic, but Brawley noted only that she was "rather simple." What­
ever the case of her disability, she gave 200 days of work of "all kinds."Jane 
Terrell, a thirty-year-old black single mother with two small girls, was there 
only temporarily. Her name appears in the census dated June 16, but she 
was gone by the time Brawley filed his report on the 30th. In contrast, 
Ginny Johnson, a black woman, and her two small daughters were long­
time residents, and she cooked for the maximum 300 days. She also had 
a son,Joseph Carpenter, a mulatto "boy raised on the place" who worked 
as a farmhand. 21 

Then there was Jerry Kelly. An Irishman, he had the distinction of 
being one of the few non-native Virginians on the rolls. Brawley character­
ized the seventy-year-old as "crippled," while the census taker labeled his 
disability as "rheumatism." Regardless, he was able to garden for a hun­
dred days to earn his keep. The other inmate of foreign birth, Thomas 
Forsyth, was an English cabinetmaker who had fallen on hard times. Since 
he was married, his crippled condition with "sore leg" must have been 
more than his wife could cope with, so he came to the poor farm. That his 
profession is acknowledged as well as his ability to read and write set him 
apart as one of the worthy poor. 

Physical disability often brought the impoverished to the poorhouse, 
but mental disability did as well. The census categories of "insane" and 
"idiotic" covered a wide range of abilities and disabilities of mental illness 
and retardation. For example, the census taker listed one white teenage 
male as "simple" but then checked the column for "insane" rather than 
the one for "idiotic." Likewise, a thirty-one-year old black male was "partly 
insane." Were these paupers so profoundly retarded, as later-twentieth­
century observers might have deemed them, that they were unable to 
care for themselves or do any work about the place? Brawley described 
both men as "idiots." Again, the term had a broad connotation in the 
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FIGURE 3 

The Rockbridge Poor Farm site, circa 2005. 

late nineteenth century, especially among lay observers, in contrast to the 
Binet-Simon scale developed in the early twentieth century to describe 
levels of retardation scientifically. By that measure, the lowest category, 
idiot, included anyone with the mental capacity of a two-year-old.22 

Superintendent Brawley seems to have developed his own ideas of 
mental abilities, based presumably on his practical knowledge of inmates 
during his long tenure. In his annual reports, he used the terms "simple," 
"idiot," and "crazy." How Brawley distinguished between those he called 
"simple" and those "not smart" is difficult to discern. Not all illiterates 
were characterized as "simple" or "not smart." Ability to work gives few 
clues, either. One "rather simple" thirty-year-old widow with a four-year­
old daughter was able to do 200 days of "all kinds" of work and another 
"not smart" thirty-one-year-old woman labored for 300 days in the dairy 
and as a washerwoman. The tasks at which these women were put were 
certainly more labor-intensive than mentally challenging. Brawley's point 
in labeling them in his annual reports seems to have been motivated by a 
desire to assess the condition of the inmates. These women, in addition 
to lacking family support, suffered mental inabilities that were further 
proof that they were unable to take care of themselves and were thus also 
"worthy" of the county benevolence. 
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Also worthy through no fault of their own were those whom Brawley 
described as idiots. This term as he used it seems to indicate an inabil­
ity to work. Neither the thirty-one-year-old Robert McClure, "colored," 
nor the nineteen-year-old William (Boo) Foundling, "white," worked dur­
ing Brawley's tenure as superintendent.23 McClure had been living at the 
poorhouse since at least 1870; Foundling made his first appearance in the 
1880 records, but may have been born at the institution. Both men spent 
the rest of their lives at the poor farm, each dying well into his sixties. 

Women listed as feeble-minded, however, posed a perplexing problem 
centering on their role as mothers. Rose Rhea first came to the Rockbridge 
County Poorhouse at the age of nineteen to deliver a daughter. When she 
returned with the seven-month-old baby the following winter, the super­
intendent noted that she was "retarded." Pregnant again a year later, she 
returned once again and gave birth to another daughter in February. That 
spring, the elder girl, then two, was taken to live with a woman in Roanoke; 
the newborn left with her mother in May. They were back for two months 
in July before another family took both in. Then in January, they abruptly 
returned, whereupon Rose was "taken under arrest and confined in Lex­
ington for 90 days for cruelty to her child." What happened to her daugh­
ter is not clear, but she would have been bound out* at that point. The case 
certainly raises the question of Rose's fitness to be a mother.25 

Add to the question of fitness the problem of inherited imbecility.26 

Lucy Turner, a young white woman, delivered a son in April 1901. Shortly 
after, she and the boy were taken by a county family. In 1903, however, 
they were returned to the poor farm, where Lucy remained until May 
1914, when she was taken to the Virginia Colony for the Epileptic and 
Feebleminded, a recently established state asylum in Lynchburg. In the 
intervening years she gave birth to three and possibly four more chil­
dren. The eldest was "given to Rev. Maybe [ e] of Richmond," who ran the 
Children's Home Society and often accepted white children for place­
ment through his agency. Another son went to a Rockbridge family and 
the third died at age three in 1915 after Lucy had left the poorhouse. 
Whether her conceptions were consensual or forced, the problem for the 
superintendent was how to stop her. 27 

The mentally ill were another proposition altogether. Western State 
Hospital had been established (as Western Lunatic Hospital) in 1828 in 
Staunton, and superintendents of the poor regularly passed off difficult 

* "Binding out" was the practice of placing children whose parents who were 
judged incapable of supporting them or bringing them up with families in the 
community that agreed to educate the children and teach them a trade or skills. 
Typically boys would remain with these foster families until age twenty-one and 
girls until eighteen.24 
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inmates to this facility when they could. Four women from Rockbridge 
County, two white and two black, remained in the poorhouse for an aver­
age of three months before being transferred to the state hospital. Their 
children, when they had them, were sent to private homes in the county.28 

George Byrd, however, was a vexing problem. He was a single white 
male, about forty-eight. A carpenter by trade, Byrd was also literate. Braw­
ley listed him simply as "crazy" and added the notation, "comes and goes 
at will." Whatever the nature of Byrd's supposed insanity, he must have 
been sufficiently harmless to himself and others for Brawley not to have 
taken a more aggressive tack by locking the fellow up. Nor did his condi­
tion apparently warrant his being sent to the state hospital in Staunton. 
Presumably, Byrd had family or some other means of sustaining himself 
when not at the poorhouse. As much as that behavior may have annoyed 
the superintendent, it was tolerated.29 

In many almshouses, long residency was commonplace. William 
Foundling was a long-standing member of the poorhouse community in 
Rockbridge County, living there until his death at age sixty-five in 1923. 
His age would indicate that he received tolerable care. The story of Boo 
Foundling's death, however, suggests a tragic accident compounded by 
lack of oversight at a critical moment. While his death certificate lists "ap­
oplexy, "30 the entry in the register tells another tale: "Billie Boo, white, 
65. Died by falling from barn floor to feed room do [sic] .... supposed 
to have apoplexy onjan 7th, 1923."31 That the keeper of the register felt 
compelled to get the story straight suggests that he wished to accord 
Foundling some measure of dignity in death. He would be buried on the 
farm in a grave marked only by a stake with a number on it.32 

Mary Alexander was another longtime member of the Rockbridge 
poorhouse community. She arrived with her ailing husband in 1891. He 
died within six months, and Mary remained until her own death some 
thirty-three years later. For many years she was the cook for her fellow 
inmates. In the end, she too, was buried on the farm. 

Just exactly how well was Rockbridge County able to provide for its 
inmates? Superintendents across the commonwealth constantly juggled 
budgets in providing decent care for the indigent. While annual reports 
give some indication of spending, the quality of care is difficult to de­
termine. Because expenses for both indoor and outdoor relief rose over 
time, one can argue that the county's response to its neediest citizens was 
positive rather than begrudging. For example, in Rockbridge County, the 
levy jumped from $1,040.79 in 1880 to $2,482.82 the next year. Since the 
levy was based on the previous year's expenses, the year 1880 must have 
been a turning point of sorts for the generosity of the board of supervi­
sors toward the county poor. Superintendent Brawley also reported that 
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in 1881, a total of $1,190.97 was spent at the poorhouse alone and an 
additional $1,969.25 in the six county districts, with Lexington showing 
the sharpest increase in relief spending, at almost $1,000. Medical care 
spending at the poorhouse was up as well, almost $370 above the regular 
annual salary of $100 paid to an attending physician. Brawley cited the 
"effects of extreme drought" as well as spending by the district overseers, 
"over which the Supt. has no control."33 Budget increases continued to 
rise, averaging $3,725 a year over the decade, with most of the additional 
expense incurred for outdoor relief in the districts. Indoor relief at the 
poor farm itself leveled off at an average $1,500 a year over the same pe­
riod. Of that amount, $500 was the superintendent's salary, $100 was the 
physician's, and $20 went to the clerk, who handled all the paperwork. 
The remaining $880 would have paid the costs of running the farm and 
tending the inmates.34 

Adequacy of food never seemed to be an issue. Even in tight times, 
the farm ran a surplus and earned money from crops sold at market. 
Thanks to the garden, dairy, hogs, and often sheep, food for the inmates 
literally grew on the place. 

Brawley died in 1881, and his successors tended to focus their re­
marks to the county board of supervisors on repairs and upkeep, rather 
than on specific needs of the inmates. On the other hand, costs incurred 
keeping the farm buildings and equipment in good order may have re­
flected the superintendents' desire to provide an orderly environment for 
the daily care and maintenance of the inmates. 

James Alexander became superintendent after Brawley's death. So­
cial work began to emerge as a profession around this time, but the suc­
cess of a rural superintendent of the poor hinged on a man's ability to 
manage the farm, not on his ability to care for inmates. Those duties 
usually fell to the farmer's wife and family as well as to the paupers them­
selves, all of whom were required to work whenever able. 

Alexander was not to have an easy time of it, especially when disaster 
struck in the fall of 1885. He strongly suspected arson in a fire that de­
stroyed both the barn and the granary, and lamented in a long report to 
the board of supervisors:35 

The cost of maintaining the poor for the current year will probably 
cause a greater expenditure of money than the past year on account 
of the unfortunate and disastrous fire which occurred on the night of 
29th Oct. last, completely destroying the barn & granary & the better 
part of their contents. And also on account of an epidemic ( cholera) 
which is prevailing among the hogs. 

Some of the cost of rebuilding and replacing lost equipment would 
be offset by an insurance policy the county had taken out. But the loss of 
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hay, fodder, oats, wheat, and other crops was undeniably a harsh financial 
blow. Costs did rise that year, by about $500, but Alexander managed to 
recoup about $150 in market profit.36 No mention is made in his annual 
report of how these events may have affected the inmates' care and qual­
ity of life. All we know is that the census remained remarkably stable, sug­
gesting perseverance even in times of trouble. 

Alexander oversaw the rebuilding of the barn. In 1887, however, his 
job was taken by S. W. Wilson, who wrote dolefully to the board of supervi­
sors, describing the extraordinary expenses he had had to face in his first 
year. Referring to himself in the third person, Wilson speaks in the practi­
cal language of a bureaucrat:37 

He calls attention to the fact that the amount expended at the Place 
of General Reception was considerably greater than it should ordi­
narily be due to the fact that when he entered upon the duties of 
his office July 1, 1887, he did not find thereon any supplies of conse­
quence except a small wheat and corn crop, the cholera having killed 
all the hogs on the farm except two. 

The aftermath of the fire and hog epidemic continued to resonate. 
The new granary needed equipment as well. As if these maintenance 
issues weren't enough, the number of inmates spiked to sixty-five. The 
long-term residents were joined by a number of transient, single white 
males, as well as by pregnant women with small children and one rather 
large black family of eight. 

Despite these stresses to the system, Superintendent Wilson man­
aged to exert fiscal discipline. An act of the General Assembly relieved 
him of the duty of reporting outdoor relief in the six county districts. Ac­
cordingly, the levy for the poor farm itself dropped to $760, with medical 
expenses of $164.12. Most notably, the farm took in $999.46, leaving the 
books in the black with a balance of $56.78.38 Whether these managerial 
accomplishments pleased his superiors or not, Wilson was replaced in the 
early 1890s by H. A. Lackey. Lackey's short tenure saw decreasing rolls 
but increasing expenses, and he in turn was replaced in the mid-1890s by 
0. B. Dunlap. 

Dunlap oversaw a period of remarkable prosperity at the farm, scru­
pulously documented in his annual reports. He detailed all the crops 
grown, those consumed on the farm, those sold for the benefit of the 
paupers, and a steady increase in value of livestock, which enabled a thriv­
ing dairy operation to supplement the income from hogs and crops. At 
the same time, the number of inmates was steadily rising. One particular 
cohort was the number of pregnant women, both single and married, 
who arrived at the poorhouse to deliver their children and then stayed on 
to recover. (They repaid their cost by spending time on domestic duty or 
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farm chores.) Because a number of women returned for second and third 
births, the reputation of the poor farm in the poor community must have 
been positive, at least for lying-in.39 

What the county was willing to spend in medical fees gives us a better 
idea of how Rockbridge saw its collective responsibility toward its impov­
erished citizens. As the rolls show, physical and mental disability, not to 
mention accidents, often required the services of a doctor. Accordingly, 
county almshouses employed physicians, usually one, to attend the poor. 
Sometimes local doctors would "bid" for the position, stipulating an an­
nual salary. The arrangement in Shenandoah County in 1884 was typi­
caJ:4o 

Appointed Dr. D.D. Caster as physician at the Beckford Parish for the 
year. For $75 he will attend there once a week and attend all paupers 
within a 21h mile radius of the almshouse. He's to provide all services 
and medicines. 

Dr. Caster and his rural contemporaries did not have the benefit of 
pharmacies or druggists, as doctors in more urban centers often did. The 
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medical profession at this time was more in the business of heroic thera­
peutics aimed at curing disease than the simple amelioration of symp­
toms. Physicians carried what was admittedly a limited pharmacopoeia 
of emetics, purgatives, sedatives, unguents, and the like in the ubiquitous 
doctor's satchel. 

In addition to the designated physician to the poor, other doctors in 
the county paid numerous house calls on paupers - as the many medical 
bills submitted to the Rockbridge county board attest. For example, in 
1885, the county spent $613.48 on medical expenses, only about $100 of 
which was for the county physician. The additional $500 was distributed 
in the six districts. 41 

In the panoply of services that local doctors provided, it is highly 
likely that they shared the increasing demand for obstetrics at the poor­
house with county midwives. At the time, physicians were usually called 
only if a birth proved troublesome. Nor did a doctor's presence ensure 
a successful outcome for mother or child. Babies nevertheless proved a 
steady business at the Rockbridge County Farm. 

Between 1887 and 1910, seventeen black women and twenty-six 
white women delivered children at the farm. Three of the blacks and five 
whites returned to deliver second children, and in three cases, their third. 
The length of stay was slightly shorter for blacks than for whites, averaging 
three-and-a-half months per birth against four months. At the extremes, 
the maternal stays varied from two weeks to as much as several years.42 

The attraction of the almshouse for lying-in and birthing may be 
explained by the general fear of childbirth during the period. Women 
who could afford it preferred giving birth in their own homes with fam­
ily gathered around. But for poor women, often on their own, the poor­
house offered the only certain medical help during delivery and nursing. 

Rockbridge seemed to favor the mother over the child. Mary Miller 
successfully delivered a baby boy, Harry, in the winter of 1889. She re­
turned with him two years later for a period of lying-in and, on June 19, 
she delivered another son,Jonathan, who died two months later. After an­
other month, she and Harry were taken in by a local family. Allice Bryan's 
and Sally Hues's experiences were bleaker. Arriving at the almshouse in 
late 1898, Allice remained until she gave birth to a girl, Viola, on Febru­
ary 15. When the child died ten days later, Allice did not linger; she left 
the poor farm on March 1. On February 14, Sally Hues, a black woman, 
had delivered twins "born dead." Unlike Mary and Allice, Sally had not 
come to the institution until ten days before her delivery. Her status as a 
poor woman of color may well have jeopardized the pregnancy, if only by 
keeping her away from the institution until the last possible moment. In 
many of these cases, only the mothers and their children are recorded in 
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the register, suggesting that the women may have been unwed, which may 
have made the poorhouse attractive for birthing because social stigma 
weighed less heavily there in general. 

Life on poverty's edge may also be seen in the case of one young 
mother's struggle to keep her family together. Rebecca Thompson, thirty­
three, came to the Rockbridge institution for the first time with her two 
sons, ages five and two, on November 23, 1887. Although there was no 
state law regarding the status of children in the almshouse, the practice 
in Virginia was to find private homes for children who were five and older 
and who could not be supported by a parent. Accordingly, on December 
12, Samuel, the five-year-old, was "taken by Trent Seibert to raise."43 

Also at the poorhouse at the time was a man namedJohn Nuckols, 
eighty-five. He left in early December, but apparently not before com­
ing to an understanding with Rebecca Thompson, whom he returned to 
marry on February 1, 1888. The marriage enabled her to leave the poor­
house and recover Samuel from the Sieberts. Rebecca appeared again 
three years later, in the spring of 1891, to deliver another son, Joseph. 
Both older boys were with her, and they all left together. In December 
1894, she returned with Joseph and Samuel only and, in May 1895, deliv­
ered another boy, Walter. By then, she must have been a widow again, for 
Samuel now twelve, was again sent off, this time "taken by Andy Mines" 
in early January, less than a week after their arrival. A year later, Rebecca 
left with her two remaining boys and married Walter L. Harlow on May 
6, 1896. In August, she and the boys returned for a week's stay at the 
farm, leaving when her husband came for them. By December, she was 
back again and delivered another son, Lewis, on January 12, 1897. The 
mother and three boys were joined by the father, who worked on the farm 
doing chores for two months in 1899. By this time, young Walter had 
reached the mandatory age of five, so he was "taken by H. M. Coffey" in 
May. Whether the family was able to retrieve him is unclear. The Harlows 
returned briefly in 1900 before disappearing from the rolls entirely, ap­
parently to try to make a go of it in Clifton Forge. For a period of almost 
ten years, the Rockbridge poorhouse had offered a safety net of relief and 
obstetric services on which Rebecca, as well as many others, had come to 
depend. 

If women were often in precarious positions, children were even 
more vulnerable. Without parents able to support them, they were, like 
Samuel Thompson, bound out in the local community or put up for 
adoption . Very young children, those under five, were most likely to be 
adopted as this document, dated March 4, 1871, testifies:44 
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To the Honorable Judge of Rockbridge County Va: 

The undersigned respectfully sets forth that she is the mother of a 
female child aged 13 mos. and being in straitened circumstances and 
unable to properly care for the same and having the opportunity of 
apprenticing the child, with a view to its adoption, I would respect­
fully ask the consent of the court to have the child bound out accord­
ing to law to R.C. Walton. 

Yours, 

Rebecca]. Strickler X her mark 

The document was prepared for the illiterate Rebecca, who seems 
to have acquiesced in the process in hopes of giving the little girl a better 
chance. Unwed mothers or recent widows such as Rebecca Thompson 
Nuckols had few options for their offspring. Those children without any 
parent or legal guardian could even be removed from the county. For ex­
ample, in the early 1900s, the Rockbridge superintendent placed a num­
ber of white children with the Rev. Maybee of Richmond, who arranged 
adoptions through his organization, the Children's Home Society.45 

Such agencies were a hallmark of major changes afoot in the devel­
opment of social welfare services across Virginia. Progressive Era reform­
ers had begun to reexamine the role of institutions such as orphanages, 
jails, and almshouses. One such reformer took on a central role: the Rev­
erend Joseph T. Mastin, a Methodist minister who arrived in Richmond 
in the 1890s to run the finances of the Methodist Orphanage Home. Dr. 
Mastin had a gift for fiscal discipline combined with an understanding of 
the problems facing the poor that he had developed during his years of 
circuit riding around the state. He was convinced that orphanages should 
be replaced by foster care, that jails ought to be replaced by work farms 
for the reclamation of juvenile delinquents, and that the poorhouses sim­
ply needed to go. He believed that establishing institutions to address 
specific physical and mental conditions was a more appropriate means 
of aiding indigent citizens than the catchall county almshouse. Sanato­
riums for the tubercular, colonies for the epileptic and feeble-minded, 
and schools for the deaf and blind would get at the root causes of poverty 
and alleviate them, he said. County almshouses would become obsolete. 
The portion of the community not served, namely the old and infirm, 
would be brought together in new, consolidated institutions known as dis­
trict homes, operated on a quasi-hospital model that provided the typical 
medical needs of the elderly. 

Mastin's proposed realignment of social services promised to relieve 
counties of the expense of running almshouses - as well as cash from the 
sale of the poorhouse property. Counties faced with decreasing numbers 
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FIGURE 5 

Main Poor Farm house - the superintendent's home - as it stands today. 

in their almshouses found the state's arguments for closing them appeal­
ing. District Homes would be situated in existing congressional districts. 
While the state had no authority to compel counties to abandon their 
almshouses, the General Assembly had enacted a consolidation law in 
1918 making the district home concept a viable one.46 The Department of 
Public Welfare, which grew out of the original Board of Charities and Cor­
rections, then launched a campaign to persuade the counties to abandon 
their poorhouses in favor of district homes. Despite the strength of the 
argument on both humane and financial grounds, it would be another 
eight years before the first consolidation occurred (in Northern Virgin­
ia). Rockbridge County joined with others in the Tenth Congressional 
District in the second consolidation, in 1927. 

While the decade from 1910 to 1920 had witnessed a number of 
physical improvements at the Rockbridge facility- notably, running wa­
ter and toilets in the dormitory buildings - the inmate population de­
clined to an average of twenty-six per year, down from thirty to forty in 
the late nineteenth century. The farm continued to pay its own way and 
was described by state visitors as "practically self-sustaining."47 By the time 
the county closed its poorhouse, the census had dropped to only nine. 
Long-term residents who had made the institution their home, such as 
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"Boo" Foundling and Mary Alexander, died in the early 1920s. The value 
of the land itself and the quality of nursing care that would be offered by 
a prospective new facility became serious considerations. 

The Valley consolidation in which Rockbridge participated was 
spearheaded by Augusta County's board of supervisors, which, in May 
1926, made initial inquiries of the Department of Public Welfare. In June, 
an agent from the department briefed six potential partner governments: 
the counties of Albemarle, Alleghany, Augusta, Bath, and Rockbridge, to­
gether with the city of Charlottesville, which joined the consortium just 
before the opening of the institution. Each participant was to make a cap­
ital outlay based on its population in the census of 1920. By that measure, 
Rockbridge was responsible for 20 percent of the overall cost, Augusta for 
33 percent, and Albemarle for 26 percent. Bath and Alleghany came in 
at 6 percent and 15 percent, respectively. Initially estimated at $40,000, 
the project costs soared by more than double, to $83,125, by the time the 
Waynesboro home opened. The price escalated because the state estimate 
had been based on the purchase of a fifty-acre farm for about $5,000, but 
the participants chose to buy a choice parcel of 145 acres in Waynesboro, 
intending to guarantee that the farm would remain self-sustaining in the 
long run. 48 Albemarle and Augusta bore the brunt of the financial bur­
den, but Rockbridge County contributed $15,185 to the enterprise, just 
about the amount at which the county poor farm was then valued. 

The Waynesboro institution's first inmates entered on October 15, 
1927.49 Rockbridge County's share of the first-year operating expenses was 
$2,808.96, a figure about $1,000 more than the cost of running the poor­
house the previous year. But by then, that property had been rented out 
to defray the capital expenses of the district home; it would be sold at auc­
tion in the fall of 1928. There was no looking back. 50 

Charles Brawley, 0. B. Dunlap, and a succession of superintendents 
of the poor served the county of Rockbridge well. All were good farmers 
and managers. While they may have been astute judges of pauper charac­
ter and humane providers of care, they were not trained as social workers. 
The late nineteenth century saw major changes in poor policy, with pro­
gressive reformers at the state level advocating county public welfare de­
partments staffed by professionals. Poorhouses and the connotations they 
carried were to be replaced by district homes, foster care, mothers' aid, 
and services based on solid case-management techniques. Rockbridge 
County's poorhouse, a fixture for ninety-eight years, gave way in the face 
of these modern initiatives. i'f-
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On August 17, 2009, Mary Ellen Henry died after a ten-year battle with multiple 

myeloma - three weeks after she put the finishing touches on this article. None of 

us knew that she suffered from anything other than a bounty of energy, ideas, and 

humor. She was quick to respond to queries, unfailingly agreeable, and in complete 

command of her material. Working with her was an editor's delight. 

-Bob Keefe 
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An Extraordinary Woman: 
Sally McDowell Of Col Alto 

Thomas E. Buckley, S.J. 

S OME OF YOU may be wondering how a Jesuit priest who teaches 
church history in a school of theology in California ever got in­
volved with the nineteenth-century woman who, before the Civil 

War, owned the historic house known as Col Alto. Let me explain how I 
met her. 

About twenty years ago, I was working on a book on church-state 
relations in Virginia. In the course of my investigations, I stumbled over 
divorce. As Yogi Berra said, when you come to the fork in the road, take it. 

While working my way through the boxes in the petition collection 
at the Library of Virginia, checking out requests for Sabbath laws, the 
incorporation of churches, chaplains in the state legislature, and so forth , 
I kept running into petitions from men and women asking the General 
Assembly to grant them a divorce . 

That amazed me. From the Revolution until the mid-nineteenth cen­
tury, people went to the legislature - not the court - to obtain a divorce. 
What kind of issue is divorce in a 
society that claims to separate 
church and state? Is it religious, 
moral, legal, or some combination 
of these? I became fascinated by 
the stories these documents told 
about people's lives and struggles. 
So I put the church-state book on 
a back burner and concentrated 
instead on divorce. The petitions 
are wonderful documents, each 
in its own folder with accompa­
nying affidavits from family and 
friends as well as other informa­
tion. Sometimes a single fi le holds 
more than a hundred pages. Each 
person had his or her own story 
to tell, and the stories cut across 
lines of race, religion, class, and 
gender. Most divorce petitions de­
tail tragedies - adultery, abuse, FIG u RE 1 

incest, alcoholism, and the like. Sally McDowell 
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Every possible human problem is there in the record. Clearly, we mod­
erns haven't invented anything. 

From the petition collection, the legislature 's journals, and the 
books and newspapers of the time, I could put together most of the story 
of legislature divorce. Yet for all the hair-raising stories, the divorce peti­
tions were public records. They di.ct not necessarily reveal the private feel­
ings of the inner person. To get at that experience, I needed something 
more personal. 

And then I discovered the McDowell Family Papers in the Univer­
sity of Virginia's Alderman Library. They had only been recently opened 
to researchers. Civil War historians had used some of the wartime cor­
respondence with permission, but I think it is safe to say that no one had 
ever read through the boxes of family papers, and especially a trove of 
letters between Sally McDowell and John Miller. I had found the story I 
needed for the last chapter of the book on legislative divorce.1 

In addition to Sally and John, I met a whole family and read its mail. 
Parents and siblings, aunts, uncles, and cousins provided the context for 
this extraordinary woman whose baptismal name was Sally Campbell Pres­
ton McDowell. Sally was the daughter of James McDowell and Susanna 
( or Susan) Smith Preston. The McDowells and the Prestons were among 
the first families to move into the Shenandoah Valley in the eighteenth 
century, part of the Scots-Irish migration from Ulster to America. Sally's 
grandfather, James McDowell ( 1 770-1835), owned Cherry Grove Plan ta­
tion, south of Fairfield in Rockbridge County, and was county sheriff. His 
son,James McDowell Jr., was born in 1795 and educated first at Washing­
ton College and then at Yale before graduating from the College of New 
Jersey, now Princeton University, in 1817. The next year, he married his 
first cousin, Susan Preston. The newlyweds initially lived in Kentucky, but, 
in 1823, moved back to Rockbridge, where James began construction of 
Col Alto. 

In 1831,James McDowell launched his career in state government as 
a member of the House of Delegates. He served off and on as a delegate 
and, in 1842, was elected governor, 
a position he held for the next three 
years. Shortly after leaving the gov­
ernorship, he became a member of 
the U.S. House of Representatives, 
in which he served until his death 
on August 24, 1851. 

McDowell was a progressive 
Democrat. He broke with many in 
his party in his opposition to nul-

Thomas E. Buckley, SJ., is professor of 
modern Christian history at the Jesuit 
School of Theology and the Graduate 
Theological Union in Berkeley, Cali­
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ship Letters of Sally MdJowell and John 
Miller, 1854-1856 (Missouri, 2000). 
Father Buckley delivered this paper at 
Col Alto on July 25, 2005. 
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lification in 1833. Though a slave­
holder, he favored a program of 
gradual emancipation and spoke 
out boldly in 1838 in favor of rec­
onciliation between abolitionists 
and the advocates of slavery. As 
governor, he strongly advocated a 
statewide system of public educa­
tion, but a conservative legislature 
rejected his proposal. 

James and Susan McDowell 
raised a family of nine children, 
two boys and seven girls, at Col 
Alto. Their letters reveal a loving, 
companionable marriage, with a 
close-knit family and a deep reli­
gious faith rooted in their Presby­
terian church. To read their cor-
respondence is to realize that hus­
band and wife respected each oth-
er as equal partners. For extended 
periods of time while James held 
political office or looked after 
family properties in Kentucky and 
Mississippi, Susan McDowell man-

F I GU RE 2 

James McDowell, Sally's father. 
Daguerreotype by Mathew B. Brady, 
after 1844. 

aged Col Alto and the ever-expanding family by herself. 
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Sally, the couple 's eldest daughter, was a prime concern even when 
money was tight. In December 1835, Susan McDowell wrote to her hus­
band urging that Sally be sent to Washington, D.C., to complete her edu­
cation: "This is the seed time with our elder children, which will never 
return." James McDowell evidently agreed, for the next month Sally went 
to live with Aunt and Uncle Benton - James McDowell's sister, Elizabeth, 
and her husband, Thomas Hart Benton, senator from Missouri. Other 
relatives were close at hand, and the letters reveal the blessings, and some­
times challenges, of a large extended family. Among these relatives were 
another of James McDowell's sisters, married to William Taylor, a Virginia 
congressman from Rockbridge (whom James would eventually succeed), 
and one of Susan's sisters, the wife of the Rev. Robert Jefferson Breck­
inridge, pastor of the Second Presbyterian Church in Baltimore and a 
major force in Presbyterian circles. 

Like most members of Congress at the time, the Bentons lived in a 
Capital Hill boarding house and ate in a common dining room with the 
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other residents. One of Sally's dining companions was Francis Thomas, a 
bachelor congressman from Maryland, twenty years her senior. 

Sally's letters to her parents describe the adventures of a young wom­
an coming of age. During her first year in Washington, tutors provided 
her education. Lessons in French and dancing and the guitar were fol-

_ lowed by trips to Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York. After a year with 
the Bentons, she moved to the Georgetown Female Seminary for more 
formal coursework, and her younger sister, Mary, joined her there. Sally 
liked her studies and developed what she called "a penchant ... for meta­
physics." She warned her family, "I think I will soon begin to do, think, 
and say everything abstractly." 

Much of her education took place outside the classroom, howev­
er, and it transformed the country girl. Some experiences were jarring. 
Shortly after her arrival, Uncle Benton took her to a theater, where Sally 
found herself almost mortally embarrassed by the vulgarity and low level 
of the comedy. "I never in all my life felt as uncomfortable," she wrote to 
her mother. "If I am ever caught in a Theatre again to see a comedy, it will 
certainly be when I'm fast asleep." In reality, however, she wanted to see 
everything. Watching a circus parade on the street, she had to crane her 
neck to view the elephant ridden by several men. 

At a splendid White House reception, Senator Benton introduced 
Sally as his "neice" [sic], and she became an instant sensation. Friends 
of her father came up to introduce themselves. She met the "Genrl" -
Andrew Jackson -who presented her to "the royal family," as she wrote. 
Vice President Martin Van Buren (the "Little Magician") squired her 
about for an hour and made her feel "queenly going through the crowd­
ed room." It was a heady experience. She wrote to her mother about that 
evening: "The whole was a fairyland upon earth - a combination of en­
chantment, - The variety, glitter, beauty, [and] exquisite taste of the la­
dy's dresses. -The brilliancy of the chandeliers. The politeness, kindness 
and attention of the gentlemen - all seemed to make the enchantment 
more enchanting." She clearly loved Washington, and the political arena 
of Congress fascinated her. 

During Sally's years in Washington, one gentleman paid her particu­
lar attention. When she left the Benton home to move to the George­
town Female Seminary, Francis Thomas, her erstwhile Capitol Hill dining 
companion, gave her a "handsome book of engravings ... as a kind of 
memento." Sally was "glad," she wrote, "to find that there are some per­
sons in this world who, besides my own relations, desire to 'have a place 
in my memory."' By the time she returned to Col Alto, Thomas had be­
come what Aunt Eliza Benton called Sally's "old friend." But more than 
friendship had developed. When Sally finished her formal education and 
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left the capital in 1839, Thomas 
began an earnest courtship of the 
impressionable young woman, 
and Sally responded. A glamor-
ous life in Washington appealed 
much more than quiet retirement 
at Col Alto. 

Sally's infatuation with 
Thomas alarmed James and Su­
san McDowell. When the politi­
cian came to Lexington to press 
his suit, Susan wrote her husband 
that "the sound of his voice . . . 
rings through my ears as a death 
bell to all my fondly cherished 
hopes." She preferred an en­
counter with "a rattlesnake" to an 

FIGURE 3 
interview with the Maryland con-

Francis Thomas, c. 1860 
gressman. Fearing that Thomas's 
overly serious, suspicious person-
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ality would produce an unhappy marriage, Sally's parents did not approve 
of the match. But ultimately they yielded to their eldest daughter's wishes, 
and, on June 8, 1841, shortly after her twentieth birthday, Sally married 
Francis Thomas at Col Alto. 

The couple lived in Frederick, Maryland. Before the summer ended, 
Sally had begun to realize the enormity of her error. During the court­
ship period - perhaps as a carrot to Sally and the McDowell family -
Thomas had invited Sally's cousin and childhood friend, Robert Taylor, 
to join his law firm in Frederick. Now, as Taylor joined the newlyweds in 
their parlor, the two cousins laughed and talked animatedly while a si­
lent Thomas glowered from a distance.Jealous to the point of paranoia, 
Francis repeatedly accused Sally of improper behavior, and finally forced 
her to charge Taylor with making amorous overtures, a charge that both 
cousins knew was false. A bewildered, angry Taylor quit the firm and re­
tired to Virginia. 

But Sally's situation only grew worse. Thomas's jealousy simply shift­
ed to other men whom Sally might encounter. When one of his own rela­
tives, Dr. William Tyler of Frederick, a physician in his fifties with a wife 
and grown children, came to treat Sally for a tooth and gum infection, the 
friendly banter between doctor and patient convinced the congenitally 
suspicious husband that they were sexually intimate. Thomas was particu­
larly watchful of his wife 's conduct at dinner parties and social gather-
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ings. After such events, his wild accusations and angry outbursts left Sally 
increasingly despondent and frightened . Repeatedly, Thomas threatened 
to send her home to Lexington. Then his whole manner would suddenly 
change, and he would beg forgiveness for his behavior and promise to 
change. Instead, his tirades escalated with each new episode. 

In September, while Thomas was off campaigning for governor, Sally 
suffered a miscarriage. When he returned home, he accused her of de­
liberately aborting a child conceived with her cousin. Yet he pledged ab­
solute forgiveness if she would only admit her sinful conduct. Desperate 
for some measure of domestic peace, she finally yielded to his bullying, 
only to experience utter rejection. When she immediately retracted her 
confession, Thomas flew into a violent rage. Isolated in Maryland and 
reluctant to inform her parents or family of her traumatic situation, Sally 
McDowell Thomas became, within six months of her marriage, an emo­
tionally battered wife. 

Thomas won the governorship, and the couple's final private cri­
sis occurred shortly after his inauguration on January 3, 1842. They had 
lived in Maryland's Government House for only about a week when, in 
another jealous frenzy, Thomas summoned Elizabeth McDowell Benton 
to Annapolis to hear his charges against her niece. Returning quickly to 
Washington, she explained the situation to her husband and to Senator 
William Preston of South Carolina, another of Sally's uncles. Springing 
to their niece's defense, the family patriarchs informed her parents of 
Thomas's "derangement." This time, his predictable change of heart came 
too late. James and Susanna McDowell rushed to Baltimore on the train, 
scooped up their daughter over their son-in-law's frantic objections, and 
brought her home to Col Alto. The collapse of her marriage humiliated 
Sally Thomas deeply, and she withdrew into her protective family circle. 

Governor Thomas did not endure the separation quietly. He at­
tacked his estranged wife in the press and public conversations, accus­
ing her of adultery with assorted men. Periodically he wrote Sally or her 
father, who was now Virginia's governor, insisting on a personal interview 
and demanding redress for his grievances, or alternatively, begging that 
she return to him and let the past be forgotten. On one extraordinary oc­
casion, Thomas traveled through the Valley of Virginia, ostensibly to visit 
Sally at Col Alto. At a coach stop in Staunton, he encountered his father­
in-law returning home from Richmond. For an awful moment, it seemed 
that the mortal enemies might be sharing a stage. After they traded harsh 
words and McDowell attacked Thomas with his umbrella, bystanders in­
tervened. But the violent exchange between the chief executives of neigh­
boring states created a public sensation. An outraged Thomas swore ven­
geance, and his public attacks on the McDowells culminated in a fifty-two 
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page pamphlet, vividly recounting the imagined crimes that his wife and 
certain of her relatives and friends had committed against him. 

Until now, Sally had been unwilling to consider divorce because the 
public nature of the legislative process promised massive embarrassment. 
She dreaded the exposure, despite the cogent arguments of her father 
and others that only such action could both vindicate her character and 
free her legally from any claims Thomas might make against her. But the 
"Statement of Francis Thomas," published in 1845, persuaded her to act, 
and she began composing a narrative of her marital troubles to be pre­
sented as part of a divorce petition to the Virginia legislature. 

After a Richmond court verified her version of events, the assembly 
speedily approved a divorce bill in the early days of 1846 and, in an ex­
traordinary move, even restored her maiden name. The next month, in 
response to a petition from their former governor, legislators in Annapo­
lis followed suit. 

Henceforth, she would be styled as "Mrs. McDowell." The "Mrs." 
branded her a divorcee. Though her situation as the injured party brought 
widespread sympathy from the "enlightened and virtuous," it made no 
essential difference in her social status. Prejudice against divorce fixed 
her reputation. One Virginia legislator remarked, after noting all she had 
suffered at Thomas's hands: "How deplorable her condition. So young 
and with such prospects to have such a destiny." The stigma she bore as 
a divorced woman became intrinsic to her identity in Southern society. 
No wonder then, that from the very beginning of her marital separation, 
Sally retired from social life. Apart from a single visit to some relatives in 
nearby Fincastle, she remained at Col Alto, with her mother as her only 
confidant. She rejected her father's pleas that she join him in the Ex­
ecutive Mansion in Richmond, and refused her Uncle William Preston's 
invitations to visit her kin in South Carolina. Years passed before she was 
willing to leave Lexington. 

Meanwhile, her former husband continued his attacks on several 
fronts, with increasingly reckless behavior. His bizarre charges against 
ever-changing targets destroyed his credibility along with what had once 
been a promising political career. Over the years, a growing number of 
Marylanders came to regard Thomas as an embarrassment. Polite society 
increasingly ostracized him. Seemingly undaunted by public disapproval, 
Thomas continued his assaults until finally his lawyers refused to repre­
sent him any longer. Their client, they explained, was the victim of mas­
sive delusions. 

Though she emerged victorious, those traumatic years had extracted 
an enormous emotional price from Sally. Her courtship letters a decade 
later demonstrate its impact. The publicity surrounding Thomas's charg-
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FIGURE 4 

Col Alto, 1902. 
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es and the divorce made her name a household word and gave her a noto­
riety she despised. Then her mother died in the autumn of 1847, leaving 
Sally, at age twenty-six, the guardian of her youngest sister, Lilly, and the 
manager of Col Alto - for her father was now a United States congress­
man. Shortly after his gubernatorial term ended, the Virginia assembly 
had elected him to replace his recently deceased brother-in-law, William 
Taylor. Following her mother's death, Sally experienced an intense reli­
gious rebirth that strengthened her Presbyterian faith, gave fresh mean­
ing to her life, and left her with a deep awareness of her new responsibili­
ties. With her father immersed in politics and her older brother, James, 
a physician in St. Louis, she oversaw the plantation and cared for her 
younger sisters and brother. Then, when her father died unexpectedly in 
1851, Sally became the functional head of her family, even to the extent 
of buying Col Alto from her siblings. 

This was, after all, the sensible, practical thing to do. Col Alto was her 
home, and she could manage the farm through an overseer. She had no 
future elsewhere. Though Frank Thomas periodically annoyed her with 
letters proposing reconciliation, Sally usually returned them unopened, 
on the advice of her uncle, Virginia Governor John Floyd. For emotional 
support and encouragement, she depended upon her sisters and broth­
ers; an extensive network of aunts, uncles and other relations; and a wide 
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circle of trusted friends, male and female. Some, such as her "Cousin 
John" Preston and his wife, "Cousin Sally," lived close by in Lexington. 
There she was a familiar, welcome presence in the town's parlors, stores, 
and Presbyterian Church. 

She managed Col Alto carefully and capably. Her siblings looked 
to her for advice and direction. In sum, by the time she approached h er 
mid-thirties, Sally McDowell had achieved a respected position in ante­
bellum society. Throughout the tragedy of her early adulthood she had 
maintained her dignity; now, as the innocent victim of a deranged hus­
band who had robbed her maidenhood and destroyed her prospects for 
marital happiness, she emerged as an icon for her extended family and 
the upper strata of Southern womanhood. 

Into this carefully managed, emotionally controlled world strolled 
John Miller in the summer of 1854. Pastor of the Arch Street Presbyte rian 
Church in Philadelphia and a widower with two young children, he was 
on vacation at the Alum Springs, near Goshen in northwest Rockbridge 
County. They had known each other in Frederick when he was pastor 
there. Now, on the path up to the house,John proposed a courtship. 

Sally was horrified. No divorced woman could entertain the prospect 
of remarriage as long as her first husband was alive. But John disagreed, 
and he was persistent. Dark-haired, slightly built, and of medium height, 
perhaps even a mite shorter than Sally, he was physically unimposing. But 
he was animated, intelligent, witty, and emotionally committed. He was 
descended from a distinguished Presbyterian family; his father, Samuel 
Miller, had formed, along with Archibald Alexander of Lexington, the 
first faculty at Princeton Theological Seminary when it was organized in 
1812. 

Though Sally initially rebuffed the proffered courtship, the letters 
soon began, at first hesitant, cautious, and extremely proper. Over months 
and years, however, they gradually expanded into intimate explorations 
of their evolving relationship and the problems their love entailed. They 
met only a few brief times. More than three hundred miles apart, they 
spoke to each other through their pens, sometimes as often as five and six 
times a week. They exchanged all the thoughts and emotions one would 
expect of a couple in love, but the age, background, and intelligence of 
the correspondents give the letters extraordinary depth and maturity.2 

Sally McDowell and John Miller also faced an unusual concern in 
mid-nineteenth century America. The "moral question, " as they styled it, 
surfaces repeatedly in their letters. McDowell's divorce bill left her legally 
free to remarry, but she questioned whether she was morally free to do 
so during Thomas's lifetime. Equally important in her mind, could she 
marry a man whose ministry might be jeopardized by his relationship 
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with her? Miller dismissed her concerns, but she proved prescient when 
leaders in his congregation ultimately forced his resignation over the is­
sue. Finally, their families and close friends found the prospect of her re­
marriage socially worrisome and warned against it. What the law allowed, 
society and propriety forbade. One of John's relatives told him when she 
learned he was wooing Sally, "If you love that Lady, don't marry her. " In 
other words, marrying her would destroy her reputation. 

Perhaps the most interesting dimension of their correspondence is 
found in its portrayal of gender relations among elite women and men 
in the mid-nineteenth century. Sally McDowell's letters offer the unusual 
feminist perspective of a divorcee whose single status left her free to man­
age her own affairs and responsible for the care of family and slaves. Yet 
she lived in a society that regarded women as essentially dependent, and 
divorced women as tainted goods. Though in many respects John Miller's 
attitudes and values were thoroughly traditional, he nevertheless hon­
ored Sally's independence, respected her judgment, and sought in mar­
riage not dominance but a companion and soul-mate. His letters bristled 
with emotion, while her responses were more guarded. Constantly reaf­
firming his undying passion and begging her response, Miller slowly wore 

FIGURE 5 

"Your faithful martyr" - letter from John Miller to Sally McDowell 
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down McDowell's defenses. As she probed her own inner world of love 
and rejection, her letters proved a cathartic experience through which 
she gradually overcame the limitations imposed by a patriarchal society, 
her recurrent depression, and, most important, the anxieties resulting 
from her first marriage and the stigma she bore from the divorce. Eventu­
ally, she matched in intensity his own emotional expression, and then pre­
vailed over his fears for her social position. Her self-revelations ultimately 
led to their marriage at Col Alto on November 3, 1856. 

Following a leisurely journey to visit Miller's friends and relations, 
the newlyweds settled at Col Alto. He transferred easily into the Presby­
tery of Lexington and ministered on alternating Sundays to congrega­
tions in nearby villages. He also assumed responsibility for overseeing 500 
acres and six slaves. Letters to his brother demonstrate a newfound hap­
piness. His children now had a mother again, and over the next years they 
welcomed four new sisters and brothers. 

Though Abraham Lincoln's 1860 election sent rumbles through 
the Old Dominion, the Millers, like many of their neighbors, initially op­
posed secession. But after Fort Sumter and Lincoln 's call for troops to 
suppress the rebellion, the Millers followed, in Sally's words, "our natural 
and proper allegiance" and went with Virginia. From his Fairfield con­
gregation Miller recruited a company of soldiers that eventually became 
the Second Rockbridge Artillery. He later served as an army chaplain and 
then accepted a pastorate at Second Presbyterian in Petersburg, where 
he found himself during the siege. One member of his congregation was 
Charles Scott Venable, Robert E. Lee's military aide, and the husband of 
Sally's sister, Cantey. 

During the war, Sally and the children found a new home in Lexing­
ton, and in 1864 the Millers sold Col Alto. The new owners were James 
Massie, a professor at the Virginia Military Institute, and his wife, So­
phanisba McDowell Massie, known as Nib, who was another of Sally's sis­
ters. After the war, Miller purchased a farm near Petersburg with a "gen­
teel" house and brought his family from Lexington. When Nib died in 
1870, Sally came to Lexington for the funeral and wrote to John that "the 
glory of the McDowell has passed for ever" from Col Alto. 

Miller resigned his Petersburg charge the following spring, and the 
family moved north to Princeton, where he invested his time in theologi­
cal writing and ministering to various congregations in the area. While 
supporting her husband's work, Sally reared her children to adulthood, 
involved herself in church activities and charities, and wrote articles and 
poetry for newspapers and journals. Her last major effort, for which she 
had begun research four decades earlier, was an extended history of her 
father's political career. Over the decades of her marriage, her values had 
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deepened, not changed. As she wrote in 1886 to a nephew, extraordinary 
"vicissitude & agitation" had marked her life, yet she had personally expe­
rienced and could proclaim "God's wisdom & goodness." She and John 
had found that wisdom and goodness, especially in their marriage. 

John and Sally Miller shared almost forty years of married life. John 
died first, on Easter Sunday, April 14, 1895, at the age of seventy-six. Ig­
noring a cold, he had been out in typical fashion, ministering to one of 
his congregations, when he developed pneumonia. He was buried be­
neath a gravestone of his own design: a huge white cross on which was 
inscribed the central tenets of his theological writing. The tributes at his 
death emphasized his kindliness, generosity, and love for the poor. Sally 
herself wrote of the loss of her "dear husband." 

One week later, she died. After a service in which the president, the 
dean, and a professor from Princeton College eulogized her as an exem­
plar of Christian life, she was buried next to John. Though her passing 
was completely unexpected, an old friend, William Henry Ruffner, found 
in this final linkage of husband and wife "a beautiful fitness." As another 
friend wrote, "in few families are the relation of husband, father, wife & 
child so intimate, so tender and loving." ~ 

Notes 
1 Thomas E Buckley, SJ.: The Great Catastrophe of My Life: Divorce in the Old Dominion 

(University of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, 2002). 

2 Thomas E Buckley, SJ.: "If You Love That Lady, Don't Marry H er": The Courtship 
Letters of Sally MrDowell and john Miller; 1854-1856 (University of Missouri Press, 
Columbia, 2000). 



Virginia Race Records, Mormon Priesthood, 
And Indian Identity 

Ruth Knight Bailey 

Indians in Virginia's Racial Records, 1670-1963 

I N THE YEAR 1670, the English colony of Virginia decided to classify 
American Indians as free people of color. 1 Later, in 1705, a colonial 
law stated that descendants of any Indian "should be deemed, ac-

counted, held and taken to be mulatto."2 By 1793, Virginia required all 
free colored people to register with the state or else be sold into slavery 
or jailed. The remoteness of the Blue Ridge Mountains, however, made it 
possible for some people to be unaware of the registration requirements 
or to avoid visits from the sheriff. 3 Nonetheless, in the 1830s, some Indi­
ans in Amherst County voluntarily registered as "free issue negroes" to 
avoid removal westward into Indian Territory.4 

Because of growing concerns about runaway slaves and a law that 
required local sheriffs to list all free colored people, involuntary registra­
tions increased in the 1850s. Nevertheless, by the end of the War Between 
the States in 1865, only a third of 
Amherst County residents who 
were required to register actually 
had done so.5 

Most Anglos in the eastern 
United States had long preferred 
that Indians live somewhere else. 
Thus it is not surprising that 
Amherst Indians tended to keep 
their ancestry private by blend­
ing into the mountain cultures 
where they lived, whether or not 
they ever registered as free is­
sues. 6 

Although Northern aboli­
tionists harshly criticized South­
ern slavery before slaves were 
freed in the years 1863-65, most 
Northern free states had also 
passed comprehensive segrega­
tion laws well before 1860.7 In con­
trast, Southern slave owners had 
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FIGURE 1 

Incendiary pamplet denouncing 
the "racially mixed" marriage of 
Atha Sorrels, of Rockbridge County. 
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FIGURE 2 

Letter from Dr. 
Walter A. Plecker, 
Virginia registrar 
of vital statistics, 
addressed to 
"Local Registrars, 
Physicians, 
Healt h Officers, 
Nurses, School 
Superintendents, 
and Clerks of the 
Court," January 
1943. 

consistently used frequent contact and association to maintain control of 
their slaves. It was only after slavery and post-war Reconstruction ended 
that Southern states followed the Northern example and enacted manda­
tory separation of white and colored races in order to maintain white con­
trol.8 For a few decades before 1860, free people of color - blacks and 
Indians - had formed their own communities without much intrusion 
from government. With the onset of Southern segregation , however, gov­
ernments suddenly placed all free people of color into the same category 
as former slaves.9 

In 1883, Sir Francis Gaitan, a cousin of the British naturalist Charles 
Darwin, introduced a new science he called "eugenics. "10 Eugenicists ap­
plied Darwinism, based upon Darwin 's theory of human evolution, to 

explain that suppression of "defec­
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tives" and "inferior races" was part 
of "natural selection " and the will 
of God. 11 Well-respected scientists 
stressed the need for increased re­
production among persons of su­
perior human stock and the need 
for decreased reproduction, or 
even sterilization, among "inferior 
strains of humanity."12 

The Eugenics Record Office, 
founded in 1910 in Cold Springs 
H arbor, New York, solicited massive 
family-history records from physi­
cians, individuals, and local eugen­
ics socie ties throughout the nation. 
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The offi ce then encouraged and assisted local governments in locating 
communities in which "defectives" migh t be "breeding."13 

T he 1880 Virginia census listed all Amherst County Indians who had 
registered as "free issues" before 1865 as "M ," mulattoes, or "B," black,14 

but in the 1900 Census, all of th e Amherst "M" no tation s inexplicably 
turned in to "B."15 By the turn of the twen tie th century, m ost Virginians 
thought Indians no longer existed in the Commonwealth. 16 

In 1912, Dr. Walter Plecker became Virginia's registrar of vi tal statis­
tics. With his assistance and the advice of some prestigio us eugenicists, 17 

prominen t Virginian s18 successfully lobbied the Virginia General Assem­
bly to pass the Racial Integri ty Act of 1924, which required all Virginian s 
to register according to race: "Caucasian , Negro, Mongolian , American 
Indian , Asiatic Indian , Malay, or any mixture thereof, or any o ther n on­
Caucasian strain. "19 It strictly prohibited whites from marr ying people of 
any blood o the r than Caucasian . 

Influential so-called First Families of Virginia, FFVs, some of which 
claimed Princess Pocahontas as a distant an cestor, successfully lobbied to 
include the exception20 fo r those wh o were less than on e-sixteenth Ameri­
can lndian.2 1 Plecker determined that any Virginian with Indian blood 
was really a "mixed-blood Negro" unless a Pocahontas exception could 
be p roved - proof that was prac tically impossible fo r anybody other than 
FFVs. Fur thermore, Plecker deemed any "mixture of blood " as the ge­
ne tic cause of "defective children ." In fact, ligh t-skinned people with a 
few drops of "colored " blood ranked at the very bo ttom of Plecker's caste 
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Bullet in from Dr. Plecker's office with suspect famil y names. Amherst and Rockbridge 
counties were key targets. Many of the Amherst names are from the Bear Mountain 
Episcopal mission. Many of the Rockbridge names originated in Amherst but had become 
Latter-day Saints in Rockbridge by the time this list was published . 
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FIGURE 4 

Dr. Walter Ashby Plecker, January 1935. 

system , because their existence 
seemed to flaunt a violation of the 
an ti-miscegenation laws. 22 

Previous anti-miscegenation 
statutes in Virginia had more flex­
ibly defined "colored" as more than 
o ne-fourth Negro blood, and "Indi­
an " as non-colored with more than 
one-fourth Indian blood.23 T he 
1924 Racial In tegrity Act raised the 
bar con siderably by declaring th at a 
person with any "d iscernable trace" 

of any color other than whi te would be considered a "colored" person 
who posed a danger to the puri ty of the white race. Furthermore, the act 
required no n-whites to register with local governmen ts and pay a fee , 20 
percen t of which went into Dr. Plecker's coffers in Richmond.24 There, 
government workers used state and colo nial vital statistics, such as th e an­
tebellum registers of free colored people , to pinpoin t locations in the com­
monwealth where descendants migh t be passing for white.25 Because two­
thirds of th e Amherst Indian s26 had never registered as free issues in the 
fi rst place, the act segregated descendants from each o the r because the 
Departmen t of Vital Statistics labeled some as white and some as black.27 

Later in 1924, th e coun ty clerk in nearby Rockbridge Coun ty denied 
Atha Sorrells* a white marriage license. Sorrells sued him and won by prov­
ing that "colored " did n ot necessarily mean "Negro." She produced evi­
dence to show that she had a distant Indian ancestor but no black ones, 
thereby falling within the legal excep tion fo r on e-sixteenth Indian blood. 28 

Plecker chose n o t to appeal the ruling, perhaps fearing th at an ap­
pellate court could hold the Racial In tegri ty Act to be overly vague in 
its definition of "Caucasian ." Instead , Plecker increased the inten sity of 
his hunt fo r Virginians who migh t have a few d rops of colored blood . 
H e widely distributed J ohn Powell 's b rochure , The Breach in the Dike: An 
Analysis of the Sorrels Case Showing the Danger to Racial Integrity From the In­
termarriage of Whites with So-Called Indians.29 Richmond bureaucrats under 
his direction used the antebellum Amherst registers to trace individuals 
named in it down th rough descendants who had dutifully ob tained bi rth , 
marriage, and death certifi cates. 

Some times spe lled Sorre ls. 
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Insisting on the support of white health workers, school administra­
tors, and county officials, Plecker and the bureaucrats reporting to him 
actually changed notations on existing birth, marriage, and death cer­
tificates from "white," "Indian ," and "mulatto" to "black."30 Plecker even 
wrote intimidating letters to mothers of newborns and ordered bodies 
exhumed from white cemeteries. He threatened local officials with the 
penitentiary if they issued "white" certificates against his wishes, and a few 
local officials went to prison over it.31 

In 1943, after some intense genealogical work, Plecker distributed 
widely a list of surnames to be subsequently classified as "Negroes by all 
registrars in the state of Virginia." He warned courthouse officials, health 
workers, and school administrators throughout Virginia to watch for 
"mongrels" who had changed their surnames or moved from Amherst to 
Rockbridge or other Virginia counties.32 

Modern-Doy Indians in Amherst 

In the early 1980s, Peter W. Houck, a medical doctor in Lynchburg, no­
ticed that some of his patients had "copper skin, high cheek bones, and 
straight backs." These patients came from Bear Mountain in Amherst 
County. Dr. Houck's scholarly research, and his conversations with the 
people themselves, revealed a tight-knit community whose Native Ameri­
can identity had been completely lost to the dominant culture around 
it. Older individuals from Bear Mountain told Dr. Houck about their 
grandparents' speaking "fluent Indian." Many others maintained de­
tailed knowledge of native medicines and other elements of their ances­
try. These aboriginal people remembered their heritage, but had stayed 
quiet about it in public. Houck wrote a book about them.33 In 1989, Vir­
ginia recognized the Bear Mountain people as remnants of the ancient 
Monacan Indian nation.34 

Now some obscure Mormon-missionary diaries, church documents, 
and oral histories indicate that another tight-knit community with a simi­
lar history survives in nearby Rockbridge County. 

Mormon Missionaries in the Blue Ridge, 1883-98 

In its early days, from 1830 to 1846, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter­
day Saints 35 was unique in that it was somewhat color-blind. The writings 
of Joseph Smith, the first president, did indicate that lineage mattered to 
God, with Israelites receiving covenant promises first and the descendants 
of Cain receiving them last.36 The early church nevertheless welcomed all 
converts, "black and white, bond and free. "37 All people sat together in 
meetings, including the few free-black members. All faithful men held the 
lay priesthood, including at least two blacks. 38 
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Then, in 1852, Utah governor and prophet Brigham Young asked 
the territorial legislature to pass "An Act in Relation to Service," legalizing 
slavery in the territory, though very few blacks lived there. In a statement 
to the legislature, Young also denied priesthood ordination to Negro Lat­
ter-day Saints.39 

As Reconstruction ended and government-sponsored segregation 
began in the South,40 former abolitionists in the Northeast turned their 
full attention toward Mormons. Political cartoons in Republican newspa­
pers began showing polygamous Mormons allying themselves with other 
dangerous minorities by marrying them and giving birth to mixed breeds 
of every ethnic origin.4 1 Federal government officials accused Mormons 
of stirring up western Indians by promising them a restoration of ancient 
greatness.42 Mainstream Protestant ministers accused Mormons of barba­
rism and immorality.43 

In that context, it must have been a relief for the elders to journey into 
the Blue Ridge Mountains and find a different set of challenges. On Decem­
ber 30, 1883, Elders44 J. Golden Kimball and Charles Welch stepped off the 
Shenandoah Railway car at Riverside Station, three miles north of Buena 
Vista in Rockbridge County.45 On January 11, 1884, in a hard rain, the two 
repeatedly waded the icy Pedlar Creek46 as it wound along the remote tops 
of the Blue Ridge Mountains in Amherst County.* Eventually, they found 
the home of a referral named Mr. Mason. Glad to have arrived safely, Kim­
ball wrote, "I could not stand erect in the house. They had two beds and 
nine of us to stow away. It was accomplished but how I cannot tell.'"1 7 

A few days later, the elders made their way to a nearby schoolhouse 
where they intended to preach. A "Dunkard exhorter" finished his prayer 
meeting and served them with a notice from the school commissioner 
forbidding them to use the facili ty. So they stood outside in the snow, sing­
ing hymns. Mason insisted that they spend another night with his family 
and urged them to visit "any time ... night or day."48 

On January 20, 1884, twenty people, "who did not belong to any 
church," showed up to hear the elders preach. Appalachian uplanders of­
ten worshiped with obvious emotion.49 Yet now they stood "without spirit" 
in the winter cold. After the elders had preached for more than an hour, 
not one person said a word about the sermon. Kimball was discouraged. 
Then, surprisingly, most of the people quietly asked the missionaries to 
call on them at home.50 

The elders discovered the craggy landscape dotted with tiny log 
houses, many belonging to members of the Mason family. One day,John 

* Although the waterway is now generally known as Pedlar River, the reside nts in 
the community at the top of the Blue Ridge, and the missionaries whose diaries 
recorded visits with them, spoke almost exclusively of Pedlar Creek. 
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Mason took Kimball and Welch up to the cabin of his parents, Peter Ma­
son and Diannah Sorrells Mason. Fifteen family m embers gathered to 
m eet them .5 1 That night, Elder Kimball wrote in his j ournal: 52 

[A] stranger sigh t I n ever saw. He [Peter Mason ] was seven ty years 
old. [He] was born and raised at this same place (top of the Blue 
Ridge Mts). He was oflndian descent, his skin being almost as dark as 
an Indians. His hair was long and black. Mrs. Mason - his wife - was 
very old . She said what she thought and was somewhat of a doctress. 
They had seven teen children - twelve boys and five girls. Children 
and grandchildren about fo rty-two. Ind ian blood was discernable in 
most of their faces. Look which way you migh t - poverty was every­
where to be seen. They were but little ahead of the Indian people in 
education . None of them had ever belonged to a church of any kind. 

If the elders had seen any indication tha t a group of Native Ameri­
cans lived alo ng Pedlar Creek at the top of the Blue Ridge , th ey would 
h ave sou gh t th em out as "chosen people," just as o ther elders h ad sought 
out the Catawba Indians in South Carolina53 and the Cherokee Indian s 
in North Carolina .54 In the Book of Mormon, the Israelite prophet Lehi 
brought his family from J erusalem to the Americas during Old Testam ent 
times. To Latter-day Saints, this m ade m od ern Indians a precious rem-
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nant of one of the ancient tribes of Israel, who would gather in an Ameri­
can Zion to welcome the second coming of the Messiah.55 

Yet no Indian reservation existed in Amherst County, Virginia.56 The 
area looked like a fairly typical Appalachian mountain community, except 
that the missionaries, who were familiar with western Indians,57 clearly 
recognized these particular uplanders as Lamanites, 58 one of the four 
main groups described in the Book of Mormon and a word Latter-day Saints 
often used to describe American Indians. 59 Another visiting missionary, 
Elder Newell Kimball, even described Peter Mason as a "full-blooded La­
manite."60 

The Masons and their upland neighbors confused the missionaries 
by saying that they had never been baptized into any religion, but that 
they loved the Bible. In fact, Kimball said that Peter Mason "was deeply 
imbued with the doctrine of the Old Primitive Baptists." The old man 
asked the missionaries to come again and again, said he would like to be 
in their company all the time, and repeatedly "God blessed" them. Tears 
rose in Peter Mason's eyes when they read the Bible with him. But he felt 
no call to baptism. In the old upland way, he had to wait until God told 
him it was time, and not the other way around.61 

"Mother Mason" healed the sick with herbal medicines. 62 The elders 
helped her by anointing ailing people with consecrated oil and by laying 
hands upon them. 63 

"Father Mason" warned the elders not to visit Old Man Vest and his 
family because the Vests were "dangerous." All Latter-day Saint mission­
aries feared the mob violence that sometimes formed against them. Al­
though the Ku Klux Klan and other mobs mainly targeted Negroes, they 
also terrorized people they considered "social deviants," including Mor­
mons. 64 Yet in spite of Mason's warning, the missionaries climbed Stight 
Cove Mountain, at the head of the Pedlar near Oronoco, in the snow. 
Old Levi Vest "declared himself to be a great reasoner, reader of the Bible 
and a Lover of the Word of God." Kimball wrote that Vest was an "Old 
Iron Side Baptist, Hard Shell." Kimball hadn't had much luck baptizing 
"Primitive Baptists" in the past, but he didn't think Old Levi Vest or any of 
the Vest sons would hurt him, and they did not. 65 

One day, Hannah Mason announced that she was getting baptized 
"on Monday at eleven o'clock." This was disquieting news to the elders. 
First, they were not entirely sure that she had studied long enough to un­
derstand the doctrine.66 Second, it was dubious that most of the Masons 
could prove they were married;67 Latter-day Saint rules forbade the bap­
tizing of people living in sin. Elders Kimball and Welch finally brought 
up the delicate subject. Hannah and John said they could prove they had 
been married for seventeen years. 68 Then Peggy Sorrells told the mission-
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aries that Marvel Mason had been living with her daughter without mar­
rying her.69 

Although many in the neighborhood avoided recorded documents, 
others willingly procured the proper marriage licenses and baptismal 
certificates.70 It appeared to the missionaries that the white uplanders 
on Pedlar Creek assimilated with the Indians, rather than the other way 
around. Or perhaps they had had Indian ancestry all along. In any event, 
the "Mason neighborhood" on Pedlar Creek served as the hub of the 
community, and it also became a Mormon mission headquarters for the 
Virginia Conference of the Southern States Mission. 71 At the same time, 
the missionaries, directed by the centralized priesthood hierarchy, contin­
ually urged the Pedlar people to move to the American Zion in Utah and 
nearby territories. Households, including those of two Mason daughters 
and their families, 72 began to emigrate westward. 73 

As the months passed, a constant arrival of western elders moved 
from family to family along Pedlar Creek. One end of the Pedlar com­
munity came close to the Irish Creek community, in Rockbridge County, 
where the elders found more uplanders who opened their homes and their 
hearts to Mormonism.74 On February 15, 1888, Elder John W. Tate wrote 
his wife, telling her that several members from Irish Creek prepared to im­
migrate in the spring, provided they could raise the money. He added, "It 
is in the mountains we are called to labor, among the timber, hills, holes, 
and rocks. It is only the poor that will receive the gospel. There are no 
Saints in the valleys, people are better off down there and will not listen."75 

The Pedlar community in Amherst County and the Irish Creek com­
munity in Rockbridge touched a lofty tip of a third county, Nelson, where 
a group of "Campbellites"76 asked for rebaptism as Latter-day Saints. Mil­
ton Fitzgerald, their minister of sixteen years, led them west to Zion.77 

Historic overlaps between some restorationist beliefs of these particular 
Christians and the Latter-day Saints may also explain why Mormon elders 
of the 1880s generally received a warmer welcome from religious people 
in the mountains of Appalachia than they received from mainstream Prot­
estants in the valleys below. 78 

Industrial Boom and Administrative Change, 1890-1918 

None of the Mormon elders of the 1880s predicted the dramatic political 
changes of the 1890s that would take them out of the mountains and into 
the towns down in the valleys. Change came for the missionaries when the 
Mormon priesthood ended its dominion over Utah politics, its support of 
plural marriage, and its intense efforts to gather the tribes of Israel physi­
cally. The federal government recognized Utah as the forty-fifth state in 
1896, and Latter-day Saints began to assimilate into a more middle-class 



210 Proceedings of the Rockbridge Historical Society - Volume XIII 

FIGURE 6 

Buena Vista, 1891 . 

mode of American life. 79 At the same time, both industrialization80 and 
segregation81 dramatically altered the lives of the Appalachian uplanders 
who had so kindly cared for the elders over the years. 

For the people on Pedlar and Irish Creeks, the first indication of 
change came in the form of a new boomtown named Buena Vista, in 
Rockbridge County, at the foot of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Elder Ed­
ward J. Eardley, writing home on April 30, 1890, described developers 
grading streets and laying water pipes in what had been a "fertile plain 
devoted to agriculture." Two railroads brought guests to four spacious 
new hotels. The "splendid" Buena Vista Hotel sat high on a hill with a 
"charming view of the new town and the North River." The railway compa­
nies loaded their freight cars with goods from the newly built iron works 
and paper manufacturers along the river, as well as from the new tannery, 
saddle company, wagon firm, and fence supplier.82 

While valley people welcomed the booming job market, they ex­
pressed concern about the "influx" of laborers "from Amherst on the 
other side of the Blue Ridge." Townspeople described the new workers as 
"a rough, disorderly element, partly white and partly colored."83 

Beginning in 1895, Latter-day Saint elders shifted most of their mis­
sionary efforts from the Amherst County mountains into Buena Vista be­
low.84 Jobs brought some of the younger Masons down into town, where 
they continued to open their doors to the elders. 

On December 22, 1895, Elder Thomas Romney and his companion 
visited the mayor of nearby Lexington at his "beautiful brick mansion" 
and had "a long friendly talk" with him. The mayor loved hearing Rom-
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n ey's stories about Mexico, and promised Romney that Mormons could 
preach on the streets any time they wanted and that the laws of the city 
would always protect them.85 

Later that same day, Elder Romney wrote, "We find in the east end 
of the city two or three families of Sain ts by the n ame of Mason who were 
baptized in Amherst County .... They are reported to be part niggar. " 
Yet despite the "reports," Romney spent that night with one of the Mason 
families. "86 

A couple of years later, Elder David Call's diary added that "some of 
the m embers" in Rockbridge County "are part nigar" and that "some of 
the leaders years ago baptized them through a mistake." Call wrote, "They 
said they was Indian but I don ' t." Call stayed overnight with Mormons 
near Collierstown, rather than with the Masons. 87 

No previous missionary to Pedlar or Irish Creek had mentioned any­
thing about black people. Neither did any of the copious records that had 
been sent to Salt Lake. The people did not look African American. Yet the 
rumors persisted. 88 

In 1895 and 1896, President Elias Kimball, of the Southern States Mis­
sion, directed all Southern states missionaries to shift their emphasis from 
rural service to city service. H e also told missionaries that members "should 
be restrained as much as possible from emigrating." He counseled mission-

FIGURE 7 

Buena Vista Hotel, shown in a postcard postmarked in 1909. 
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aries to organize locally led "branches and Sunday schools"* wherever there 
were enough members to gather into a small group. He wrote, "Select good 
men and ordain them priests to preside over the branches, and efficient 
instructors to take charge of the Sunday schools. "89 Elders implemented 
this counsel throughout the uplands of Appalachia, usually ordaining local 
men whose families had faithfully harbored the elders for years.90 

The mission president's major shift of focus freed missionaries to 
spend the bulk of their time in more populated areas where prejudice 
against Mormons had lessened. Official church records show priesthood 
ordinations taking place for local men in various rural areas of Virginia 
during this time, complying with the mission president's instructions.91 

Yet no ordinations took place in Amherst or Rockbridge Counties. 
The church records for Amherst and Rockbridge Counties from 

1897 to 1918 show a distinct pattern of growth that clearly took them in to 
the "branch" or "ward" range: 

• Between 1897 and 1912, elders established locally led Sunday 
schools in Collierstown (Colliers Creek), Oronoco (Pedlar 
Creek), Buena Vista, and Cornwall (Irish Creek) .92 

• June 15, 1918: Five hundred people attended the Latter-day 
Saints meeting in Buena Vista. Missionaries wrote, "It com­
pletely blocked the street; much literature was disposed of and 
several invitations to homes were received by elders."93 

• July 13, 1918: "The Saints in Buena Vista are anxious to have a 
church built of their own," a missionary wrote. 'They have sub­
scribed over four hundred dollars for that purpose. The site cho­
sen is in the Long Hollow near Brother Coleman's residence."94 

• August 24, 1918: The branch conference held in Buena Vista 
was so big that it filled the Star Theater twice.95 

Then, suddenly, in spite of the large numbers of people interested in 
Mormonism there, entries for Buena Vista, Cornwall (Irish Creek), and 
Oronoco (Pedlar Creek) disappeared from all official Latter-day Saint 
records.96 Regular entries abruptly ended in the Sunday school mission 
history. According to church records, church activity ended in and near 
Buena Vista, Virginia, in 1918. No entry appeared for any of the three 
locations in a 1921 list of all the Latter-day Saint branches and Sunday 
schools in Virginia.97 

* 

The missionaries left. But where did the members go? 
Actually, the members did not go anywhere. 

Congregations. Tiny Sunday schools could be conducted without priesthood, but 
where enough members existed to form a "branch" or "ward, " local priesthood 
became a necessity. 
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Recognizing Legally 
Non-Existent People: 1932 ... 

Seventy-four years later, Will South­
ers told what happened. He said, "I 
remember the old men that started 
the church at Pedlar Creek and 
Cornwall. . . . They were mostly 
Masons and Colemans .... My dad 
and mother were baptized in 1912. 
Elder Turley baptized me in 1913 
when I was fifteen years old. It felt 
real good. When the elders came, 
they preached about every night on 
top of the Blue Ridge Mountains." 
Will added, 'What schooling I got 
was when we moved everything out 
of a room and had to pay a teach­
er to come." After trying for more FIG U RE 8 

than a year to get a schoolhouse Will Southers. 

through regular channels, Will and 
his father, Robert Southers, finally 
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built a school themselves on family land for Will's younger siblings. They 
used streetcar ties and logs they cut in their own sawmill. "Seventy dollars 
built it," said Southers, "and we had church there sometimes .... Jacob 
Mason was one of the head members. He worked at a factory in Buena 
Vista. He preached to us when there were no elders. He knew the Bible 
pretty good. "98 

Years went by. And a remarkable thing happened, considering the 
highly centralized nature of the larger Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints. Although the existence of Latter-day Saint meetings in and near 
Buena Vista totally disappeared from official records before 1921, and lo­
cal members say that infrequent visits by elders ended before 1923,99 an 
Appalachian mode of Mormonism continued- completely on its own.100 

Myrtle Wilhelm Coleman, a great-granddaughter of Peter and 
Diannah Mason, said that in 1932, when she was nine years old, her fam­
ily had "always belonged" to the church, but "at the time we didn't know 
anything about elders or anything. "101 

Members met at each other's homes, or out under the trees, with Ja­
cob Mason and others preaching. They read the Bible and the Book of Mor­
mon with and to each other. They did not gather together every Sunday, 
but met often enough that they held together as a distinct religious com­
munity - even though families no longer lived along the same mountain 
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FIGURE 9 

Mission program covers, 
1930 and 1934. It was 
unusual for an elder to 
serve two missions in the 
same place. T hough his 
call could have taken him 
anywhere in the East Cen­
tral States, A lvin Poccock 
worked in Buena Vista 
both times. 

creeks. Sometimes 
they visited other 
churches, but seldom 
joined them.102 

One day in 1932, 
nine-year-old Myrtle 

Wilhelm watched as her Aunt Eva Southers made biscuits with "a rolling 
pin full of moonshine." An automobile with two young m en in it stopped 
at the bottom of the hill.103Will Southers said that the men m ade their way 
up through the field to the house he was building for his family. Southers 
stopped work on the floorboards. Recognizing the pair as Mormon mis­
sionaries, 104 Southers wondered where they had been for the last many 
years. 

Elder Alvin Pocock asked Southers, "How about us h elping? And 
then maybe we can have a meeting on your new floor?" 

Southers nodded assent. 
Pocock added, "Do you think we can get a crowd?" 
In retelling the story nearly sixty years later, Will Southers laughed 

out loud as h e tried to describe the elders' faces when people kept arriv­
ing. People sat all over the house, porch, and hillside. Cars stopped to 
listen. Excited people wanted to hear more, so the elders preached from 
home to home and even up at the "school house on Pedlar Creek way up 
in the mountains. "105 

Pocock baptized scores of people in the South River n ear Cornwall106 

and just about anyplace else where he could do a full-body immersion. Will 
Southers said, "Elder Pocock baptized my wife, Lizzie, in the 'blue hole' 
from where they took the iron ore. They both like to drowned . I had told 
him not to step back. At first he didn't. H e said what he had to say. Then he 
put his left foot back to baptize her. And they both went straight down out 
o' sight. I jumped in and grabbed her by one hand and him by the other."107 

Brigham D. Madsen, another elder in the East Central States Mis-
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sion, knew Alvin Pocock during his second mission. Madsen later wrote 108 

that Pocock 

began to proselyte in an African-American community and eventually 
converted and baptized an entire congregation of about 150 . . .. This 
was at the same time, of course, when African-American males were 
not aJlowed to hold the Mormon priesthood, a practice which was 
reversed injune 1978 .... I never learned what the church officials in 
Salt Lake City in 1935 did about their new members or Pocock. 

Indeed, church leaders in Salt Lake City faced an administrative 
challenge. After Latter-day Saints demonstrated obvious patriotism dur­
ing World War I, they enjoyed increasing acceptance from the federal 
government and the Protestant mainstream. Many church members be­
came rather Republican and middle class. 109 

But without a revelation from God through the current prophet, the 
ban on priesthood for blacks could not be lifted. 

It appears that boom-time townspeople in Buena Vista had tipped 
off the missionaries as to what they might find if they read the vital statis­
tics in the courthouse: namely, that some of their members had been offi­
cially classified as black. Without local lay priesthood leadership, the cen­
tral church in Salt Lake City could not authorize formation of a branch of 
that church in Buena Vista. 

FIGURElO 

Latter-day Saints in front of the Long Hollow church house near Buena Vista, about 1944. 
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Early missionaries and local church members had considered the 
black priesthood ban irrelevant in this community, given that these were 
chosen people, descended from the Tribe ofJoseph. 11 0 But before elders 
ordained these remnants of the house oflsrael, the mission president had 
sent the elders out of the mountains, down into a society that classified 
the Pedlar and Irish Creek people differently. Apparently, the courthouse 
classifications swayed the elders. Although local people stayed with the 
church in the Appalachian tradition, they remained loyal to the Mormon 
model of lay priesthood authority, and waited for priesthood holders to 
come and perform baptisms. 

Then, in the midst of the Great Depression, along came Elder Alvin 
Pocock and a tidal wave of baptisms and religious enthusiasm. 111 Some of 
the older members argued against building a church house because of 
the cost and because they had gotten along without one for years. Robert 
Southers, however, went ahead and donated the land for a church build­
ing in Long Hollow, next to the Coleman home. Families sacrificed to 
donate money to the construction fund. Richard Clark, who owned a saw­
mill, sold lumber at a discount. Salt Lake City sent two elders to help. Will 
Southers said that Elder Burton knew what he was doing and worked hard, 
but the "other elder was off reading out in the shade." All the members 
worked on the new building. They lighted it with oil lamps and heated it 
with a coal stove. In the end, the building cost between $400 and $500. 112 

On May 30, 1937, Elder Reid Tippitts wrote that the members in 
Buena Vista "have succeeded in building a chapel." Some 130 people 
showed up at Sacrament meeting that evening and sixty people attended 
Sunday school. Tippitts added, "They were very attentive, too. I quite en­
joyed the day. But these people do present quite a problem. They claim 

they are not Negro, but .... "113 

In 1937, Latter-day Saint el­
ders ordained nineteen-year-old 
Hansford Cash as branch president 
for the Long Hollow congregation. 
Although Cash's sister married 
into the Mason line, Cash had a 
white pedigree at the courthouse. 
Will Southers. though unordained, 
served faithfully as his counselor. 
Cash served thirteen years as the 

FIGURE 11 

Oella Wheeler Cash and 
Hansford Cash in 1941. 
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only priesthood-beare r m the 
whole congregation. 114 

Meanwhile, in 1934, William 
Eugene Larsen moved his young 
family to Waynesboro, Virginia, 
where, with his new Ph.D. from 
Purdue University, he worked for 
E. I. DuPont DeNemours and Com­
pany as a research chemist. After 
being officially called through the 
centralized priesthood hierarchy, 
Larsen led a Latter-day Saint Sun­
day school in his home and took 
services to members who lived in 
remote locations in the Blue Ridge 
Mountains. The Larsen-led Sunday 
school included blessing and ad­
ministering the sacrament,115 which 
required priesthood ordination. 116 

In the 1940s, two Irish Creek 
families named Clark moved into 

FIGURE 12 

Esau, Jacob, and George Mason 
in the mid- 1940s. 
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Waynesboro. They held Sunday school, too, but without sacrament. The 
Clarks knew about the Larsens, but the Larsens did not know about the 
Clarks. After some traveling elders stumbled upon the Clarks and report­
ed their existence, Eugene Larsen rented the American Legion Hall so 
that everyone could meet together. The congregation grew large enough 
to form a "branch," with Larsen as its president.117 

Jim and Elijah Clark's father and mother had been baptized in 1911, 
and other Irish Creek relatives had been baptized before the turn of the 
century. Many Clarks had participated in home Sunday schools, though 
members partook of the sacrament only when priesthood-bearing elders 
visited from the Latter-day Saint communities elsewhere. 

Now members of the new branch, the Clarks saw local priesthood 
bearers administering the sacrament every Sunday, and they saw local 
men laying healing hands on people. Soon Jim and Elijah Clark respect­
fully asked Eugene Larsen to ordain the worthy males in their family. Jim 
Clark was particularly concerned because his son Claude was n early twelve 
years old, the age of first ordination. 118 

Eugene Larsen, having heard the rumors about "colored blood" in 
the Buena Vista congregation, asked the mission president what to do to 
"clear the Clark family." The mission president assigned a missionary to 
search Clark genealogy. The missionary responded: 119 
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FIGURE 13 

Latter-day Saints in Waynesboro, 1951. Many of the people in the photo were Clarks, 
originally from Irish Creek in Rockbridge County (and named in Plecker's list of target 
families, Figure 3). Wayne Larsen and Claude Clark are the twelve-year-olds with 
large white collars at the far right. G. Douglas Larsen is the boy in the billed cap. 

May 1, 1951 

Dear Brother Larsen, 

I made a trip to Amherst and in the court house there I was shown the 
marriage record of Joseph Anderson Clark and Mary Susan Clark, 
the parents of Jim and Elijah Clark, and they were married in 1906 as 
colored. May the Lord bless you in your efforts to solve the problems 
in your branch. I know they are discouraging. 

Sincerely, 

Elder Wm. S. Tanner 

In 1992, Claude Edward Clark, by then an experienced attorney, 
reminisced about being twelve years old and Mormon in Virginia in 1950: 

[It was] the week of my twelfth birthday. I was all excited. When you 
are twelve you receive the priesthood. I told my cousin [in Buena 
Vista] I was going to be ordained a deacon. 

"No you ' re not," he said. 

''What do you mean I'm not?" 
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"They don 't give the priesthood to niggars." 

"What's that got to do with me?" 
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And he wouldn't say any more. I guess he figured he'd said too much 
already. I found out later they refused him the priesthood. He was 
a couple years older. They refused him the priesthood! And sure 
enough, I didn't receive the priesthood when I was twelve. 

Revealing Appalachian religious attitude, Claude added, "This is 
where I really criticize the [priesthood] officials in the Buena Vista area . 
. . . We have a way to find out anything we need to find out. [It is] a sim­
ple matter for a branch president [to go] in prayer to Heavenly Father. 
'Should this person be allowed to hold the priesthood or not?' Where 
were their minds, their hearts, their spirits?"120 

In that summer of 1950, when Claude turned twelve, Eugene Larsen 
was the Waynesboro branch president. He also served as district presi­
dent over several other congregations in the mission, including the Long 
Hollow church in Buena Vista. In addition, he was the father of a boy 
who was a little younger than Claude. When Wayne Larsen was twelve, his 
father delayed Wayne's ordination because he did not want to embarrass 
Claude, Wayne's friend. Eventually, however, Eugene Larsen and other 
priesthood bearers called Wayne to the front of the congregation and 
laid their hands on his head. Claude Clark stood up, strode out the door, 
and did not look back. Claude 's uncle, Elijah Clark, the congregation's 
clerk, wrote the newest ordination in the record book and remained in 
his seat. 121 

In 1950, Joseph Anderson 
Clark, Claude's grandfather, still 
lived near Irish Creek at the edge of 
the National Forest land where his 
ancestors had lived. He knew about 
his Native American lineage. In 
fact, he became a Mormon in 1911 
because he believed that people 
with the blood of Israel had special 
responsibilities to prepare for the 
second coming of the Messiah. 122 

A couple of genealogical mis­
sionaries from Utah visited the 

FIGURE 14 
William Eugene Larsen and his wife, 

Tursell, in the 1950s. 
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Courtroom exhibit, Sorrells v. Shields, Circuit Court of Rockbridge County, January 9 and 
l 0, 1925. Atha Sorrells (here spelled Sorrels) used this family-history chart successfully to 
show that her supposedly "colored" ancestors were, in fact, Indian and white. In 1951, 
Joseph Anderson Clark used the chart for the same purpose. Key elements read as follows: 

l. JOE CLARK, SR, born 1797 .... JOE 
CLARK owned slaves and bought Peter 
Curry the father of Daniel Curry who was 
sold at auction. (INDIAN and WHITE) 

2. POLLY CLARK (NE CLARK) ... was 
mother of JAMES CLARK [who bought 
a writ of] Mandamus for white marriage 
license - white license granted County 
Court order Book 1876 pages 137, 174 
(INDIAN and WHITE) 

3. [Left box] JOHN WHITESIDE / Always 
white NO question 

[Right box] BETTIE SORRELS / Always 
white NO Question 

4. [Left] PATERNAL / JOE CLARK JR. 

[Right] MATERNAL / JULIA CLARK (NE 
SORRELS) . 

5.ATHA SORRELS / R.L. PAINTER 
WHITE LICENSE REFUSED 
ON ACCOUNT OF ATHA SORRELS 

Long Hollow church shortly after his twelve-year-old grandsons were de­
nied the priesthood. Brother Clark took them to the Rockbridge County 
Court House. Although Clark had never attended school, by the time 
he was an adult he could read sufficiently to search through the dusty 
document boxes. Together the missionaries and Brother Clark found 
court documents pertaining to the 1925 Atha Sorrells case. 123 They pho­
tographed the pages, creating a roll of microfilm that Clark took to Presi­
dent Eugene Larsen in Waynesboro. Clark showed him a court exhibit 
containing Atha Sorrell's family tree. He carefully identified Atha, her 
mother, and her maternal great-grandparents - Joe Clark Jr. and Julia 
Sorrels Clark- on the tree. He also used Atha's evidence to show that Ju-
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lia 's parents were classified as white 
and that Joe's parents were col­
ored-Indian and white. H e then 
proved that his own father was Joe 
Clark Jr. 's brother and his mother 
was Julia Sorrels Clark's sister, mak­
ing them double first cousins with 
the exact same ancestors.124 Joseph 
Anderson Clark had produced le­
gal precedent indicating that "col­
ored " was n ot limited to "Negro" 
in his family. President Larsen read 
the documents carefully. Then he 
looked Joseph Anderson Clark in 
the eye and said, "Brother, I believe 
you're right. 125 

Claude's "cousin 's husband," 
ordained in 1951, was immediately 
called to the Buena Vista Branch 

FIGURE 16 

Mary Susan Clark and Joseph Anderson 
Clark in the 1950s. 
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presidency. 126 Alvin Coleman and Garvis Wheeler, both direct descen­
dants of Peter and Diannah Mason, were also ordained that same day. So 
was Hansford Vest, the great-grandson of old iron-sided Levi Vest. 127 

Hansford Vest credited his "Lamonite [sic] brothers" with "compris­
ing most of the membership of the Church in Rockbridge County as late as 
1940," and he listed "a few of them" as Masons, Colemans, Southerses, and 
Clarks. 128 Both Alvin Coleman and Garvis Wheeler later served as branch 
presidents, and Coleman as a bishop. 129 In 1957, Elder Claude Edward Clark 
served as the first full-time missionary from the Waynesboro Branch.130 

From then on, the church record keepers in Salt Lake City kept de­
tailed records of the Buena Vista congregation. 

In 1996, Latter-day Saint businessmen from outside Buena Vista ac­
quired the entire campus of Southern Virginia College, including the 
building that was once the "splendid," boom-time Buena Vista Hotel. 131 

At about the same time, Garvis and Juanita Wheeler, both from Bue­
na Vista, participated in an unpaid Latter-day Saints mission, as retired 
couples often do. A distinguished member of their mission presidency 
told them that when he was nineteen years old, he had served a proselytiz­
ing mission in Buena Vista, Virginia. Excited to meet people from Buena 
Vista, this prominent priesthood leader asked Garvis Wheeler, the great­
grandson of Peter H. Mason, "Are there any white people in the Buena 
Vista ward now? It used to be an all-black congregation."132 
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Conclusion 

For more than three hundred years, Virginia government officials chose 
the race and intrinsic value of certain named individuals and their de­
scendants - thinking that these people, particularly those who might 
pass for white, posed a threat to the Caucasian populace. 

In the late nineteenth century some Latter-day Saint missionaries 
visited Pedlar and Irish Creeks, at the top of the Blue Ridge Mountains. 
There they recognized residents as American Indians - precious rem­
nants of ancient Israel - and baptized them. The dominant culture, how­
ever, had already rejected all Indian heritage in Virginia in what some 
scholars have called "documentary genocide."133 When Latter-day Saint 
uplanders left the isolation of the mountains to take jobs in valley indus­
tries below, government classification of the members apparently influ­
enced even the missionaries. Yet members and their descendants insisted 
upon their Indian identity. In 1951, one even used legal precedent to 
prove it. 134 Shortly thereafter, Latter-day Saint leadership ordained several 
of the old upland members - ordinations that took place at the height 
of racial tension in Virginia, sixteen years before the U.S. Supreme Court 
deemed the Racial Integrity Act unconstitutional,135 and twenty-seven 
years before all races of men became eligible to receive the lay priest­
hood.136 

Old diaries, church documents, and oral histories document this 
Rockbridge story of courage and faithfulness through a crucible created 
by race records. r~ 
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The Great Flu Pandemic of 1918-19 in 
Rockbridge County, Virginia 

Eileen T. Hinks 

T HE INFLUENZA PANDEMIC of 1918-19 affected even those living in 
rural areas such as Rockbridge County and its two cities, Lexing­
ton and Buena Vista. Local newspapers and other local sources 

were used to construct a chronology of events. Concomitant national and 
global events are included in order to visualize how local history fit into 
those events. Morbidity and mortality rates were estimated using vital sta­
tistics and local sources. Relevance of local 1918 events to future pan­
demic preparations is also discussed. 

History of Influenza and Pandemics 

The word "influenza" comes from the Italian influenza di freddo, "influ­
ence of the cold," referring to the usual cases that occur each winter.1 

Symptoms2 of "the flu" (or "the grippe") come on suddenly, within a day 
or two after contact, and include high fever (sometimes with delirium), 
headache, respiratory symptoms, and muscle and bone aches. 

Certain high-risk groups are susceptible to more severe complica­
tions and even death. Before 1918, influenza was viewed by the medical 
community as an inconvenience.3 When it killed, the cause was most of­
ten opportunistic bacterial invaders that caused pneumonia, especially in 
the elderly and the weak. 

The pandemic of 1918 changed that view of influenza. Unlike other 
outbreaks before it, the 1918 virus preyed on the young and healthy and 
without regard to skin color or socioeconomic status. More than half of 
all deaths occurred in young adults between the ages of twenty and for­
ty, and the worst mortality figures were in the twenty- to thirty-year-old 
cohort4 - the group that included soldiers and young parents. The Rock­
bridge County experience was no different. 

Pandemics, by definition, in­
volve the whole world. 5 A pandemic 
implies a novel virus strain, serious 
ill effects, and sustained person-to­
person transmission. Because little 
or no immunity to the new strain 
exists, individuals are very suscep­
tible to it. Because the incubation 
period of influenza is so short, it 
spreads quickly. High levels of ill-
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ness, death, social disruption, and economic loss are associated with any 
pandemic.6 

There were three major pandemics of influenza in the twentieth cen­
tury: the 1968-69 Hong Kong flu (750,000 deaths worldwide); the 1957-58 
Asian flu (1 million deaths worldwide); and the 1918-19 Spanish flu, with 
an estimated 50 million to 100 million deaths worldwide. 7 Further, some 
1918 residents of Rockbridge County would have remembered, or may 
even have been exposed to, the Russian flu of 1889-90. 

In 1918, nearly a third of the world's population, including that of 
the United States, had symptoms.* About 40 percent of Navy personnel 
and 36 percent of Army soldiers became ill. 9 Over all, an estimated 675, 
000 Americans died;10 nearly half of all U.S. deaths in 1918 were due to 
influenza. 11 Influenza affected life span statistics dramatically: In 1917, 
the life expectancy of the average American was fifty-one years; in 1918, it 
was thirty-nine years. 12 

Unique to the 1918 strain, death rates reached 2.5 percent to 5 per­
cent,13 up to fifty times the mortality seen in other influenza outbreaks. 
In some locations in the world, even those death rates were greatly ex­
ceeded.14 

Influenza deaths obtained from the Department of Vital Statistics 
for Virginia for the years 1913 through 1928 are shown in Figure 1. There 
was an approximately seventeen-fold increase in the number of deaths 
from 1917 to 1918. The number of deaths did not return to pre-1918 lev­
els until 1921. The tail end of the pandemic of 1918-19 occurred in 1920. 

Rockbridge and the Pandemic 

Three newspapers in Rockbridge County at the time served as sources of 
information about the war and local news: the Rockbridge County News, the 
Lexington Gazette, and the Buena Vista Weekly. A railroad depot in Buena 
Vista served as a hub for travel to and from locations outside the county. 

Rockbridge County did not escape the terrible impact of the "moth­
er of all pandemics. "15 Yet the impact of the first wave in the spring was 
minimal to nonexistent. As in the rest of the world the fall 1918 wave was 
horrific. 16 The local newspapers reported that the effects of the pandemic 
continued to be felt in early 1919 and again in early 1920. 

The First Wave 

As it did in many parts of the country,17 the year 1918 started ominously 
in Rockbridge County. The weather in January was unprecedented, with 

Influenza mortality statistics are certainly underestimated because no formal sur­
veillance or reporting systems existed. This was true even in the United States,8 

where infectious diseases and vital statistics were often not recorded accurately 
except in major cities. In the rest of the world, records were all but nonexistent. 
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FIGURE l 

Influenza Deaths in Virginia, 1913-28 
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deep snow and thick ice everywhere. Activities of all kinds were para­
lyzed.18 On January 1, it was four degrees below zero. Fuel was scarce. 
Businesses were closed on Mondays to save fuel. There was a sugar shortage. 

Residents of Rockbridge County had no idea that the first wave of 
the pandemic had already begun; they were spared its fury. In late Jan­
uary, while they were coping with record cold temperatures, unusually 
virulent cases of influenza were observed halfway across the country in 
Haskell County, Kansas. 19 By April, thousands were sick at Camp Funston, 
Kansas, where it was extremely cold and very overcrowded. 

Locally, March was a "smiling and beautiful month." Now that the 
weather was better, Rockbridge County parents visited their sons in mili­
tary camps, especially Camp Lee, near Richmond. County residents were 
preoccupied with the war and with buying Liberty Bonds. A great crowd, 
including 5,000 visitors from all over the county and Buena Vista, gath­
ered in Lexington on Saturday, April 6, to participate in the Liberty Loan 
parade, described by the Gazette as a "monster parade." 

Attention was directed to getting huge numbers of American troops 
to Europe.20 Outbreaks all over Europe were epidemiologically associated 
with U.S. troop embarkations.21 The flu was very contagious among the 
troops and was called "three-day fever" in Europe. 22 The name "Spanish 
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influenza" stuck - not because the epidemic started in Spain, but be­
cause Spain, being neutral, did not censor news reports about the serious­
ness of the outbreaks.23 

A number of crowded military camps experienced epidemics in 
March and April. In mid-April, Rockbridge County residents read about 
the death of a Private Turner, age twenty-one, of Fancy Hill, from un­
specified pneumonia while at Camp Greene, North Carolina. Of interest, 
there were still no reported cases of flu or pneumonia among Rockbridge 
County residents. 

Little attention was paid in general to outbreaks of the flu in the Unit­
ed States - in 1,000 Ford Motor Co. workers, in 500 prisoners at San Quen­
tin, or in many other population centers all over the nation.24 The spring 
epidemic was not even mentioned in the journal of the American Medical 
Association. 25 

Unknown to Rockbridge County residents, however, physicians else­
where were beginning to observe26 that influenza-related pneumonia was 
killing an unusually large number of young adults. At the same time, there 
was a substantial increase in symptoms such as blackened lips and hem­
orrhaging from the nose, and also in quick death and unusual autopsy 
findings. The significance of these phenomena would not be appreciated 
until many more examples were seen in "the terrible autumn" of 1918. 

As of July 22, Rockbridge County had 677 men in the armed forces. 
By August, the Spanish Flu had probably killed tens of thousands world­
wide, but local residents were exposed only to the heat in early August: 
101 degrees in Lexington.27 

The Second Wave 

In the latter part of August, the influenza virus mutated, resulting in ex­
plosive epidemics in three port cities thousands of miles apart28 - loca­
tions marked by mixing of military and local populations. One of these 
port cities was in the United States, where flu surfaced in Boston on Au­
gust 27. (The other port cities were Freeport in Sierra Leone and Brest in 
France.) Flu struck Camp Devens, thirty miles west of Boston, on Septem­
ber 7, then spread to other installations, including Camp Lee in Virginia. 
By September 23, influenza was reported among civilians throughout the 
mid-Atlantic states, with scattered cases elsewhere throughout the country. 

Meanwhile, early September was quiet in Lexington. Appeals from 
the government to save gasoline because of shortages resulted in quiet 
Sundays in Lexington.29 If the Rockbridge County newspapers had been 
the only news sources, residents would not have known that the second -
and more deadly - wave of influenza was already heading their way. 

And the war in Europe continued. By September 12, a total of 2,590 
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county m en had registered for the draft. 30 At the beginning of Septem­
ber, the War Department designated Washington and Lee University and 
Virginia Military Institute as military training schools for officers.31 Units 
of the Student Army Training Corps, or S.A.T.C., were established under 
military command. The law school at Washington and Lee was temporar­
ily suspended and "war courses," including chemistry and French, were 
substituted for "superfluous" literature and philosophy courses. Washing­
ton and Lee was ready and willing to receive as many as 600 matriculates. 32 

The university registrar's office opened on September 24, a day earli­
er than usual, with 146 young men enrolling on that first day. Drs. Robert 
Glasgow and Reuben Frank Davis, Lexington physicians, performed phys­
icals on more than 500 men who poured into Lexington throughout the 
week. Slightly more than 400 men were admitted to the S.A.T.C. By the 
26th, Lexington's streets were "wonderfully enlivened with young men."33 

The Washington and Lee corps was organized into companies based 
on age. About 150 twenty-year-olds, Company A, were housed on the 
main floor of the Doremus gym; about 120 nineteen-year-olds, Company 
B, in the Lees dormitory; and about 140 eighteen-year-olds, Company C, 
initially in Castle Hill, a hotel on U.S. Route 60, west of the campus.34 

At V.M.I., 610 young men presented themselves for duty early in Sep­
tember.35 

An Early Warning 

An early reference to the Spanish "enfluenza," as it was spelled, appeared 
in the Rockbridge County News on September 26, 1918. Thus did most local 
residents first become aware of the extent of the epidemic, particularly in 
the camps: 

The disease known as Spanish enfluenza, so prevalent in Spain early 
in the year and which has effected many of our soldiers in France has 
become widely prevalent in this country .... The influenza first ap­
peared at Camp Lee on Sept. 13; Sept. 21st, a week later, 1,539 cases 
had been reported. The majority of the men who first contracted it 
had already recovered and returned to duty. But six had died from 
pneumonia which had set in after the enfluenza. Saturday there was 
also reported fourteen deaths, as a result of the enfluenza at Camp 
Dix, NJ., and at Camp Devins, Mass., two officers and sixteen privates 
died the same day from the same disease . The enfluenza has spread 
to the West and Saturday about 2,000 men at the Great Lakes station 
near Chicago .... 

The civilian population is of course liable to be attacked by the germ 
of this disease. State Health Commissioner Williams urges that as a 
preventative to its spread, persons shall not put their fingers in their 
mouth and shall cover the face when sneezing .... 
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Influenza Comes to Lexington and Rockbridge County 

October - the terrible month - came in with "pleasant, bright beauti­
ful days," and was warmer than September. The corn crop was excellent, 
except on Brattons Run, which had already experienced frost damage.36 

On October 1, S.A.T.C. students at both Washington and Lee and 
V.M.I. were inducted into military service.37 V.M.I. inductions proceeded 
more slowly because of the illness of the post physician, Dr. 0. Hunter Mc­
Clung.38 Dr. Reuben Davis of Lexington was also ill, so General Edward W. 
Nichols, V.M.I.'s superintendent, requested that the war department as­
sign a surgeon to the institute.39 Influenza had finally come to Lexington. 

On October 2, the Lexington Gazette published a front-page article 
under the h eadline, "Ravages of Influenza - Dread Disease Spreading 
Fast and Claiming Many Victims in Camps." The article said 

Spanish influenza, rapidly spreading throughout the country, is ... 
a highly infectious disease caused by a particularly energetic germ . 
. . . It is in enormous numbers in the bronchial mucus, whence it is 
coughed up to renew its pernicious work . ... It exerts such a general 
devitalizing effect on the tissue that other dangerous micro-organ­
isms which ordinarily are held in check run riot and catarrh, pneu­
monia, and similar conditions develop. It particularly attacks over­
worked and weakened organs such as the heart and lungs. For this 
reason, rest, nutrition, warmth and tonics are importan t factors in its 
treatment. 

The September 28 Staunton Daily News published a colorful and "im­
portant statement" from the state health commissioner in response to 
the "alarming increase" of cases in Virginia: "Don't spit in anybody's face 
and don't let anybody spit in yours!" In addition, "Better by far if they 
whacked us on the head with a stick instead of spraying us with his disease­
producing spit .. . . And m ay we also be saved from the common drinking 
cup- another menace almost as bad as the coughers and sneezers." 

The Rockbridge County News reported on October 3 that the epidemic 
in the camps was growing and that the pneumonia and death rate would 
increase in the coming week. There were urgent calls from the camps 
for more physicians and nurses. Medical assistance was being recruited 
from the civilian population. The Army surgeon general reported a to­
tal of 88,461 cases since September 13, when the fall epidemic was first 
noted. Th ere were 6,769 cases of pneumonia with 1,877 deaths. At Camp 
Lee, where a number of Rockbridge men were stationed, conditions were 
"growing worse." Because of quarantines, a private at Camp Lee was m ar­
ried with his bride standing thirty feet away.40 

On the local front, the deaths of two young Rockbridge County m en 
from influenza was reported in the same n ewspaper. On September 28, 
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Owen Mason Morris, 21, a "promising young farmer, intelligent, energetic, 
and popular," died "quickly" of pneumonia three weeks after arriving at 
Camp Lee. Two days later,James Franklin Bane, "a sturdy young man," died 
of pneumonia at the engineers facility at Camp A. A. Humphreys, now 
Fort Belvoir. This scenario was being repeated in camps all over the Unit­
ed States: Young men in the prime of their life were dying of influenza.41 

A Blow Strikes Washington and Lee 

"Spanish influenza" appeared among Washington and Lee students in 
the last week of September.42 According to W&L President Henry Lewis 
Smith, "In the midst of the confusion of the opening, with government 
cots, blankets, etc. on the way, and with no surgeons yet formally appoint­
ed, the 'Flu' epidemic arrived with the first registrants and struck the 
assembled student body with the suddenness of a blow." By October 3, 
Jackson Memorial Hospital "with its roomy porches was full to the limit," 
with thirty-eight students sick enough to be admitted. The Lexington Red 
Cross was organized under Mrs. Merrill Mills to help meet the emergency. 
Drs. Reuben Frank Davis, not yet ill, and Robert Glasgow "met the new 
call with tireless energy and unselfish devotion. "43 

Cases developed so rapidly that Miss Annie Jo White's home at 13 
University Place was secured as a hospital for twenty patients and staffed 
with Red Cross helpers. About twenty more cases were segregated and 
cared for on the "commodious first floor" of Castle Hill, the hotel west of 
the campus. A few weeks later, the Blue Hotel, also called East Dormitory, 
became a fourth hospital organized under the Red Cross. The S.A.T.C. 
men themselves helped as hospital orderlies, working four-hour shifts day 
and night in all four hospitals.44 Students with less-pronounced symptoms 
were treated in their dormitories.45 

Some cases were reported among Lexington residents. Initially, no 
cases were reported among V.M.I. cadets, as they had been quarantined 
when the first W&L cases were observed.46 

The First Flu Victims 

Although ill himself, Dr. Davis worked tirelessly among the sick W&L stu­
dents. At the young age of thirty-two, he became one of the first victims of 
the deadly flu in Lexington. H e "was taken to his bed with a severe case 
of grip, and in a few days pneumonia set in, which developed rapidly and 
resulted in his death" on October 5 at his home on South Main Street.47 
Because of the epidemic, funeral services were held only at graveside. 
This practice would continue for several weeks during the fall influenza 
wave. According to the Washington and Lee yearbook, Dr. Davis's "work 
was as truly heroic as that of any soldier who made the supreme sacrifice 
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on the shell-torn fields of Picardy. "48 President Smith, in his annual re­
port, referred to Dr. Davis "as truly a martyr in the cause of his country." 
Dr. Davis, a flu victim, became a war casualty. 

Meanwhile, another popular Lexington physician, Dr. 0 . Hunter 
McClung, and two of his children were still sick with the flu. 

Local Response 

On the day Dr. Davis died, the Buena Vista city council met to discuss 
the flu situation. Dr.James Harmanson Mapp, board of health president, 
did not recommend closing schools or churches. On the other hand, Dr. 
Robert Glasgow, board of h ealth officer for Lexington, took immediate 
action closing Lexington's churches, schools, billiard rooms, and the "pic­
ture shows" at the Lyric Theatre as a "precautionary measure on account 
of the prevalence of Spanish influenza in the community."49 The County 
News quoted him:50 

This order of the board of health was neither due to the presence of 
a plague nor a panic in Lexington. It was taken simply as a means of 
wise precaution in view of the spread of an infectious disease, Span­
ish influenza, over the land which, in cases particularly of the infirm 
or bodily defective or depleted people and people who do not take 
proper care of themselves, has been resulting in a per centage of 
pneumonia, part of the cases of which result fatally. 

The County News reported that on Sunday, October 6, "for the first 
time that the oldest inhabitant can remember not a church bell sounded 
a call to worship in Lexington .. . . There were neither church services nor 
Sunday schools." Few people ventured out. "It was thought by some that 
congregating at soda fountains should be prohibited, since the crowds 
thus assembled were regarded as excellent mediums for the diffusion of 
the disease." On that same day, Grover Cleveland Cummings, thirty-three, 
a traveling insurance man, died of pneumonia at the Randolph Street 
home ofRobertAgnor.51 

In Buena Vista, by contrast, on that Sunday, a great religious revival 
took place at St. John's Methodist Church. Led by Evangelist Lee Starke 
of New York, it resulted in "more than 300 conversions and reclamations." 
The m eeting concluded a two-week revival, and "every seat in the church 
was packed, standing room at a premium and hundreds turned away for 
lack of room, the most remarkable religious service in the history of Bue­
na Vista .... The various churches of Buena Vista united in the services. 
Music was a special feature, the large choru s ch oir being composed of the 
different choirs of the city. "52 

T he next day, the Buena Vista sch ool board voted to close the schools 
for one week; in the end, schools did not re-open until November 12. 
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With separate health boards and temporary health officers, differ­
ences in response to the epidemic in Rockbridge County, Lexington, and 
Buena Vista were typical at the time because of the lack of an organized 
public health infrastructure at local, state, or federal levels. The influenza 
epidemic would soon lead to efforts by the state board of health to improve 
public health capabilities of local jurisdictions.53 Dr. Richard Garnett, as­
sistant commissioner of health, traveled to Lexington on November 19 
to propose the establishment of a permanent centralized county health 
department to replace the three health boards of Lexington, Buena Vista, 
and Rockbridge County. A large population increase was projected for 
the area, and the establishment of a permanent department, consisting 
of a salaried physician, nurses, and sanitation inspectors, would safeguard 
health in the future. The department would emphasize disease preven­
tion rather than reacting to outbreaks, as was then-current practice. In 
spite of strong support shown by the women of Lexington, the proposal 
would later be turned down by the County Board of Supervisors. 

News from Buena Vista 

The diary of Samuel P. Gibson (1882 -1934), land assessor and city regis­
trar, is a collection of ledgers with daily one- or two-line comments - ac­
curate records of deaths, sickness, marriages, fires, accidents, and unusual 
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Excerpt from the Diary of Samuel P. Gibson, 1918 
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weather in Buena Vista and some events of national interest.54 The Gibson 
diary is an important source of information about influenza events in 
Buena Vista from mid-September 1918 through March 1919, as no copies 
of the Buena Vista newspaper are known to exist for that period . Figure 2 
is an example from the diary. (Note references to the Spanish flu, which 
he spelled "flue.") The selection is transcribed here to show the misspell­
ings, characteristic ledger-like spacing, and lack of punctuation: 

Sep 27 
Oct 3 

Oct 6 
"7 
Oct 10 

A little girl of Mrs Sorrels died last night 
The Spanish flue is raging all over the country something 
like Grip 
Several cases of the flue in B.V. 
The Schools closed on a/ c of flue 
The Epidemick is raging hear hole families laid up with it 

The Situation Worsens 

The word "fear" appeared frequently: "many county people feared to 
come to town"; people "feared to mingle with others"; "children were 
kept at home by parents for fear that the disease had not entirely been 
stamped out"; "fear of influenza" increased with bad weather. The lack of 
news from reliable public health sources during wartime contributed to 
the fear. The lack of knowledge about the cause of influenza led to much 
speculation. For example, it was "generally accepted" that "the epidemic 
was originally caused by the bringing of Chinese coolies to do manual 
labor in the war zone in France. "55 

Washington and Lee students were quarantined effective October 7 
and were not allowed to go to stores or gather in the streets. 56 Through­
out the quarantine period in October, the S.A.T.C. battalion continued to 
drill every afternoon for two hours, "the exercise being considered con­
ducive to healthfulness to void off the influenza." The battalion marched 
to the post office at 1 p.m. daily and the men entered the post office "in 
small relays" to get their mail. There were "no longer any studen t crowds 
about the post office."57 

With the death of one physician, Dr. Davis, and illness of another, 
Dr. McClung, many afflicted persons could not get proper medical at­
tention.58 Dr. Robert Glasgow, the Lexington health officer, wired Wash­
ington, D.C., for help to care for the university students, but every area 
of the country was in the same predicament. A September 21 article in 
the Staunton Daily News reported that only a third of the county and state 
physicians remained back at the home front. In Lexington, services were 
severely limited, especially telephone service, with half of the operators 
sick (Figure 3) . McCrum Drug Company and Wayland's Drug Store were 
without pharmacists and were short of clerks. Cleveland Davis, engaged 
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in "war work" in Williamsburg, 
came back to Lexington to assist 
in the prescription department at 
McCrum's.59 Healthy members of 
the Rockbridge Red Cross chapter 
continued to meet to make surgi­
cal dressings, an activity approved 
by Lexington's health officer.60 The 
war effort superseded influenza. 

On Wednesday, October 9, 
all public schools in Rockbridge 
County were ordered closed by Dr. 
Charles H . Davidson, who acted as 
the county's health officer when 
needed. The Spanish influenza 
outbreak prompted the county 
board of supervisors to renew his 
contract until New Year's, at $500 
a year. Cases of influenza were re-
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October 9, 1918. 

ported throughout the county and a number of schools were already 
closed because of student and teacher illness. It was reported that infec­
tion seemed to have spread in the county by persons who attended the 
fairs in Lynchburg and Covington. 

Occasionally, a small news item about Buena Vista appeared in the 
Rockbridge County or Lexington newspaper. According to these brief re­
ports, schools were closed, Southern Seminary college was quarantined, 
and the "moving picture show" was closed. Several industries were "seri­
ously handicapped" by the sickness of employees.61 

Eugenia Harman McClung, thirty-seven, wife of Dr. 0. Hunter Mc­
Clung and mother of three little children, died from pneumonia of "a 
most alarming form" on October 9. Dr. McClung and two of the children 
had been ill with influenza first. 62 

Of interest, an article in the October 16 edition of the Lexington Ga­
zette gave the "aveq1ge man" advice on how to "win the war" by consuming 
as little as necessary. This appeared to contradict the advice offered by the 
State Board of Health to eat plenty of simple, nourishing food. By order 
of the board of health, the sale of all soft drinks was forbidden, effective 
October 14, as a precaution against the spread of influenza.63 

Advice from the State Board of Health to avoid alcoholic beverag­
es was contradicted by the prevailing local belief that alcohol was useful 
for medicinal purposes, as affirmed in a headline in the same issue of 
the Gazette: "Booze Knocks Out Flu. " Nearly all Army camps had ordered 
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whisky and alcohol from Baltimore in barrel lots to aid in the treatment 
of the epidemic. Internal revenue agents in North Carolina and Virginia 
who had confiscated liquor were expected to turn it over to hospitals, 
physicians, and health officers. 

Furthermore, Prohibition commissioners continued to approve rec­
ommendations from judges to dispense confiscated liquor. Rockbridge 
Judge Henry Holt instructed county clerk A. Terry Shields to release li­
quor held in custody of the court for local physicians to use in treating 
influenza cases: "Recently there was an unexpected raid upon it [three 
gallons of "ardent spirits" kept in a steel vault] which the clerk was power­
less to resist. Under orders from the judge physicians came and demand­
ed it for use in influenza cases .... The clerk had to yield to the public 
necessity."64 Of note, on October 21, Dr. Royal S. Copeland, health com­
missioner of New York City, issued a warning against the use of alcoholic 
beverages by Spanish influenza victims because it "tended to increase the 
danger from the disease." 

By October 10, there were eighty cases of influenza among W&L 
men. Since Rockbridge Baths had escaped the influenza so far, Dr. R. H. 
Morrison of that community volunteered his services to the university and 
to the private practices of the Lexington physicians. By the time the fall 
outbreak ended at Washington and Lee, there had been more than 150 
cases recorded, with two deaths attributed to influenza or pneumonia. 

General Nichols reported the first flu case at V.M.I. on October 11. 
By October 17, there were three cases among cadets. V.M.I. attempted to 
restrict the spread of infection through strict quarantine at first. The Lex­
ington Gazette reported that the situation was never "very serious" at V.M.I., 
with few cases because of the quick response and decision to quarantine 
early in the outbreak. A different picture emerges, however, from the 
1918-19 report to the board of visitors, in which General Nichols down­
played the epidemic, saying there were "no fatalities, though there were a 
number quite sick."65 According to General Nichols, the flu was brought 
back to the barracks when cadets were granted furloughs to visit parents 
and others at home who had the illness. Absent from Gen. Nichols's re­
port was any consideration of the fact that sick faculty and staff members 
on post may have been sources of infection. In short, it is questionable 
whether quarantine of cadets was an effective strategy at V.M.I. 

Because the V.M.I. hospital was filled with sick cadets, an adjoining 
vacant house was requisitioned for hospital purposes.66 According to the 
Superintendent's 1918-19 annual report, "the conditions occasioned an 
unusual expense in medical attention and in the number of nurses re­
quired," and an Army doctor was procured. General Nichols continued: 
"Our academic, military, and administrative staffs were also affected. As 
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we have no supernumerary force , such a condition presents complica­
tions not a little embarrassing. Absences of instructors, whether by reason 
of sickness or for other reasons, should be avoided in every possible way. " 
Dr. 0. Hunter McClung's annual surgeon's report stated simply: 'We had 
an unusual number of men throughout the year at sick calls and on the sick 
list .... The prevailing illness was influenza and its attendant maladies."67 

Two more Rockbridge County men died in Army camps on Octo­
ber 10: Nathan Gooch, "colored," at Camp Greene in Charlotte, North 
Carolina, and James Hostetter at Camp Humphries. Sporadic reports of 
deaths of Rockbridge County men from disease in camps appear through­
out the October newspapers. Young women who were teachers in other 
parts of the country returned to their Lexington and Rockbridge County 
homes because the schools where they taught were closed. Parents who 
were able to do so traveled elsewhere to help care for sick children and 
relatives. Graham Robinson was called to Philadelphia, in the middle of 
that city's crisis68 on October 12 by news that his son, a chemist at an iron 
works there, was sick with pneumonia. News of these travels appeared 
throughout the fall wave. 

The first death in Buena Vista specifically from influenza was docu­
mented on October 12 by Samuel Gibson: "Bruce Updike died today first 
death from flue." (The Gibson diary rarely gave the ages of residents who 
died.) 

During the peak of the fall epidemic, court was held, but no juries 
were called to "prevent the gathering of crowds at the court house during 
the term, which it is desired to avoid by reason of the influenza epidemic. "69 

On October 15, six deserters were caught hiding out in their homes 
in Irish Creek. Several of them had been in training at Camp Lee and were 
home on furlough, but refused to return to camp "on account of the in­
fluenza. "70 One of the deserters was shot and "left lying on the ground sup­
posed to be dead, and was found in this condition the following morning. "71 

The Gazette (October 16 and 23) and the County News (October 17 
and 24) were full of influenza death news. Two Washington and Lee stu­
dents, both in Company A, housed in Doremus Gymnasium, died on Oc­
tober 15. The first,John Ward Child of West Virginia, nineteen years old, 
a second-year student, a "youth of much promise," died of pneumonia. 
The second, Thomas Armstrong, twenty-one, took his influenza home 
with him. Nathan Hickman, a Virginia Polytechnic Institute cadet from 
Natural Bridge, "a young man of unusual equipment," died of influenza 
complications. Private Holtz, twenty-five, a soldier at Camp Grant in Illi­
nois, was buried in the "colored" cemetery in Collierstown, his hometown. 

Eva Cox Markham, wife of Harry Markham and mother of a four­
teen-year-old boy, died at Jackson Hospital. Her son, a "delicate child," 
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would die in November from influenza. Other local dead also included 
Harry M. Paxton, thirty-seven, taken ill in Baltimore; Lena W. Frye, young 
wife and mother; Rowena Ramsey, thirty-one, mother of five; Verdrey Tol­
ley, eighteen; Frank Lee Wagner, twenty-seven, a railroad man; and Mary 
Crump Davis, twenty-eight, a trained nurse from Albemarle County, who 
came to Lexington to care for a visiting aunt in the home of her uncle, 
Prof. John W. Kern. Miss Davis became ill with influenza and "after ape­
riod of harrowing suspense the end came with pneumonia" on October 
17. The day before, another Rockbridge County soldier,James Buchanan, 
had died at Camp Lee. The youthfulness of the victims was probably most 
alarming to local residents. 

A report from the Kerrs Creek area of the county read, "We are lone­
some out here; every one stays at home, although the flu hasn't struck 
many as yet. "72 The full force of the epidemic would not hit there until 
later. 

"In the midst of general uneasiness" about influenza, a "robust" and 
apparently healthy nineteen-year-old W&L student, Donald Spotts, from 
Dublin, Virginia, died of a ruptured blood vessel in the brain, called apo­
plexy at that time. He was leaving the chemistry lab, where he had been 
working late, and was walking on campus near the library when he sud­
denly exclaimed, "Who struck me in the head?" Many students ran to his 
aid and carried him to the hospital. He died within thirty minutes.73 Of 
interest, editors of the 1918-19 yearbook included Donald Spotts among 
the fatal influenza cases among students: "Of the more than a hundred 
and fifty cases of the 'flu' only three cases resulted fatally. "74 In actuality, 
only two students died of influenza. 

Influenza continued to claim the young, including Carl Taylor, 
thirty-two, postmaster and railway agent at Decatur in northeastern Rock­
bridge County; Bertha Cassandra Slusser, thirty-one, mother of six young 
children and wife of Harry Coe Slusser, a Lexington meat merchant; and 
Dr. William 0. Beazley, thirty-six, pastor of the Lexington Baptist Church, 
who died at the Baptist parsonage on White Street from pneumonia. 

On October 20, Buena Vista improvised a hospital on the second 
floor of the firehouse to accommodate thirty patients. Samuel Gibson 
made these notes in his diary: 

Oct 20 They opened a Hospital at the Fire House to day for the 
Sick 

Oct 21 A man died at the Hospital last night and Mrs Walter Beard 
died at her Home this morning 
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Oct 22 Their has been 6 deaths in the last 24 hours 2 Wheelers a 
man by the name of Covington Mrs Hite Mrs Russel and 
one other 

Oct 23 Mrs Wm Cunningham died at 12 to day 
Oct 23 Mr S V Watts died at 3 this evening 

The county health officer, Dr. Davidson, encouraged people to stay 
at home and appealed to all residents to help enforce the ban on public 
gatherings: "The present epidemic of influenza is spread by human con­
tact along lines of travel. ... Every man, woman, and child can help by 
staying at home as much as possible."75 Nevertheless, news items about 
local happenings reported that residents were continuing to travel else­
where to care for sick family members and relatives. In addition, family 
members were coming to Rockbridge County to convalesce. Influenza 
did not stop people from traveling. 

U.S. Surgeon-General Rupert Blue urged home flu treatment in an 
effort to reduce unnecessary calls on overworked physicians.76 Comment­
ed Blue: "The present generation has been spoiled by having had expert 
medical and nursing care readily available." He recommended basic nurs­
ing care, that gauze masks be worn when caring for sick patients, and that 
the doctor be called only when the patient was "very sick, coughs up pink­
ish sputum, or breathes rapidly and painfully." The Virginia State Board 
of Health recommended that masks be "made of four layers of cheese 
cloth, five by six inches, hemmed and stitched across, with tape at each 
corner for tying behind the neck. "77 

The sale of Liberty Bonds appeared to have exceeded expectations 
even though "the influenza materially interfered with anything spectacu­
lar in the way of a campaign."78 In the midst of death and in spite of Dr. 
Davidson's reminder that "all public gatherings of every description are 
prohibited,"79 the annual cup handicap golf match was h eld at the Lex­
ington Golf Club.80 

The October 24 issue of the County News carried figures made public 
by Washington, the first local reporting of influenza's impact on Ameri­
can and Canadian civilians. 'Twenty-seven states reported ... that influ­
enza was still spreading"; in Canada, a third of the population was down 
with the illness. In Chicago, residents were being treated with experimen­
tal antitoxin and were advised to not shake hands in saluting each other.81 

The news from Virginia was equally grim, with Hopewell and Petersburg 
sending out urgent calls for nurses and doctors. Nearby Covington in Al­
leghany County had fifteen deaths and the high school was converted 
into a hospital, with four wards for fifty people on the third floor. 

The report from Washington indicated that since September 13, 
there had been 290,447 flu cases among soldiers, with 46,055 cases of 
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, TO PBOPLB 011' TIIJ!J OO'V'NTY . , 
l I _ · · 1 j 
1 I ~ - Ii 

1 Never :in the 1hiatory of the county 
h~s there been crape at so· many doors 
o~ sorrow in so many heart8. : As th~ 

' I 
lloors of the church are properly 
clhs~d the writer. respectfully suggests 
that there be united prayed in every 
family on the .next and every Sabbath 
day. In addition to our regular Bible 
reading and prayer that the follow­
ing Scriptures be read aloud in- every 
home, viz : 
. 2nd Chronicles 7:13-16. Joel. 2:li~ 

18. Psalm 3-51 and Matthew 11 :28. I 
John 2:1. 

FIGURE 4 

Source: Rockbridge County News, 
October 24, 1918. 

pneumonia and 15,070 deaths - a 
5.2 percent fatality rate among sol­
diers. In Sierra Leone, about 1,000 
deaths a week were being reported. 
The news article also said that the 
illness had "spread to the interior" 
of Africa and that "chimpanzees 
and monkies [sic] who have very 
weak chests, are dying like flies."82 

Dr. Emmett McCorkle, pastor 
of Bethesda Church at Rockbridge 
Baths, published an appeal for 
united prayer in every family in the 
October 24 Rockbridge County News. 
Dr. McCorkle's prayer implored 
God to "look down with infinite 
pity and compassion" on the sick 
and "all who sorrow for their dead" 

and asked to "free us from this sickness with which we are afflicted." Fig­
ure 4 shows a portion of Dr. McCorkle's appeal. 

A small notice on October 31 in the County News warned the public 
about "sure cures" for influenza. Pepto-Mangan, a "Red Blood Builder," 
was advertised under the headline "Influenza Weakens the Blood- Breaks 
Your Vitality- Leaves You Helpless When Exposed to Other Germs." Ad­
vertisements in the Staunton newspaper suggested that taking Indian Kid­
ney and Liver Tonic would prevent influenza. Papa's Cold Compound 
claimed to relieve the misery of colds and the grippe. "Flu capsules" were 
available in Staunton pharmacies. It is likely that Lexington drug stores 
also stocked these "remedies." Shirey and Brown, a Buena Vista drug store, 
offered sample bottles ofBoschee's German Syrup, "a soothing and heal­
ing remedy for all lung troubles ... gives the patient a good night's rest 
free from coughing, with free expectoration in the morning."83 Figure 5 
is an example of an advertisement" that appeared in local newspapers. 

The Epidemic Begins to Subside 

By October 24, Dr. Robert Glasgow reported a marked decrease in the 
number of new cases in Lexington. Although there were still some serious 
cases, Dr. Glasgow reassured the public that pneumonia associated with 
influenza was not always fatal. 84 

At Camp Lee, the quarantine was lifted on the 26th. The number of 
cases in the camp from September 13 through October 24was 11,527, with 
655 deaths from pneumonia. A nurse who was married to a 1916 V.M.I. 



Proceedings of the Rockbridge Historical Society - Volume XIII 251 

graduate was among the dead.85 A 
case fatality rate of 5. 7 percent was 
calculated for Camp Lee. In com­
parison, a case fatality rate of 2.5 
percent was later estimated for the 
civilian population in the United 
States.86 

On October 28, Mrs. Bes­
sie Whitmore Nicely, twenty-six, a 
"sweet and lovely young mother" of 
three children, died of pneumonia 
at her home on Jefferson Street. 
Her illness "followed the alarming 
illness, from the same cause of her 
husband, now happily convales­
cent. "87 

Insure Against Influenza 
and 

Similar Ailments 

The influenza epidemic seems to be abating, but you 
should still take every precaution to ward or an att:ick. 

We have all the best solution _. for 
spraying the throat and nostrils, 
and excellent atomizers with 
which to apply. 

We also sell a ll of tne popular • nd well known reme­
dies for treating influenz i, grip, tonsilitis and similar 
ailments. 

lkttl:' r h>:t'd the old 11aw •bl: utan ounce of pruention being 111·orth a 
pound o f t11rc and un precautionar y method11 now. 

WAYLAND'S DRUG STORE 
Phone 94 

The situation among Wash-
ington and Lee students improved F I GURE 5 

II Source: Rockbridge County News, 
as we , prompting President Smith November?, 1918_ 

to announce, "The epidemic may 
be officially declared a thing of the 
past."88 The university's emergency hospitals - East dormitory, Miss An­
nie White 's home, and Castle Hill - were closed. Fewer than a dozen 
students were at Jackson Hospital. Physicians noted that W&L had acted 
wisely in keeping the students at school rather than permitting them to 
return home: "The moving of people affected with influenza has often 
aggravated the disease and brought about fatal results. "89 

President Smith expressed his "heartfelt appreciation of the unself­
ish courage and zeal of the ladies of Lexington Red Cross, many of whom 
contracted the disease while taking the places of absent and anxious 
mothers at the bedside of the boys away from home. Their courage and 
unselfishness were worthy of any battlefront, and will not soon be for­
gotten."90 

The situation improved somewhat in Buena Vista near the end of 
October;91 yet Samuel Gibson reported several more deaths in his Oc­
tober 26 diary entry. The firehouse hospital, which had accommodated 
over thirty patients,92 closed on November 1 ("They closed the Hospital 
this morning"). The last hospital death occurred on October 30 ( "Miss 
Truslow died at the Hospital this morning") .93 

By early November, the state board of health decided that although 
the danger of spread of influenza was not entirely over, restrictions could 
largely be lifted in most communities. The board warned that public gath-
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LYRIC 
Opens 
Friday 

Matinee 
Saturday 

Theatre has been thor­
oughly fuminated. 

Disinfected daily. 

FIGURE 6 

Source: Rockbridge County News, 
November 7, 1918. 

erings were still dangerous and that 
close personal contact should be 
avoided. It called attention to the 
law prohibiting use of common 
drinking cups, which included the 
common communion wine cup: 
"All churches using the latter are 
offenders against the statutes of this 
commonwealth . .. preachers and 
church officers are cautioned. "94 

By the end of October, influ-
enza had just about disappeared in 
Lexington. The Lexington board 
of health lifted the quarantine ef­
fective Friday, November 8.95 Dr. 
Davidson, county health officer, 
announced that quarantine regula­
tions would be raised Saturday, No­
vember 9, at midnight. Schools and 
churches would reopen and public 
gatherings would be permitted. 
When the Lyric Theater opened for 
the first time in n early a month, it 
placed a typical post-epidemic news­
paper advertisement (Figure 6). 

Dr. Glasgow reported that 
there were "only eleven deaths" from pneumonia in Lexington.96 The 
word "only" misrepresents the magnitude of the epidemic, because elev­
en deaths from influenza, mainly as a complication of pneumonia, would 
have been much higher than the usual annual number of deaths from 
pneumonia (two to four) reported in previous years. Note that no deaths 
were associated with a V.M.I. flu outbreak that occurred in 1916.97 Al-
though several cases were observed among "colored people" in Lexing­
ton, very few deaths occurred98 - consistent with general observations 
of lower death rates in black Americans during the pandemic.99 Unfortu­
nately, there are no firm statistics tracking flu cases by race in Lexington. 

Lexington schools reopened on Friday, November 8. Attendance 
was "fairly good, although some children were kept at home by parents 
for fear that the disease h ad not entirely been stamped out." Drug stores 
were permitted to sell drinks and pool rooms were open for business. 
Quarantines having been lifted at the colleges, V.M.1. cadets and the men 
of the S.A.T.C. at Washington and Lee crowded the streets on Saturday. 
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According to the Lexington Gazette of November 13: 

It is of striking significance that the situation has always been well 
in hand at these two schools. The VMI took precautions at the very 
beginning of the epidemic, and when the young men complained 
of colds or other infirmities they were most carefully looked after. In 
consequence there were the fewest number of cases of "flu" at that in­
stitution, and the young men emerged from the quarantine healthy 
and happy. The confinement was a little trying on their spirits but 
they recognized the wisdom of the precaution. 

Some residents remained reluctant to gather in public spaces. "The 
increased attendance of county people on the streets was noticeable .... 
[Yet] many county people feared to come to town, and as a precaution 
they remained at home." On Sunday the 10th, churches re-opened after 
5 weeks of closed doors. "Fairly good congregations attended services. 
Many people, however, seemed to fear to mingle with others, and in con­
sequence remained at home. "100 Businesses appeared eager to move on, 
as Figure 7 shows. 101 

Influenza Hits the County 

In contrast to conditions in Lexington and Buena Vista, the news from 
the county was not as good. "There have been so many cases of influenza 
and deaths ... in Arnold's Valley and along the James River that it is 
almost impossible for a correspon-
dent to keep up with and record all 
of them. "102 "Distressing" news in­
cluded the death of a widow, Mrs. 
Foster, her married daughter, and 
the daughter's twelve-year-old son. 
By November 13, twenty new cases 
of influenza were reported in Natu­
ral Bridge. The epidemic was still 
in full force, bringing whole fami­
lies down. The South River Lumber 
company shut down its sawmill be­
cause so many employees were sick. 

"The angel of death visited 
many homes in the valley, leav­
ing sore and lonely hearts. "103 The 
deaths of three babies were noted. 
Statewide vital statistics records 
showed increased numbers of in in­
fant deaths in 1918 (Figure 8). 

Weinbergs 

Extra Special Bargains 

Shoes 
Coats 

Suits and 
Millinery 

The "Flu" . i.s a thing of t_he past. 
Come in and shop 

WEINBERGS 

FIGURE 7 

Source: Lexington Gazette, 
November 6, 1918. 
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FIGURE 8 Cases of influenza continued 
to occur in the county from mid­
November through January. Dr. 
Davidson was called to a secluded 
hollow of Kerrs Creek to look into 
an outbreak that affected the teach­
ers and nearly all the pupils of the 
Waterloo school there. The out­
break was traced to a local resident, 
one Mrs. Downey, whose visiting 
son and wife, residents of Coving­
ton and recently ill with influenza, 
had brought the illness to Mrs. 
Downey's younger children, who 
were pupils at Waterloo. 104 As many 

Impact of Influenza on 
Infant Deaths, 1918 

Thousands 6,225 Additional 
6 

5 

4 

3 

2 

0 

-~~~~ --11&11~ ..... deaths 5,311 caused by 
influenza 
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Source: Virginia Department of Health, 
Office of Vital Records as thirty-nine cases necessitated ju-

dicial enforcement of a strict quar­
antine involving twelve families. 

An even more serious out­
break extended along Buffalo Creek, with an estimated 100 cases of influ­
enza, eight cases of pneumonia, and several deaths. It was reported that 
this outbreak was brought in by young people of the locality visiting at 
Clifton Forge. 105 And the influenza finally appeared in Rockbridge Baths, 
causing students to "abandon the school and it was closed." Nearly all the 
twenty cases there started with one family, the head of which returned 
from West Virginia with the flu. Several county schools were closed as a 
precaution. Shocking deaths included those of Mrs. Walter Murray, twen­
ty-nine, mother of five children, all sick with influenza when she died; Ed­
ward Shewey, "a young man of fine physical powers"; Andrew Nicely, forty­
five, and two of his young daughters, ages four and six; and Virginia Steele 
of Steeles Tavern, 'Just beginning to enter into the joys and pleasures of 
girlhood."106 In early December, Lieutenant]. Henry Smith, twenty-one, 
eldest son of Washington and Lee President Henry Louis Smith, died at 
Camp Taylor in Louisville, Kentucky, of pneumonia. Lt. Smith had been 
a "splendid specimen of physical manhood" and the "picture of health" 
when he was on leave in Lexington two months before. 107 

Christmas Day 1918 was rather somber: cloudy, with a cold wind, and 
"remarkably drippy."108 In Lexington, "cash sales were remarkably large, a 
natural consequence of the abundance of money." Schools in Lexington 
re-opened on December 31 to make up for days lost due to influenza, but 
a number of schools in the county stayed closed because of "the continu­
ance of influenza. "109 
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A steady downpour of rain with mild temperatures greeted the New 
Year, in contrast to the hard freeze of the previous year. By January 2, a 
severe outbreak of influenza was reported in the Brownsburg area, and 
no physician was available. Deaths were still occurring in Natural Bridge 
and at Timber Ridge. A report from Raphine in northern Rockbridge 
spoke of the new year's "melodious notes of universal peace, but mingled 
with 'sorrow' in the homes all over the land, caused by the pestilence 
that walketh at noonday. "11° Cases were reported from Glasgow in mid­
J an uary; a thirteen-year-old girl, Lillie Downey, died and "six little girls, 
her schoolmates were the pallbearers, and four others carried the flowers, 
which were very beautiful. A very distressing feature of this death was that 
her mother and three other children were sick in bed at the time. "lll 

A Third Wave 

In Lexington, the women's club held a meeting January 6: "Their pleas­
ant and instructive sessions were interrupted in the fall by the influenza 
epidemic and the call of war work for women. "112 

In Lexington, there were two deaths on January 10 owing to unusual 
complications: Miss Annie Marie Fitzgerald, fifty-nine, a nurse living on 
Main Street who had contracted the disease in the autumn "and was nev­
er well afterwards"; and three-year-old Thomas Agree Smith of Jefferson 
Street, who died with diabetes following an influenza infection. 

AJanuary 16 report said that "influenza and colds are largely preva­
lent in this town and county .... Physicians constantly on the go; many 
calls to Lexington physicians coming from far out in the county."113 "The 
'flu' situation ... is reported serious ... whole families being laid-up ... 
individual cases are not so serious ... but the present epidemic seems to 
be more widely diffused. "114 

In Natural Bridge,John McGee, thirty-eight, "the picture of health," 
died on January 15, eight days after driving to Lexington in a buggy to 
"attend to some business." He left behind a widow and eight children, 
ages one to seventeen.U5 Dr. Lloyd was "going night and day," the only 
physician in the whole district. "For the last few days business of all kinds 
have been paralyzed and at this time the end is not in sight."116 Because 
recovery from influenza was slow, the report from Natural Bridge sug­
gested that schools not reopen until April 1: "Even those pupils that have 
recovered ... are not strong and in no condition to study."117 

Casualties of War 

Even "in the face of an influenza epidemic disturbing the town and coun­
ty," Lee-Jackson Day was celebrated in Lexington on January 20. "The 
most idle came to attention when General Nichols, rising to his feet at the 
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call of the toastmaster, read in measured terms the men from Rockbridge 
who had made, 'The Supreme Sacrifice in the World War'."ll 8 General 
Nichols cited thirteen men who died in battle, seventeen who died of 
disease, and two who died in accidents. Of interest, of those who died of 
disease, fifteen had died in the United States, not in Europe; eleven of 
them had died in the camps - four at Camp Lee alone. Influenza was a 
likely cause of death in at least eleven of the men, based on dates of death. 

Deaths of local men from combat, disease, and other causes were 
compared to national estimates from papers published locally early in 
1919 and to official statistics available later from the War Department.119 

The Rockbridge County statistics are very similar to official War Depart­
ment statistics that link 50 percent or more of World War I deaths to dis­
ease (Figures 9 and 10). 

FIGURE 9 
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World War I Deaths by Cause - War Department 
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Lexington mayor Otho C. Jackson "brought the company back to the 
present as he spoke of the South and the World war ... h e gloried in the 
unity of the people of the United States in which the spirit of the South 
had been conspicuous." 

The Rockbridge County News noted the impact of the epidemic among 
Washington and Lee alumni serving in the war: Of twenty-seven men who 
died, eight were killed in action (30 percent), four (15 percent) died of 
wounds, and fifteen (56 percent) "died of disease"120 - roughly in line 
with the War Department and local civilian statistics. Of interest, even 
though most W&L alumni casualties were the result of disease, those vic­
tims were described as "men who made the supreme sacrifice for their 
country in the great war." 

A Respite 

The last reported local deaths of the 1918-19 pandemic included those 
in February of a twenty-one-year-old mother of an infant son and Lucy 
Preston Smith, who had taken up nursing duties in the V.M.I. hospital in 
the emergency, "bringing her skill to bear for the help of ill cadets." (Miss 
Preston was the granddaughter of former V.M.I. superintendent General 
Francis Smith and Dr. Livingston Waddell.) In May,James Wilson Morri­
son, game warden for Rockbridge County, died of influenza. 121 

By October, there had been a notable near-absence of death notices 
for weeks. An October 23 news article said, "Records show remarkable 
and gratifying health conditions. Scarcely a death reported. "122 Influenza 
seemed to have disappeared. 

Final Curtain Call 

The virus rallied in January and February of 1920 but mortality did not 
reach 1918-19 levels. 123 By this time, the populace, including that in Rock­
bridge County, was more resistant than in 1918 and 1919. 

The medical and scientific establishments were "baffled" (Figure 
11) _ 124 

In Virginia, the epidemic was "tightening its grip on Roanoke," but 
over all, cases in Virginia seemed to be of a milder nature. 125 Locally, Dr. 
Glasgow reported an increase in 

number of influenza cases in Lex- LEXINGTON GAZEITE 
ington and Rockbridge County - ---------_-_-- ------­
but of a milder strain. By early Medical Scicoce F, ank lv Baffled By 
February, sixty-five mild cases had Di~ease Germ 

been reported in Lexington, ten of 
FIGURE 11 

them in W&L students and twenty 
Source: Lexington Gazette, 

in V.M.I. cadets. Jackson Hospital January 28, 1920. 
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had only one nurse capable of duty for twenty patients. Nursing needs 
were met by family, friends, and neighbors "coming to the rescue." Some 
schools in the county closed, and attendance at open schools was small 
because of "fear of influenza with bad weather. "126 The annual Fancy 
Dress Ball at Washington and Lee, scheduled for February 10, was called 
off because of influenza. 

A flareup occurred in mid-February.127 Exact numbers of cases were 
not known: "Physicians seem to be too busy to make reports." The offices 
of the telephone company were found "in a bad situation," with most of 
the "young lady operators" unable to report for duty. The company ap­
pealed to the public to "use the line only when necessary," just as it had 
in 1918. By February 19, the flu was even more widespread, with every 
neighborhood "spotted with cases of the disease." Though the cases were 
mild, every community had "cases of pneumonia to which frail people, 
particularly, were succumbing." Dr. Glasgow estimated that Lexington 
had as many as 250 cases. W&L had a total of twenty-eight sick, fourteen 
of whom were in the hospital, one seriously ill. V.M.I. had fifteen cases in 
the hospital. Cadets were quarantined from February 1 to 11.128 

As in the previous winter, businesses were affected; Figure 12 shows 
one advertisement from 1920.129 

Government operations felt the impact; the jailer, two deputy sher­
iffs, a deputy clerk, and the treasurer were all affected. 130 

A number of unexpected and shocking deaths occurred in February. 
Mrs. O'Neal Moses, age thirty-one, mother, trained soprano, and member 
of the Lexington Presbyterian choir, died in less than a week from influ­
enza and pneumonia.131 The young Mayor Jackson, who had spoken so 
passionately on Lee-Jackson Day the year before, died of heart failure fol­
lowing what appeared to be a mild case of influenza.132 Deaths of parent­
child pairs and "husband and wife buried in same grave in Staunton"were 
reported.133 There was "much sickness in Natural Bridge," and Dr. Lloyd 
was busy with 100 cases. "Last winter the colored people were almost ex­
empt from influenza, but this time many of this race are down with it. "134 

Owing to · illrtess ••· Barrington Hall 
Coffee Rooms will not open until fur• 
tber ndtice. , . .. · 

'Any one desiring doughnuts, crealJ'I 
cake, beaten biscuits, cake, pies and 
charlotte russe for Saturday can leave 
orders ·not later than Friday morning. 
9rders · must be 'ca\JeJ for Saturday 
morning . . Woman$' Exchange open 
from 1Q a. m. to 1 p. m. 

The flu subsided in early 
March, coincident with the ar­
rival of two blizzards and 8-degree 
weather. 135 Perhaps the blizzards 
helped by forcing everyone to stay 
inside. 

FIGURE 12 

Source: Rockbridge County News, 
February 19, 1920 
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i HOW TO SA ViE YOORSELI<' AND OTHERS FROM INFLUENZA 

I (Advice Offered by the State Board of Health) 

Keep away from drowds. 
Avoid people who are cou~hing or sneezing. 
Don't put into your mouth lingers, pencils or other things 

that don't belong the,·c. 
Don't use cup uHed by others without thoroughly washing it. 

Avoid getting hungry, tired and cold. . 
Sleep and w-0rk in rooms filled with fresh air, but keep the body 

.warm. 
Eat plenty of simple, nourishing. food and avoid alcoholic 

drinks. 

When you cough .or sneeze, cover. your nose or mouth with 
a handkerchief, or turn your face to t he floor. 

Wash· your hands before eating. 
1f you get inlluenia, go immediately , to bed .and sta;y there for 

several /lays in ord<lir to witrd off pneumonia. 

FIGURE 15 

Source: Rockbridge 
County News, 
October l 0, 1918. 

"no time and no de­
sire to wade through 
the technical phrase­
ology" (Figure 14) .139 

In 1918, the 
Rockbridge County 
News brought front­
page news about the 
"Spanish Influenza" 
from Dr. Rupert 

Blue, surgeon general of the U.S. Public Health Service, as well as advice 
offered by the State Board of Health, "How to Save Yourself and Others 
from Influenza," reproduced in Figure 15.140 

The article ended with this useful advice: "Cover up each cough and 
sneeze/ If you don't you'll spread disease." 

Separately, the surgeon general of the Army issued these rules:141 

• Avoid needless crowding - influenza is a crowd disease. 
• Smother your coughs and sneezes - others do not want the 

germs which you would throw away. 
• Your nose, not your mouth, was made to breathe through. 
• Remember the three "Cs" - a clean mouth, clean skin, and 

clean clothes. 
• Try to keep cool when you walk, and warm when you ride and sleep. 
• Open the windows - always at home at night; at the office 

when practicable. 
• Food will win the war if you give it a chance - help by choosing 

and chewing your food well. 
• Your fate may be in your own hands - wash your hands before 

eating. 
• Don't let the waste products of digestion accumulate - drink a 

glass or two of water on getting up. 
• Don't use a napkin, towel, spoon, fork, glass, or cup which has 

been used by another person and not washed. 
• Avoid tight clothes, tight shoes, tight gloves - seek to make 

nature your ally, not your prisoner. 
• When the air is pure, breathe all ofit you can - breathe deeply. 
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Also in 1918, the state board of health announced that it would "take 
advantage for education purposes, of the favorable psychological atmo­
sphere created by the epidemic of influenza"142 by publishing an "Influ­
enza Catechism" for distribution to schoolchildren. 

Morbidity and Mortality Statistics 

Morbidity and mortality statistics were inadequately recorded in most 
areas of the United States. 143 It is therefore likely that state and county 
figures are underestimates. 

The 1918 report of the Virginia State Commissioner of Health sum­
marized the impact of the 1918 pandemic in the U.S. and in Virginia: 
"Owing to the great epidemic of influenza which began to rage during 
the latter part of September and reached its height in October, all previ­
ous death rates were far surpassed." 

In a December 1919 diary entry, Samuel Gibson of Buena Vista 
wrote, 'We had 43 white and 5 colored deaths from influenza this Fall." 
Comparing those figures with the overall Buena Vista population shows a 
death rate of 1.4 percent for whites and 1.3 percent for blacks.144 Crosby 
observed that African American civilians had higher death rates from re­
spiratory disease than whites except for the period during the pandem­
ic.1 45 The Buena Vista mortality rates for blacks and whites, however, ap­
peared to be similar. 

Gibson kept a running tally of deaths since 1890. The numbers used 
in Figure 16 are rough, as he did not compile his tally on the same day 
every year. About two-thirds of the deaths he reported in 1918 resulted 
from influenza - a 2.5-fold increase over the figure for 1917. 

FIGURE 16 

Deaths in Bueno Vista, 1916-23 
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FIGURE 17 

Influenza Deaths, 
Rockbridge County and Buena Vista, 1917-21 
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Dr. Robert Glasgow, Lexington's health officer, reported vital sta­
tistics for Lexington for 1919 and compared them with those of 1918. 
Deaths were higher in 1918 for both whites and blacks, although causes 
of death were not given.146 The 1919 population was 3,250. The numbers 
of deaths were sixteen whites and nine "colored"; in 1918, comparable 
numbers were forty and twenty-three - also a 2.5-fold increase in deaths 
for each race. 

Reported influenza deaths from the State of Virginia Vital Statistics 
records for Rockbridge County and Buena Vista confirm a dramatic spike 
in 1918, and in the county for 1919 and 1920 as well (Figure 17) .* 

Figure 18 shows the ratio of influenza deaths to total deaths from 
1917 through 1921. Note the jump in Buena Vista flu mortality in 1918. 

Nationally, nearly half of all deaths in 1918 resulted from influen­
za.147 The Buena Vista statistics support the national estimates. Figure 18 
shows that death rates in 1919 and 1920 both in Rockbridge County and 
Buena Vista, while not as high as the death rates in 1918, were still higher 
than the baseline rates observed for 1917 and 1921. In fact, Rockbridge 
County death rates for influenza, especially during the fall wave in 1918, 
are possibly underestimates owing to underreporting or failure to deter­
mine causes of death accurately. 

* Lexington was included in Rockbridge County statistics because it was not a sepa­
rate city at that time. 
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FIGURE 18 
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Because the diagnoses of influenza and pneumonia in 1918 were not 
based on objective laboratory testing or case identification, statistics for 
influenza and pneumonia were combined to see if there was a difference 
when compared with the statistics for influenza alone. Data in Figures 18 

FIGURE 19 

Deaths from Influenza and Pneumonia as a Proportion 
Of All Deaths in Rockbridge, 1917-21 
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FIGURE 20 

Deaths from Influenza and Pneumonia 
As a Proportion of All Deaths in Nearby Counties, 1917-21 
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and 19 show that, although there are slight differences in rates, the overall 
patterns are the same, with returns to baseline after 1920. 

Figure 20 compares Rockbridge County statistics with those of three 
nearby counties, Augusta, Roanoke, and Alleghany. The statistics for each 
county are similar, with greatly increased death rates from influenza in 

FIGURE 2 1 

Influenza's Effect on Health 
Care Costs at W&L, 1917-20 
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1918 and a return to pre-1918 rates 
after 1920. For reasons already not­
ed, it is likely that these rates are 
also underestimated. 

Economic Impact 

Pandemics have considerable eco­
nomic impact. 148 Aside from local 
news items regarding the negative 
impact of the epidemic on Buena 
Vista businesses and the shortage 
of telephone operators and phar­
macists in Lexington, little was said 
locally. The W&L dean's reports 
and V.M.I. surgeon's reports were 
a source of indirect information 
concerning effects on health costs 
(Figures 21 and 22). 
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In 1919, Dr. McClung ob­
served in his V.M.I. report: "We 
had an unusual number of men 
throughout the year at sick calls 
and on the sick list. The prevailing 
illness was influenza and its atten­
dant maladies; pneumonia, viru­
lent throat infections, etc." 

Considerations for 
Future Pandemics 

A pandemic of the magnitude of 
the 1918 pandemic would cause 
economic stress, although the avail­
ability of antiviral therapies, vac­
cines, antibiotics, and rapid identi­
fication of cases would have an im­
pact on morbidity and mortality. 149 

In contrast to the lack of commu-
nication in 1918, communication 
today is much faster due to myriad 

FIGURE 22 

Influenza's Impact on V.M.l.'s 
Hospital Utilization, 1918-22 
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forces, including internet and social networking. 150 

Rockbridge County, Lexington, and Buena Vista currently have a 
total population of about 35,000. Although the attack rate cannot be pre­
dicted, if a quarter to a third of the population were affected as it was in 
1918, one might expect to see 9,000 to 11,000 cases locally. Unfortunately, 
one cannot predict mortality.* 

There are important lessons to be learned from the 1918 pandemic 
in Rockbridge County. At that time, help from state and federal govern­
ment was not available; communities had to take care of themselves. This 
approach included using volunteers and family members as caregivers to 
compensate for inadequate numbers of medical personnel. Locally, hos­
pitals were improvised, using firehouses, hotels, dormitories, and private 
residences. Elsewhere in Virginia, schools were used as hospitals in some 
locations and medical students were deployed.152 

Questions regarding pandemic flu planning include whether to 
send college students home and, if so, when. Statistics on morbidity and 
mortality in Lexington's two colleges were available only for W&L, where 
35 to 40 percent of the student population fell ill and two students died 

* On June 11 , 2009, in response to the appearance ofa novel transmissible HlNl 
influenza virus, the World Health Organization raised the worldwide pandemic 
alert level to Phase 6, signifying that a global pandemic is under way, requiring 
surveillance and response .151 
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from influenza. There is no question that the extent of illness in the stu­
dent population taxed health-care resources locally. 

Discussions regarding pandemic preparations today deal with simi­
lar issues of school closings, economic impact, quarantining, local com­
munity involvement, utilization of volunteers, importance of communica­
tion with the public, and basic prevention, such as respiratory etiquette 
and hand-washing. 153 ?(I. 
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Shape Note Music and Lucius Chapin, 
Rockbridge County's First Singing Teacher 

David W. Coffey 
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0 N THE EVENING of January 28, 2003, in 
Dunlap Auditorium of the Lexington 
Presbyterian Church, the Rockbridge 

Historical Society considered a part of local musi-

FIGURE 

Shaped note 
musical scale 

(C major). 

cal history with the assistance of John del Re and the Northern Shenan­
doah Sacred Harp Singers, who presented a lecture and demonstration of 
shape note singing. A special focus was the career of Lucius Chapin (1760-
1842), an itinerant singing teacher who was associated with the Reverend 
William Graham, rector of Liberty Hall Academy, during the early 1 790s. 

Shape note singing makes use of a different scheme of musical no­
tation that, while maintaining the customary lines and spaces, employs 
notes of different shapes - squares, circles, triangles, and diamonds - in 
an attempt to make music-reading easier (Figure 1). 

The shape note system is also known as the fasola method, a label 
derived from the names assigned to each of the notes, fa, sol, la, mi, which 
differ from the do-re-mi that is customary today. 

The origins of shape note notation are obscure. While some specu­
late on European antecedents for the system, its first widespread use was 
in late eighteenth-century New England. Shape notes migrated south­
ward with such teachers as the Chapin brothers, Lucius and Amzi, and 
are now primarily associated with the Southern states. Throughout the 
nineteenth century, shape note hymnbooks such as The Sacred Harp and 
Southern Harmony were widely used 
in the region. 

More hymns were in a minor 
than a major key, and modal scales 
were also a popular idiom. There 
were either three or four sepa­
rate singing parts in a shape note 
hymn, each independent of the 
others and melodic in its own right. 

David W. Coffey a Lexington native, 
was educated at Davidson College, the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill, and the University ofVirginia. H e 
has taught U.S. and Virginia history at 
the Virginia Military Institute since 
1989. He has been program chairman 
of the Rockbridge Historical Society 
since 1993 and was elected a trustee of 
the Society in 2006. 
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Chords in this musical style often lacked the third (middle) note, creating 
what are known as "open fifths" or "perfect fifths," which gave the songs 
an austere and haunting character. The best-known tune in this genre is 
New Britain, to which we customarily sing the text, "Amazing grace, how 
sweet the sound .... " 

Lucius Chapin was born into a musical family in Springfield, Massa­
chusetts, on April 25, 1760. During the American Revolution, he was a fi­
fer with the Massachusetts Provincial Army at Fort Ticonderoga and other 
battles. After the war, he apprenticed as a clothier and began conducting 
singing schools at churches in New England. About 1788, he migrated 
to Rockbridge County, where he provided singing instruction for several 
years at Liberty Hall Academy and at many Presbyterian churches in the 
area. 

Chapin's primary biographer, James William Scholten,1 speculates 
that Chapin may have met Liberty Hall's principal, William Graham, on 
one of Graham's fund-raising trips to New England. In his Sketches of Vir­
ginia, William Foote indicates that Graham hoped to improve the quality 
of singing in the Valley by securing the services of Chapin. "From him 
[Chapin]," Foote writes, "all the knowledge of church music in Rockbridge 
and some of the neighboring counties, for a number of years, was de­
rived. "2 Graham spoke highly of his singing master (who also managing a 
clothing business in Lexington to supplement his income), and provided 
him with a letter of reference stating that Chapin "had acquitted himself 
as a master in his profession to the entire satisfaction of all who employed 
him and of all who were acquainted with music and is of unblemished 
moral and religious character as a Member of the Church . ... "3 

Graham left Liberty Hall for Ohio in 1796, and the next year Chapin 
moved with his family to Kentucky, subsequently relocating to Ohio by 
1818. He died in Cincinnati in 1842. 

In addition to his work as a clothier and teacher, Chapin was also 
a composer of hymn tunes; Scholten credits him with at least seven that 

ROCKBRIDGE. L. M. 

FIGURE 2 

Rockbridge, music by Lucius Chapin. Published in The Southern Harmony and 
Musical Companion, Spartanburg, South Carolina, 1847. 
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were included in many of the shape note hymnals published in New Eng­
land and the South throughout the nineteenth century. Several of the 
names Chapin assigned to his melodies honor the places where he con­
ducted singing schools: Liberty Hall, Rockbridge, Rockingham. Figure 2 shows 
Chapin's Rockbridge. As is customary in shape note music, the melody ap­
pears in the middle (tenor) line. ~ 

Notes 
1 James William Scholten, "The Chapins: A Study of Men and Sacred Music West 

of the Alleghanies, 1795-1842" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of 
Michigan, 1972). 

2 William Henry Foote, Sketches of Virginia, Historical and Biographical, First Series 
(John Knox Press, Richmond, 1966) , p. 464. The original edition was published 
in 1850. 

3 Quoted in Scholten, p . 25. 





'Those Mutinyous Rascals': Militia Disaffection 
In Revolutionary Rockbridge County, 1780-81 

E 
By John Maass 

SPECIALLY IN THE LATER YEARS of the Revolutionary War, many in 
the western backcountry of Virginia, which included Rockbridge 
County, strenuously resisted efforts by civil and military lead­

ers - notably, Governor Thomas Jefferson and Major General Nathaniel 
Greene, commander of the Continental Army's southern department -
to conscript their service in the militia. Especially among recent Scots­
Irish settlers, the chief issue was a sense of detachment from the cause 
of independence (and, secondarily, concerns about leaving families and 
farms behind). 

Getting county militia organizations - Rockbridge's and others in 
Virginia - to report for duty, clothing and arming the soldiers, moving 
them to the lines of battle, and keeping them there remained intractable 
challenges for Revolutionary leaders throughout the course of the war. 

John Maass, an honors graduate of Washington and Lee Universi­
ty with a degree in history, delivered a talk on the topic at the Society's 
March 28, 2005, meeting in Pogue Auditorium at the George C. Marshall 
Museum. Mr. Mass, who did not release a copy of his paper for publica­
tion here, was at the time a Ph.D. candidate in early American history at 
Ohio State University. ~ 





Record of Meetings, 2003-05 

2003 

"History of Shaped Note Singing in the Valley of Virginia" - John del Re, 
with members of the Northern Shenandoah Sacred Harp and Shaped 
Note Singers. January 28, 2003: Dunlap Auditorium, Lexington Pres­
byterian Church. 

"Warriors' Letters: The Stonewall Brigade As Revealed in Letters to the 
Home Front" - Amanda T. Conway. April 28, 2003: Pogue Audito­
rium, George C. Marshall Library and Museum. 

"The Other Fredericksburg: Ten Thousand Years of History" - James M. 
Hepner. July 28, 2003: Rockbridge Baths Volunteer Fire Department. 

"Cornwall Revived: The History of the South River Lumber Company" -
Rev. Dr. Horace Douty. October 27, 2003: Mountain View Elementary 
School, Buena Vista. 

2004 

"Building from Faith: A History of St. Patrick's Catholic Parish, 1873-
2003." GeneralJames M. MorganJr.January 26, 2004: Sheridan Liv­
ery Inn, Lexington. 

"The Great Lee Chapel Controversy and the 'Little Group of Willful 
Ladies' Who Saved the Shrine of the South" - Pamela Hemenway 
Simpson. March 22, 2004; Lee Chapel, Washington and Lee University. 

''When the Lights Came on in Lexington ... and in Rockbridge Coun­
ty" - George Pryde. May 24, 2004: Pogue Auditorium, George C. 
Marshall Library and Museum. 

"The Franklin Society and Library Company" - Dick Halseth. July 26, 
2004: Pogue Auditorium, George C. Marshall Library and Museum. 

"Cyrus McCormick and the Rise of the Megacorps" - Barry Machado. 
September 26, 2004: McCormick Farm, Raphine. 
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"Forgotten Pedagogue: Francis H. Smith, V.M.I., and the Overlooked Mis­
sion of Educational Reform" - Bradford A. Wineman. November 22, 
2004: Lejeune Hall, Virginia Military Institute. 

2005 

"The House Mountain Murders" - Douglas J. Harwood. January 31, 
2005: Evans Hall, Washington and Lee University. 

"The Rockbridge County Militia During the Revolution: - John Maas. 
March 28, 2005: Pogue Auditorium, George C. Marshall Library and 
Museum. 

"'The Poor Shall Always Be with Us': The Rockbridge Response" - Mary 
Ellen Henry. May 23, 2005: Rockbridge County Courthouse. 

"Sally McDowell of Col Alto: Extraordinary Antebellum Woman" 
Thomas E. Buckley, SJ. July 25, 2005: Col Alto, Lexington. 

"Monacan Mormons of Rockbridge County" - Ruth Knight Bailey. Sep­
tember 27, 2005: Main Hall, Southern Virginia University. 

"In the 'Grippe' of Death: Rockbridge and the Great Pandemic of 
1918" - Eileen T. Hinks. November 21, 2005: Nichols Hall Audito­
rium, Virginia Military Institute. 

These presentation titles may differ from the titles of corre­
sponding articles in the main body of this volume, as authors 

generally update and revise their material for publication. 
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Benincasa, Ugo and Gina 69 
Benton, Sen. Thomas Hart 191-92 
Blue Ridge Mountains 45, 46, 49, 53, 58, 

201, 205-07, 210,213,217 
Boley, Henry 68, 93 
Borden Grant 35, 36, 39 
Boston 81, 113, 238 
Bradshaw, Thomas C. 68 
Brady, Douglas E.Jr. 52 ff., 191 
Brattons Run 105, 240 
Brawley, Charles]. 167 ff. 
Breedlove,]. William 92 
Brockenbrough,JudgeJohn White 116 
Brownsburg 37, 39, 255 
Buchanan, Archibald 39 
Buffalo 165, 168, 254 

C 
Camille (Hurricane) 58, 99 
Campbell County 154, 161 
Campbellites (so-called) 209 
Camp Devens 238, 239 
Camp Dix 239 
Camp Greene 238,247 
Camp Lee 237-41, 247-48, 250-51, 256 
Canada 38, 118, 249 
Carpenter,Joseph Hannah 17, 24 
Casler,John 0. 26 
Castle Hill 239, 241, 251 
Chancellorsville 12, 14, 16, 26, 27 
Charleston (South Carolina) 113 
Chestnut 51, 55, 56 
Chicago 102, 104, 128, 129, 

130, 132, 239,249 
Christianity 24, 59 ff., 73, 200, 209 
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Methodist 38, 40, 52, 

62,73,92,93, 101-02, 119,165,191, 
196--97, 199, 242, 258, 273-74, 279 
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62, 73, 101,102,119,165,191,196, 

197, 199,258,273,274,279 
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Clark (families) 53-58, 56-58, 57-58, 
153-165, 216-234 

Clifton Forge 62, 63, 182, 254 
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Coleman, Myrtle Wilhelm 213 
Colonial Dames 81 
Cooke, Morris Llewellyn 103 
Covington 63, 245, 249, 254 
Cram, Ralph Adams 81, 83 
Cruisolle, Hyacinth 110 
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Davidson, Dr. Charles H. 
Davidson, Greenlee 
Davis, Dr. Reuben Frank 
Davis,John W. 
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12, 21 
239 ff. 
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Deering, William 
Diehl, George West 
Divorce in Virginia 
Dominion Virginia Power 
Dorman, Cornelius 
Douty, Reuben Franklin 
Doyle, Robert 
Dueling 
Dunlap, 0. B. 
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125 ff. 
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189-200 
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llO 

52-53 
162 
ll2 

179, 185 

Edison , Thomas 95 
Edmondson,J ames K. 25 
Episcopal High School (Alexandria) 139 

F 
Fairfax, Randolph 23, 24 
Fairfield 37, 105, 190, 199 
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Florida 60, ll8 
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Floyd, Gov.John 196 
Ford Motor Co. 238 
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Franklin, Benjamin 12, 109-10, 124 
Fredericksburg, Battle of 23, 24 
Fuller,Jacob 61 , ll7 
Fuller,John W. 119, 120-22 

G 
General Motors 103 
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Georgia 24, 202 
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Great Britain 
Great Depression 

H arrar, Charles L. 
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110 
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33, 40 
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36 
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2ll-19, 247 
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129-30, 210, 214,247 
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Lackey, H. A. 179 
Larsen family 217-234 
Lee, George Washington Custis 73-76. 
Lee, Mary Custis (Mrs. Robert E.) ll5 
Lee, Mary (Mrs. Robert E. III) 77 ff. 
Lee, Robert E. 20-28, 71 ff., 

114, 116, 125, 199 
Lee, Robert E. III 77 
Lee, Robert E.Jr. 
Letcher, Samuel 
Lewis, J. B. Jr. 
Lexington Golf Club 

20 
162 

67 
249 



Proceedings of the Rockbridge Historical Society - Volume XIII 283 

Lexington in Old Virginia 
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Lyric Theater 
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11, 199 
23,26 

23 
71 
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Mahone, William 142 
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Massie,James and 
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McClung, Eugenia Harman 
McCown,John 
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33-36, 47, 96-99 

240 ff. 
245 

34-36 
36 

244-45 
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48 
47 

14, 22, 75-76, 84, 
92-93, 95, 100-01 

ll-32, 63, 236-60, 274, 277 

McCown,JohnJr. 
McCrum Drug Company 
McDowell, Gov.James 
Memphis 
Midvale 
Miley, Michael 

Military (U.S.) 
Miller, Rev.John 
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Moore, Edward A. 
Moore, Predham 
Moore, Samuel R. 
Moore, W. T. 
Moreland, S. J. 
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National Bank 
Natural Bridge 
Neblett, Sterling 
Nelson County 
New Jersey 
New York City 
New York State 
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Nichols, Gen. Edward W. 

190, 197-98 
205 ff. 

104 
11 ff . 

161 
159 
46 

96-97 

118 
118 

168, 247, 253-58 
llO 
209 

129,190 
59, 192,246 

45 
240 ff. 

Norfolk 59-61, 64, 71, 141, 145, 207 
Norfolk Virginian-Pilot 71 

0 
Orwell, George 85 

p 
Patton, George (Sr. and.Jr.) 141 
Paxton, Elisha Franklin 15 ff. 
Paxton, L. F. 162 
Paxton, Matthew W. 79 
Pedlar River (Pedlar Creek) 206 ff. 
Pendleton, Stephen T. 141-42 
Pennsylvania 19, 45, 49, 51-53, 57, 60 
Philadelphia 109, 113, 192, 197, 247 
Pittsburgh 48, 52, 129 
Pitts,John Henry 135 
Plecker, Dr. Walter A. 202-05, 218 
Poague, Thomas 14 ff. 
Pocock, Alvin 214-16 
Porter, William 
Presbyterianism 
Preston, Col. J. T. L. 
Preston, Thomas L. 
Princeton Theological Seminary 
Princeton University 

R 

34-36 
119,279 

67, 112 
110 
197 

190,223 

Raphine 
Reids Dam 
Renwick, James 
Richmond 

56,126,255 
98-99 

74 
46, 59-61, 63, 66, 74-75, 

120,135,143, 147, 157,176, 
183, 194-95,204, 237, 275 

Riverside 47, 206 
Roanoke 46,62,63, 176,257,264 
Robinson,John (Jockey) 116 

• Robinson,Joseph 153 
Robinson, Polly 156 
Rockbridge Baths 254 
Rogers, Bessie 79, 83 
Romney, West Virginia 21, 23 
Romney, Elder Thomas 210 
Roosevelt, Franklin D. 104 
Ross, William 110 
Ruff,Jacob 111 
Rural Electrification Administration 

(R.E.A.) 103-05 
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Schuyler, Lenora Rogers 
Scott, Anne Norvell Otey 

79, 81,83 
79-80 
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Selhorst, Rev. Aloys G. 63-65 
Shelton, Thomas W. 97-98 
Sheridan,James 66 
Sheridan,John 61-68, 101 
Sherman, William T. 134-35 
Shields, George W. 67 
Singleton, Frank 27 
Slavery 17, ll8, 125, 191, 201-02, 206 
Smith, Genera l Francis H. 257 
Smith, Henry Louis 76 ff., 241-42, 

Smith,James 
Smithsonian Institution 
Snyder, Frederick Jr. 
Snyder, Freder ick Sr. 
Sorrells, Atha 

251,254 
153, 155 

74 
37 

37,41 
204, 220 

214 
213-16 

Southers, Eva 
Southers, Will 
South River 45-48, 51-58, 168, 214, 253, 

Spotsylvania Courthouse 
Stratford 
Suffrage 
Sullivan, Bishop Walter F. 
Surry Courthouse 

T 
Tate, Elder John W. 

279,281 
13 
71 

ll2 , ll9, 120 
66 

143 

Taylor, William (Bishop) 
Taylor, William (Congressman) 
Telegraph 

209 
37, 38 

191 , 196 
102, 128 

12 
133 
138 
68 

Templeton, Benjamin Franklin 
Thayer, Col. Sylvanus 
Theological Seminary of Virginia 
Thomas, Carlson R. 
Thomas, Gov. Francis 
Thompson, Charlie 
Timber Ridge 
Tin 
Traveller 
Turner, Charles W. 

192 ff. 
55 

13,36,255 
46,48 
74, 86 

124 

u 
United Daughters of the Confederacy 

76 ff. 
University of Virginia 16, 20, 23, 81 , 141, 

Valentine, Edward 
Van Buren, Martin 
Vest, Levi 
Vesuvius (Virginia) 
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w 
Waddell,James Henry 
Waddell, W. H . 
Walkers Creek 
Walkup, Samuel 
Washington, D.C. 
Wayland's Drug Store 
Waynesboro 
Welch, Elder Charles 
Welsh,John 
Western State Hospital 
West Point 
West Virginia 

190,198,273 

74-75, 84-85, 96 
192 
208 

47 

141 
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168 
llO 

59, 74, 77,191,244 
244 

185, 217-21 
206 

ll-17 
176 

133 ff. 

White, Alice Marian Miller 
White, Annie Jo 

ll9 
79 

241,251 
102 
ll7 
51 

138 
74, 134 

155 
179 

81 

White, Rev. William 
White, Robert 
Whites Creek 
William and Mary, College of 
Williamson, Thomas H. 
Wilson, Hugh 
Wilson, S. W. 
Wilson, Woodrow 
Winchester 

Yale University 
Y.M.C.A. 
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20, 27, 60 
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