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This pair o f  cast iron andirons, circa 1810-1830, w as 
donated by  M argaret Fluke. They w ere used  at F luke’s 
Tavern near B lue R idge in  B otetourt County. Founded by 
Peter “Flook” in  1801, the structure rem ained in  use until 
1918, w hen the fam ily razed the tavern and bu ilt a  new  
residence. B otetourt County produced large quantities o f 
iron ore, pig iron and sim ple cast iron throughout the 19th 
centuxy. The Cloverdale furnaces w ere in  close proxim ity 
and are their m ost likely source.

A  part o f  the  collection o f  w orks the 
M useum  &  Society is acquiring for the 
O. W inston L ink M useum , this image, 
N W 2222, w as taken  at the M assey 
M ine near G ilbert, W est V irginia on 
M arch 16th, 1960, less than tw o m onths 
before the engine, Y 6b 2190, w as 
retired. A  color version o f  the im age was 
used on the cover o f  L ink’s fourth 
record album , “Second Pigeon and the 
M ockingbird,” issued in  1961.

This salt glazed stonew are field jug , circa 1880, w as given 
to the M useum  & Society through the bequest o f die late 
John R. M ontgom ery, along w ith 14 other item s, all w ith a 
history o f use and/or production in W estern Virginia. This 
“presentation piece” is inscribed “m ade by  W. J. W ooten, 
Zenobia, V irginia,” and  on the reverse “Dr. N.P. W hite, 
M endota, V irginia” (both  tow ns, W ashington County).



Note From the Executive Director

The M useum  & S ociety  is p leased  to  p resen t th is, the 29 th  issue o f  the Journal, Volum e F ifteen, 
N um ber One. O f particular note, th is 2002 issue m arks the first back-to-back annual issuance since those o f 
1988 and 1989.

The Journal’s very busy E dito r’s efforts are even m ore rem arkable in  view  o f the fact that during this 
same period, the M useum  & Society published C lare W hite’s long anticipated and definitive w ork, William 
Fleming, Patriot.

D uring this same period, the M useum  &  Society launched w hat is easily its m ost am bitious and note­
w orthy effort in  its 45-year history, the O. W inston L ink M useum . Once com plete, the $2.6 m illion effort w ill 
result in: the appropriate reuse o f  the only public structure in the Roanoke Valley designed by  an individual o f 
international renow n; a  greatly enhanced view  ofW estem  V iiginia’s role in our region’s history and culture; a 
broadened and m ore balanced role for our institution w ithin the greater historical comm unity; a m ore synergis­
tic role w ithin W estern V irginia’s h istorical tourism ; a  significant increase in  the relevance and u tility  o f the 
Society’s collections; and, im portantly, a  m ore financially stable institution.

W ith the international p ress and  w idespread in terest the  O . W inston L ink M useum  Cam paign has 
received, and the substantial effort being pu t forth  to create that success, it is all the m ore rem arkable that the 
M useum  &  Society has been able to m aintain a  full schedule o f regular lectures, tours, exhibits and m ore.

Exhibits have included the V irginia M useum  o f  Fine A its’Arcadian Monuments, and What Victory 
May Mean, the story o f  the only N avy ship nam ed for a  citizen o f  the Valley, the USS Horace A. Bass, curated 
by M useum  staff m em ber R oy B augher in.

Collection highlights include an im portant pair o f  andirons from  Fluke’s Tavern and a signed piece o f 
Southwest V irginia pottery (see facing page).

Recently, on N ovem ber 1, the M useum  &  Society led a  highly successful jo in t effort w ith the City o f 
Roanoke, D ow ntow n Roanoke, Inc., N orfolk  Southern Corporation, Center in  the Square, the V irginia M u­
seum  o f Transportation, C om m onw ealth C oach and Trolley M useum  and the R oanoke Valley Preservation 
Foundation to celebrate the 150th anniversary o f  the sem inal arrival o f the Valley’s first train, the “Roanoke,” in 
1852. A s a  result, a historic m arker now  m arks the approxim ate arrival spot along downtown Roanoke’s R ail 
Walk.

Looking tow ard the future, th isy earth e  M useum  & Society was awarded two grants from  theV irginia 
Foundation for the H um anities, a  rare honor. The first w ill support the production o f the M useum  & Society 
film  Bright Leaf: The Tobacco Culture o f the Old B elt o f Virginia, by  Jim  C raw ford. The second w ill 
support a  M useum  &  Society exhib it organized  by  A nna Fariello , Movers & Makers: Doris Ulman’s Por- 
trait o f the Appalachian Craft Revival. The latter has also received a  grant from  the V irginia Com m ission for 
the A rts -  a first-tim e aw ard fo r the M useum  &  Society.

It is to  you, the M useum  & S ociety’s ind iv idual, corporate and foundation supporters, volunteers, 
participants and visitors, that thanks be given. D espite difficult tim es, your M useum  & Society thrives!

R ead and enjoy!

D. K ent Chrism an 
Executive D irector
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Railroads and Their People: 20th Century 
Rail Development in Southwest Virginia

By Louis M. Newton

A lthough proposals w ere m ade by  w estern V irginians to  build  a  railroad as early as 1833, it w as not J \  until 1850 that actual construction was begun on the Virginia & Tennessee Railroad in Lynchburg. The 
-A  -A jou te  progressed across Cam pbell and Bedford counties, through a com er o f Botetourt, in to  Roanoke 
County, through the com m unity o f B ig L ick, and by D ecem ber1852 had reached the county seat o f  Salem.

W ork then continued through the difficult m ountainous terrain w est to the N ew  R iver and on through 
southw estern V irginia to  B risto l, on the Tennessee state line, reached in  1856. By the tim e o f  the C ivil War, 
through connections to  the east and w est, the V irginia & Tennessee form ed part o f a thin chain o f  railroads 
stretching from  H am pton R oads to  the M ississippi R iver at M emphis.

Som e historians are o f  the opinion that the existence o f  the V irginia & Tennessee betw een Lynchburg 
and B ristol kept the southw estern V irginia counties from  seceding from  the Com m onwealth and jo in ing  the 
counties to  the north in  the form ation o fthe state ofW est Virginia. A t any rate, the Virginia & Tennessee and its 
connections suffered badly  during the w ar and struggled through the Reconstruction era.

The lines in  V irginia w ere united after the w ar into the A tlantic, M ississippi & O hio R ailroad, headed 
by form er C onfederate G eneral W illiam  M ahone, in  1870. U nfortunately, econom ic troubles o f  the 1870s 
forced the AM & O into  receivership. In  1881, its properties w ere acquired by the C lark banking interests o f 
Philadelphia and renam ed the N orfolk &  W estern Railroad. The C larks also ow ned the Shenandoah Valley 
R ailroad, then under construction, and com pleted it the follow ing year to  a connection w ith the N & W  in the 
com m unity o f  B ig L ick in  Roanoke County.

M eanw hile, th e  C lark  in terests, th rough the leadership o f  F rederick  J. K im ball, p residen t o f the 
Shenandoah V alley and  a v ice president— and later president— o f N&W , becam e interested in  reaching the 
coalfields along along the V irginia-W est V irginia border. By 1883, a  railroad line had been bu ilt w est from  
Radford through the N ew  R iver Valley to G len Lyn, then along East R iver and into the coalfields in  the Blue- 
stone Valley to  the tow n o f  Pocahontas in  Tazew ell County. The subsequent rapid developm ent o f  the coal 
industry in  the area resu lted  in  the construction o f  a num ber o f  branch lines and established the N orfolk  & 
W estern as one o f  the leading coal-carrying railroads in the U nited States.

Extending tow ard the southw est from  Bluefield, V irginia, by 1891, the N& W  had constructed a line 
through the C linch Valley w hile the Louisville & N ashville had built east from  Cum berland Gap. The two lines 
connected in  W ise County at P rince’s Flats, later renam ed N orton in honor o f  L& N President Eckstein Norton. 
In a  project o f  even greater im portance, the N& W  also extended its m ain line w est into the Ohio R iver Valley, 
and by 1892 had  a rou te extending from  N orfolk all the w ay to  Colum bus, Ohio. It w as then in  a  position to 
haul coal both east and w est ou t o fthe highly productive Pocahontas coalfields.

The area o f  far southw estern V irginia, in  the counties o f  R ussell, D ickenson, W ise, Scott and Lee, 
attracted a num ber o f  railroads, including the Louisville & N ashville. In  the late 1890s and early  1900s, the 
area saw  the entrance o f  o ther carriers, including the predecessors o f  the Southern, the C linchfield  and the

Louis M. Newton worked fo r  the Norfolk & Western and Norfolk Southern railways from 1950 until 
1987, retiring as assistant vice president, Transportation Department. He has written four volumes o f 
railroad history.
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In the summer o f 1897, a Class D 10-wheel steam locomotive pulled a passenger trainload o f Norfolk & 
Western Railway employees to a meeting at Grottoes in Rockingham County. (History Museum photo)

In terstate, all bu ilt prim arily to  tap the coal resources o f  that part o f the state. In  later years, the N & W  bu ilt an 
extensive rail netw ork in  Buchanan County.

Lines o f the Chesapeake & Ohio Railw ay and its predecessors operated through the A lleghany H igh­
lands, includ ing  th e  counties o f  A lleghany, B otetourt and C raig. The c ity  o f  C lifton  Forge becam e a  key  
location  on the C& O  system . The first decade o f  the 20th century saw the construction o f  the V irginian R ail­
way, p art o f w hich paralleled  the N& W  from  Roanoke w est through the N ew  R iver Valley.

D espite the  presence o f  the other carriers, the N orfolk  & W estern becam e the dom inant railw ay in  
southw estern Virginia. The location o f its general offices and extensive shop facilities in the form er com m unity 
o f  B ig L ick, w hich had developed into the City ofRoanoke, m ade it particularly prom inent in  that section o f the 
state.

A n overview  o f  the N&W^ and its organization shows the w ide variety  o f skills and talents necessary 
fo r the efficient operation o f  a  great industry. W ith a  few  variations, the sam e general principles w ould apply to  
the o ther railroads o f  southw estern Virginia.

B y about 1910, the m ajor railroad system s o f the U nited States had  been w ell established. They w ere 
the dom inant form  o f transportation. Their only real com petition, but only in  lim ited areas, w as from  w ater­
w ays. Railroads hauled virtually all the freight, express m ail and passengers. In  m any com m unities, the railroad 
station w as the center o f com m ercial activity.

H ow ever, the dom inance o f railroads in  the transportation field probably peaked around 1915, after 
w hich  the industry  began a  slow  decline, brought about prim arily  by the rise  o f the autom obile and paved  
roads. Local passenger business was the first to be affected, follow ed by short-haul and tim e-sensitive freight 
traffic. This decline accelerated during the 1920s and becam e precipitous during the G reat D epression. Then
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A fading photo shows an old steam locomotive manned by a Bluefield yard crew. (History Museum photo)

a  tem porary reversal o f  fortunes occurred during W orld W ar II w hen the railroads experienced their “finest 
hour,” handling unprecedented volum es o f traffic. Unfortunately, for m any railroads the decline in virtually all 
segm ents o f  their business resum ed and continued during the latter h a lf o f  the 20th century. R ailroad em ploy­
m ent, o f  course, was drastically reduced.

Although its functions have changed to a great degree, the railroad industry is no t dead. Let us go back 
to  the tim e w hen railroads w ere a t their position  o f  g reatest prom inence, in  th e  early  decades o f  the  20th 
century, and consider how  N orfolk & W estern “railroad m en” w orked.

First, railroading was prim arily a “m an’s w orld.” Few  wom en w ere em ployed by  the industry until the 
1920s and then usually  only in  clerical positions. Second, the term , “railroad  m an,” covers a w ide range o f  
positions and includes individuals w ith m any different skills and tem peram ents. “R ailroad m en” did, however, 
generally have one comm on characteristic: They w ere intensely loyal to  their em ployer and m any spent their 
entire working careers, som etim es m ore than h a lf a century, w ith one company.

In recent years, w e have learned about “24/7” com panies, those that operate around-the-clock, seven 
days a week. There is really little new  about such a  system —railroads have been operating that w ay for m ore 
than  150 years. M uch railroad  w ork w as perform ed at n ight and m any em ployees carried  out th e ir duties 
behind the scenes and out o f the public eye. Let us look at som e o f  the particulars.

The operation o f  a  railroad has been likened to that o f  a  m ilitary organization. To a  great extent, such 
a  com parison is true. A  strict system  o f discipline was applied in  order to  ensure safety and to  provide fo r the 
punctual operation o f trains. Orders from  the top w ere expected to  be com plied w ith throughout the organiza­
tion and the failure o f  any link in the chain could have a  detrim ental effect on the rest o f  the operations.

L arge system s w ere broken dow n into operating  divisions, each  headed  by  a superin tendent and 
responsible for its ow n operation and its coordination w ith connecting divisions o f  the system . The N & W  had 
five road operating divisions, four o f w hich had some trackage in  Virginia.

The m ost basic elem ent in  a railroad is its track and structures. In  principle, although greatly im proved 
in  quality, it is alm ost the same now  as when railroads began— steel rails fastened to  crossties and supported by
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crushed stone, o r ballast. R ailroad lines w ere divided into sections o f various lengths, perhaps five or 10 m iles, 
headed by  a  section forem an. In  m any cases, the forem an w as furnished a com pany house, ad jacent to  the 
right-of-w ay. H is forces consisted o f a  group o f laborers usually called “section m en,” w ho had  the responsi­
bility  for the routine m aintenance o f the track on their section.

These m en labored in  the heat w aves o f sum m er, the cold blasts o f w inter and in  every other k ind  o f  
w eather condition. They earned their living truly by the “sweat o f their brows,” w orking m ostly w ith hand tools 
such as p icks, shovels, spike m auls, track  jacks and ballast forks. They traveled  to and from  th e ir w ork on 
hand cars, propelled  by  the pum ping section o f the riders.

T heir norm al w ork hours were during daylight, but when trouble such as broken rail occurred at night, 
the section forem an w ould assem ble his m en, gather the necessary m aterials and m ake repairs as expeditiously 
as possible. The first rule w as to  ensure safety. The next w as to restore service as quickly as possible in  order 
to  keep the trains running.

W hen snow  accum ulated in w inter, the section m en w ere the ones called  upon to  rem ove it from  
sw itches, clear station platform s and road crossings and do anything else required to keep the railroad running. 
T heir w ork  had to  be  done betw een train  m ovem ents, so as to  cause as little delay as possible. In  short, the 
m aintenance-of-w ay personnel labored under often trying conditions to  ensure the safety and continuity o f the 
railroad’s operations.

F or large-scale projects, such as laying new  rail, the railroad em ployed large groups o f  m en know n as 
“extra gangs.” These gangs m oved over the system  as their w ork required and w ere frequently long distances 
from  the hom es o f  their m em bers. They w ere usually housed in  cam p cars, consisting o f several dorm itory or 
“bunk” cars and a  dining car. The cars w ere m oved from  place to  place as the  w ork required  and on w eek­
ends, the m en w ere furnished free rail transportation to  and from  their homes.

E m ployees o f  the bridge and building departm ent included carpenters, m asons, steelw orkers and 
painters. Their responsibilities included m aintaining station buildings and other structures along the way, includ­
ing bridges ranging in  height up to  150 feet or m ore.

O ther “outside” w orkers w ere the signal m aintained, responsible for the safety and efficiency o f  the 
signal system s along the way. In  daytim e, they perform ed routine m aintenance and tests o f signal equipm ent. 
They w ere subject to  call at any tim e, however, and w ould frequently be sum m oned at n ight to  take care o f  
trouble, especially during or after windstorm s, ice storm s or snow. Frequently w orking alone and in  the dark, 
they kept the  silent sentinels o f  safety working. Telephone and telegraph linem en often had sim ilar w orking 
conditions.

Steam  locom otives w ere the very symbol o f railroading itself. Their m aintenance in  top-notch shape 
w as essential to  an efficient operation and required a  sm all arm y o f m en. A fter every trip , a  locom otive w as 
routinely serviced by  cleaning the fire, dum ping the ashes, replenishing the fuel, water, sand and lubrication 
supplies and  w ashing. T hese tasks w ere usually  perform ed by  laborers. L ocom otives w ere m oved in  the  
engine term inal by hostlers and their helpers.

R outine m aintenance w as generally perform ed in  roundhouses at strategic locations on the system , 
usually a t crew  change points. The work w as perform ed by  various crafts, including m achinists, boilerm akers, 
p ipefitters, blacksm iths and their respective helpers. B y its nature, the w ork w as dirty, w ith soot and cinders 
m ixing w ith  grease and  o il to  form  a grubby and grim y m ixture th a t adhered to  m any o f  the  surfaces o f  a 
locom otive. A t any rate, in  the often dark recesses o f the roundhouse, these m en w ent about duties, using both 
b rain  and braw n as they  w orked underneath, on top of, and inside the locom otives to  ensure th a t they  w ere 
properly m aintained. The failure o f a locomotive on the road could be highly disruptive to  an efficient operation.

R olling stock w as m aintained by  a  separate class o f em ployees, know n variously as “carm en, car 
repairers” o r “car knockers,” from  their practice oftapping on car wheels w ith a  ham m er to  see if  they w ere in  
good condition. A  w heel w ith  a defect w ould yield  a hollow  sound. By its nature, m uch car w ork w as per-
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form ed outdoors and, o f  course, in  all kinds o f  w eather. Inspectors w ould carefu lly  inspect every  car in  an 
inbound train  and add oil to  the journal boxes. On an outbound train, they w ould couple the air hoses, assist in 
the testing o f the brakes and m ake a final inspection o f  the train  before it w as released from  a  term inal.

R efrigerator cars, handling fresh m eat o r produce, required special handling at certain  term inals en 
route. A  m ixture o f ice and salt was added to  the bunkers in  order to m aintain the desired  cold tem peratures.

Cars found to be defective in an inbound train were tagged and sw itched to  a  “shop track,” som etim es 
called  a “rip track,” w here they w ere repaired and returned to  service. M uch o f  this w ork w as also perform ed 
outdoors.

Train operations were controlled from  the division dispatcher’s office, under the general supervision o f 
the superintendent. M ost divisions had a  chief dispatcher who w orked during the day, and a night ch ief as well.

So-called “trick dispatch­
ers,” w orking eight-hour 
sh ifts, issued  orders to  
trains on the road through 
operators a t stations and 
signal tow ers along  the 
ro ad . F o r m an y  years 
these orders w ere trans­
m itted by telegraph, a pro- 
cess th a t requ ired  a spe­
cial andhighly prized skill. 
Telegraphers w ere som e­
w hat o f a  fraternity o f their 
ow n as they  com m uni­
cated through their arcane 
system  o f  M orse code.

S ta tio n s w ere  lo ­
c a te d  in  co m m u n ities

A Norfolk & Western Railway wrecking crew paused fo r  a picture around alongthe way, usually five
1910-1912. (History Museum photo) to  10 m iles apart. In  m any

cases, they  w ere the cen­
ter o f  atow n’s activity. The

sm aller stations were staffed by a single individual, generally w orking daylight hours, w ho had m ultiple duties. 
A s the com pany’s local agent, he sold passenger tickets, handled freight and express, delivered orders to  train 
and engine crew s, and took care o f any other duties that came his way. Som e stations in  rem ote locations were 
tw o-story structures, w ith the upper floor serving as a  residence for the agent and his fam ily.

The larger stations, open around the clock, w ere staffed by several em ployees w ho had m ore special­
ized  duties. In  any case, the  local railroad  station w as the p lace w here passengers began  o r ended  their
journeys. Express and sm all freight shipm ents were handled and in m any cases the railroad station also was the
local telegraph office. U. S. m ail was handled at the station for further m ovem ent to  or from  the local post office.

A ll these people and facilities existed for one purpose— so that the trains could run  and m ove people 
and goods. Otherwise, the railroad and all its facilities were o f no value. O f course, the trains required train and 
engine crews to  m an them .

B ut before the trains could run on the road, their cars w ere assem bled in  a  yard , thus requiring  the 
services o f a  yard or sw itch crew, w hich norm ally consisted o f  a yard conductor, tw o brakem en, an engineer 
and a  firem an. Typically, under the supervision o f a yardm aster, they gathered cars from  local industries, the
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local freight station, interchange from  other railroads and inbound trains. They then classified them  on various 
tracks, bu ilt them  in  blocks by destination and assem bled them  in to  an outbound train . U sing hand signals 
prim arily and w orking in  all kinds o f  w eather conditions, yard  crew s sw itched cars sw iftly but carefully and 
safely. They had to  be constantly alert and all m em bers o f  a  crew  learned to  w ork together as a team  in order 
to carry out their duties.

Road freight trains were in charge o f a  conductor. Am ong other things, before beginning a  trip, he w as 
required to  see that he had a  proper w aybill o r other authorization to  m ove every car in  his train. O nce under 
way, he rode in  the caboose w ith the rear brakem an o r flagm an, keeping a  constant lookout fo r any defects 
that m ight develop in  cars on their train. W hen the tra in  stopped en route, the rear brakem an w ent back w ith 
flagging equipm ent to  provide protection against follow ing trains. The front brakem an rode on the locom otive, 
observed his portion o f  the train  w hile m oving and coupled or uncoupled cars p icked up o r set o ff en route.

U nder som e conditions, as in  the case o f  local o r m ine sw itching runs, the  crew s included a  th ird  
brakem an to assist in  sw itching and/or to  load and unload less-than carload freight en route.

The locom otive engineer—enginem an was the m ore form al term — w as perhaps the m ost recognized 
o f all railroad m en. Children— and others— loved to  w ave at a  passing train  and have a  friendly engineer w ave 
back. Perhaps such an exchange o f greetings w as one o f  the “fringe benefits” o f  a  dem anding job , because an 
engineer had m any duties. B efore a run  began, he had to  know  that the locom otive w as in  proper operating 
condition. Then, from  his seat on the right side o f the cab, he had all the pow er o f  the locom otive at his disposal. 
W ith the throttle lever, he controlled the flow  o f steam  from  the boiler to  the cylinders. W ith the reverse lever, 
he regulated the flow.

One o f his crucial duties w as to  keep a  constant eye on the w ater gauge to ensure that a proper level 
o f  w ater w as m aintained in  the boiler. A high  level w ould im pair the efficiency o f the locom otive; low  w ater 
could result in severe dam age to  the boiler or, in  extrem e cases, a  d isastrous explosion. The engineer super­
vised the w ork o f  the firem an to  see that a proper fire bed  and adequate bo iler pressure w ere m aintained.

M eanw hile, he w as required to  operate the locom otive at the correct speed to  m aintain the schedule, 
at the same tim e not exceeding the speed lim it, especially on curves and in  other restricted areas. The engineer 
watched for w ayside signals and operated his train in  accordance w ith their indication. H e sounded the w histle 
for grade crossings and at other tim es as required by  rule. In  addition, he had  to  com ply w ith the provisions o f 
train orders w ith respect to m eeting or passing other trains. H e observed not only w hat w as im m ediately w ithin 
his view  but also visualized w hat was a  m ile or m ore ahead. In  addition, w ith  a  long freight train, he had to  be 
aw are o f  the profile o f the line a  m ile o r m ore to  the rear in  order to  avoid excessive slack action.

In the case o f  a  freight train, the engineer som etim es had to  contend w ith handling a train o f as m any as 
175 cars weighing 16,000 tons or m ore. In the m ountains, he had to  be especially skilled in  the operation o f  the 
train’s braking system. Going downhill safely was often m ore challenging than going up.

Passenger trains, som etim es consisting o f 18 o r m ore cars operating at speeds o f m ore than a  m ile a 
m inute had to be handled w ith exceptional sm oothness in  order to  avoid injury to passengers or dam age to  the 
chinaware in the dining car. Skilled experienced engineers could m ake it look as easy as driving an autom obile, 
but, as w e have seen, there w as m uch m ore to  it than  that.

The firem an’s position was on the left side o f  the locom otive. In  the days o f  hand-fired locom otives, 
however, he had little tim e to occupy his seat there w hen the train w as m oving. Instead, he was busy conveying 
coal from  the tender to  the firebox by  m eans o f a hand  shovel, an  o ften  strenuous task . H ow ever, h is jo b  
required m ore than sim ply shoveling; he had to  know  w here and w hen to  p lace the coal in  the firebox so that 
the fire w ould bum  evenly and w ould m ake a m inim um  o f smoke. H e carefully coordinated his w ork w ith that 
o f the engineer, such as anticipating stops or slow downs and handling the firing accordingly.

A s locom otives grew  increasingly larger and heavier during  the early  part o f  the 20th century, they  
exceeded the ab ility  o f  a  m an to  fire them . A s a resu lt, m echanical stokers cam e in to  use. A lthough they
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relieved  the firem an o f  m uch o f  the drudgery o f  h is w ork, it w as still necessary  to  contro l their operation 
m anually  in  order to  obtain  an even firebed  and m ain tain  the p roper steam  pressure. L ocom otives could 
som etim es be quite tem peram ental, especially w ith respect to  their steam ing qualities, and their proper firing 
was part art and part science. W hether hand o r stoker-fired, the efficient operation o f  a  locom otive required

team w ork on the part o f the engineer and firem an 
as w ell as the locom otive itself.

Passenger trains probably provided mem­
bers o f  the general public w ith their m ost fam iliar 
contact w ith  railroads. P assenger trains w ere in 
charge o f  a  conductor, w ho w as responsible for 
the overall safety and operation ofthe train. Among 
h is o ther duties, he lifted  (took  up) tickets from  
passengers o r co llected  cash  fares and properly  
accounted fo r them . The trainm en— one or tw o 
depending on the length o f the train— announced 
stations, opened and closed doors and helped pas­
sengers on and o ff the train. A  porter assisted pas­
sengers w ith luggage and kep t the in terior o f the 
cars clean. A  baggage m aster o r equivalent posi­
tion  took  care o f  checked baggage in the baggage 
car.

Trains w ith  sleeping cars had a  Pullm an 
conductor, who supervised the Pullm an porters and 
handled  tickets and reservations fo r passengers 
occupying sleeping car space. Pullm an porters—  
one p e r car— handled luggage, m ade up berths, 
shined shoes on overnight trips and called passen­
gers in  the m orning, on request.

O n trains w ith dining cars, a stew ard su­
perv ised  their operation and w as in  charge o f  the 
chefs and waiters. Cooking and serving appetizing 
m eals on a  m oving train  w as an art in  itself. The 
results, how ever, w ere thoroughly enj oyed by the 
traveling public. V eteran travelers can rem em ber 

Brakeman James A. Cook appears ready for duty on b reak fast on N orfo lk  & W estern dining cars as
the N& W. (History Museum photo) the trains rolled through the Shenandoah Valley or

g lided  alongside the banks o f  the N ew  R iver in 
Southw estern Virginia. Sm ithfield ham  and eggs, 

fried apples and hot biscuits w ere am ong the m ore popular item s.
Passenger trains generally carried express by  m eans o f  the Railw ay Express Agency, an entity jointly  

ow ned by m ost o f  the m ajor railroads. A n express m essenger handled the loading and unloading at various 
stations.

Although not railroad em ployees as such, railw ay postal clerks w ere closely associated w ith the indus­
try  and w ere earned on m any passenger trains. They w ere actually em ployees o f  the Railw ay M ail Service, a 
division o fth e  U .S. Post O ffice. They rode in  cars designated as “R ailw ay Post O ffices,” w hich in  fact they 
w ere. The cars contained boxes into w hich m ail could  be deposited and postm arked by  that particular post
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office.
Railw ay Post O ffices could be as short as 15 feet in length, occupying only a  section o f  a  larger car and 

often  m anned by  a  single clerk. O r they  could be as long as 60 feet, stretch ing  the fu ll len g th  o f  a  car and  
m anned by  as m any as 10 o r 12 clerks.

One o f the m ore dram atic m om ents for bystanders in  sm all tow ns w as the fleeting glim pse o f  a  postal 
clerk in  the doorw ay o f a  Railw ay Post O ffice car on a  fast-m oving train  as he m anipulated a  hook to  catch the 
m ail hung on a trackside crane while simultaneously throwing o ff a bag o f inbound m ail for the local post office. 
In  those days, long before the use o f  zip codes, Railw ay Post O ffice clerks sorted m ail en route and in  som e 
cases even pre-classified it fo r destination cities. M any people w ould agree that over m oderate distances, say 
up to  500 m iles, m ail m oved faster and m ore consistently under the RPO system  than  it does today.

R ank and file em ployees w ere generally paid by the hour as covered by  labor agreem ents, w ith provi­
sion fo r overtim e after a certain  num ber o f hours per week. They generally had fixed  duty hours on various 
shifts.

Train and engine service em ployees, however, were paid on a  com plex system  based on m ileage, w ith 
100 m iles being a basic day in  road  service and w ith provision for overtim e w hen appropriate. The pay  fo r 
engineers and firem en varied according to the weight on driving wheels o f their locom otive, and fo r conductors 
and trainm en according to  the num ber o f  cars in their train. Various arbitrary paym ents w ere m ade for extra 
duties no t considered to  be connected w ith the direct operation o f  their train.

T rain and engine crew s w ere subject to  the Federal H ours o f  Service Law , w hich  fo r m any years 
generally lim ited them  to 16 continuous hours o f duty, later reduced to  12. There w as no distinction betw een 
n ight and day o r any day o f  the w eek. O lder em ployees w ith sufficient sen iority  cou ld  usually  ho ld  dow n 
assigned runs w ith m ore less fixed reporting tim es. Others, though, were generally subject to  call on one hour’s 
notice at any tim e o f the day or night after having had eight hours’ rest from  their previous tou r o f  duty.

B efore com m ercial telephones cam e into general use, m ost train  and engine crew s lived w ithin close 
proxim ity o f their reporting point. They w ere called for duty by a “call boy.”

M inute-by-m inute operation o f trains was controlled by dispatchers. The training and general supervi­
sion o f  train  crew s, however, was the responsibility o f a division trainm aster and his assistants. These division 
supervisors traveled  over th e ir respective territo ries, rode trains as necessary, observed  the w ork  o f  th e ir 
crew s and acted as troubleshooters w hen needed. They w ere subject to  call a t all tim es, day o r n ight and often 
w orked long and unpredictable hours.

The operation o f the railroad required a  voluminous am ount o f record-keeping, handled by  a  m ultitude 
o f  clerks w ith varying levels o f  skills and responsibilities. O riginally done m ostly by  hand, clerical w ork w as 
gradually m echanized through the years. A t sm aller stations, the local agent w as his ow n clerk. A t larger ones, 
clerks had m ore specialized duties. O ther clerks w orked in  division offices and in  the various departm ents o f  
the general offices. C lerk-typists were required to be able to  type a  specified num ber o f  w ords p er m inute and 
stenographer-clerks w ere required to be proficient in  shorthand.

The Engineering D epartm ent was headed by the ch ief engineer, w ho had a  num ber o f  assistants spe­
cializing in  various areas o f civil engineering. These included roadw ay m aintenance, track construction, bridge 
design and m aintenance and building design and m aintenance (architecture). In  the field , survey parties ob­
tained data from  w hich draftsm en in  the office could prepare drawings. A  system  m aterial yard  supplied track 
and bridge m aterial fo r the system . Track m aintenance at the division level w as supervised by  roadm asters. 
The N & W  had its own plant at Radford for creosoting crossties. The Engineering D epartm ent had  its ow n test 
departm ent fo r evaluating m aterials and processes.

The Telegraph and Signal D epartm ent was responsible for designing and m aintaining the com pany’s 
communications and signal systems. Signal circuit designers were among the specialists em ployed to  design the 
com plicated circuitry required for railroad signal systems.
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The M otive Pow er Departm ent, headed by a  general superintendent, w as divided into tw o m ain areas: 
locom otive and cars. Shops at outlying points perform ed routine m aintenance on locom otives and cars. Heavier 
w ork, however, such as overhauling locom otives and rebuilding cars, w as perform ed at a  centralized location: 
N & W ’s R oanoke Shops. In  addition, fo r a  num ber o f years the N & W  designed  and bu ilt m any o f  its ow n 
locom otives and cars.

This required a skilled group o f m echanical engineers w ho specialized  in various phases o f  design 
w ork. The several departm ents o f  the shops w ere part o f  a  m anufacturing  facility  th at w orked not only to 
produce replacem ent parts but also com ponents for new  equipm ent.

The foundry produced castings o f iron, steel, brass and bronze, thus requiring patternm akers, coremakers, 
m olders and others to  tend the furnaces and cupolas. The w ork w as hot in  the  sum m er, cold in the w inter and 
potentially hazardous. Even so, skilled and experienced foundrym en could m ake the spectacular sight o f  pour­
ing red-hot m olten m etal into a m old appear alm ost as effortless as pouring batter into a  w affle iron. It w asn’t 
that easy, o f course, but they could m ake it look that way.

The blacksm ith, o r forging shop, carried on the ancient process o f  pounding m etal into various shapes. 
A lthough it had been partially  m echanized, the “large and sinew y hands” and  “braw ny arm s” described by 
Longfellow  in “The Village Blacksm ith” w ere still useful characteristics fo r blacksm iths. In  som e o f the m ore 
dram atic operations o f the shop, red-hot steel billets w ere m ethodically  pounded into the desired shapes by 
m assive steam  forging ham m ers m anned by skilled ham m ersm iths and their crew s. A gain, although it was a 
process that w as a com bination o f art and science, coupled w ith hard  w ork, skilled craftsm en could m ake it 
look alm ost as easy as pulling toffee candy.

Bo ilerm a k erDid  Loud  W o r k

B y its nature, the boiler shop w as a place noted for, am ong other th ings, its noise. That, however, w as 
sim ply a byproduct o f its w ork o f repairing locom otive boilers and building new  ones. Boilerm akers could roll 
heavy steel plates to  the proper contour, fasten them  together by  m eans o f  rivets o r bo lts, and perform  the 
other w ork required to  fabricate a huge vessel that could safely and efficiently  generate steam  at pressures up 
to  300 pounds per square inch. It w as all in  a day’s w ork.

Skilled craftsm en in the machine shop turned out a  variety o f  finished products, ranging from  small nuts 
and bolts to locom otive components w eighing several tons. Tool and diem akers were am ong the m ost skilled 
o f the m achinists. V irtually every part o f  a locom otive had som e w ork perform ed on it in  the m achine shop.

In  the erecting shop, locom otives undergoing heavy repairs w ere lifted  o ff their w heels by m assive 
overhead cranes and stripped o f their com ponents, w hich w ere overhauled and  then reassem bled. It w as also 
the location w here new  locom otives w ere assem bled. C raftsm en o ther than these w ho w orked in  the erecting 
shop o r other areas included w elders, sheet-m etal w orkers, electricians and  carpenters.

N ew  freight cars w ere constructed at Roanoke Shops on an outdoor facility  know n as the “Freight 
Line.” M aterials produced in other portions o f the shops o r purchased from  outside vendors w ere handled by 
steam -pow ered cranes and assem bled by carm en into the finished product. Passenger cars w ere repaired in  a 
separate shop. C rafts em ployed there included cabinet-m akers, upholsterers and electricians.

The Test D epartm ent w as a part o f  the M otive Pow er D epartm ent. Its s ta ff included  several test 
engineers as well as chemists. Am ong its responsibilities w as the testing and evaluation o f  m aterials purchased 
o r produced by the company. From  tim e to  tim e, it perform ed road  tests o f  locom otives in  order to  evaluate 
their perform ance and im prove efficiency.

The Purchasing D epartm ent was responsible for purchasing and storing the vast am ounts o f m aterials 
used on the railroad. A  large general storehouse w as located  in  R oanoke, w ith  sm aller facilities located  at 
outlying points, staffed by storekeepers. The Purchasing D epartm ent sta ff also  included a  lum ber agent, re-
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Railroad paint shop office workers were on the job, with an upright typewriter and old telephones. 
(History Museum photo)

sponsible for acquiring crossties and other tim ber products, as w ell as a stationer, responsible fo r purchasing 
stationery and office supplies fo r the system.

The Transportation D epartm ent had general supervision over system  train  schedules, locom otive dis­
tribution and car supply and it w as responsible for car rental paym ents w ith other railroads.

K eeping track o f all the m oney collected and disbursed throughout the system  w as the function o f the 
A ccounting D epartm ent. It w as staffed by  num erous accountants, bookkeepers, auditors, agents and clerks, 
all o f  w hom  had their special areas o f responsibility.

O ther departm ents related to  finance w ere the treasurer’s office, the payroll departm ent and  the taxa­
tion departm ent. C laim  agents and claim  adjusters w orked in the Casualty Claim  D epartm ent, responsible fo r 
investigating and settling casualty claim s. The Freight C laim  D epartm ent w as a  separate section, staffed by  
freight claim  adjusters, who handled claim s for dam aged or lost freight.

The railw ay had its ow n police departm ent, usually know n as the Special Service D epartm ent. P lain­
clo thes special agents or railw ay policem en w ere stationed throughout the system  to  p ro tec t passengers, 
em ployees, com pany property  and lading. They generally  kept a  low  p ro file  b u t w ere qu ick  to  act w hen 
needed.

The Public Relations and A dvertising D epartm ent was responsible for advertising the com pany’s ser­
vices and  prom oting its im age. It included the editor, w riters and photographers fo r the com pany m agazine.

The Traffic Departm ent was m ade up o f the com pany’s salesmen, although they w ere generally known 
as “traffic  m anagers,” “general freight agents” or by  sim ilar titles. A lthough the departm ent heads w ere in  
R oanoke, sales agents were located in  all im portant on-line cities as w ell as outlying locations from  coast to  
coast. The Industrial and A gricultural Departm ent assisted in getting new  rail-oriented industries to  locate in  
N & W  territory.

A s its nam e im plies, the Law  D epartm ent handled the com pany’s legal m atters, including regulatory 
issues a t the local, state and federal level.
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A s in  m ost corporations, the Executive D epartm ent consisted  o f  the  top  o ffic ia ls and departm ent 
heads o f  the com pany. A ll w ere located in  Roanoke, except fo r the treasu rer and corporate secretary, who 
had their offices in Philadelphia, apparently a  concession to the Pennsylvania R ailroad’s heavy financial invest­
m ent in the N orfolk & W estern. M ost o f  the executives w ere N & W  veterans w ho had  w orked their w ay up 
the corporate ladder through m any years o f service.

Throughout its long history, the N orfolk &  W estern w as fortunate to  have m en o f  h igh integrity in its 
leadership. N ot only did they serve the com pany w ell but they w ere also leaders in  the civic and cultural life o f 
the community.

Educational requirem ents for railroad employees obviously varied w ith the particular job. Through the 
years, the com pany becam e m ore selective, especially as the general level o f  education rose.

Laborers required m inim al educational standards; indeed in  the early  part o f  the century and for some 
years later, a  few  were illiterate. The standards for helpers w ere som ew hat higher. A pprentices for journeym en 
positions, as w ell as locom otive firem en and brakem en, w ere generally required to  have a  h igh school educa­
tion.

On-The-Job  Training

M ost railroad training in  the early part o f the 20th century w as on-the-j ob. In  the unskilled crafts, first- 
line supervisors and m ore experienced workers taught the new  em ployees. F o r m echanics’ positions, such as 
m achinists and boilerm akers, employees served a four-year apprenticeship before establishing their seniority in 
a  particular craft.

Locom otive firem en, after several years o f experience, w ere required to  pass an exam ination on oper­
ating rules and  locom otive and air brake operation before being prom oted to  engineer. B rakem en (trainm en) 
w ere sim ilarly required to  pass an exam ination for prom otion to  conductor.

D ispatchers w ere prom oted from  the ranks o f telegraphers. Y ardm asters and trainm asters w ere usu­
ally prom oted from  the ranks o f  clerks, telegraphers and trainm en.

The m ore skilled levels o f clerks, such as stenographers, usually  had  som e business school training. 
C orrespondence courses w ere offered in  a  num ber o f fields o f study for railroad  w orkers, including the shop 
crafts.

As tim e went on, a num ber o f m iddle m anagem ent positions w ere filled by college graduates, although 
some posts continued to  be filled from  the ranks.

R ank-and-file railroad em ployees have been organized into craft labor unions for m any years. Highly 
detailed labor agreem ents covered rates ofpay, w orking conditions and separation o f  w ork according to  craft.

Em ployee pensions w ere covered by a system  established by  the federal R ailroad R etirem ent A ct o f 
1935. The benefits w ere som ew hat sim ilar to those provided by the Social Security System .

A  num ber o f strikes occurred through the years, m any o f  them  on one railroad at a tim e. A  nationwide 
strike by  the shop crafts occurred in  1922 but replacem ent w orkers w ere h ired  and the railroads continued 
operations.

The passage o f  the R ailw ay L abor A ct in  1926 w as in tended  to  avo id  strikes b y  provid ing  for a 
cooling-off period before a  w ork stoppage could be initiated. H ow ever, in  M ay 1946, the nation’s railroads 
w ere shut dow n for several days by a strike. A num ber o f  th reatened  strikes in  the post-W orld W ar II years 
resulted in  tem porary governm ent seizure o f  the railroads. A t other tim es, selective strikes w ere called against 
individual carriers or groups o f  carriers.

In  th e  sum m er o f  1971, the N orfolk & W estern w as one o f  several railroads targeted  in  a  selective 
strike w hich lasted about tw o weeks. A  m ore serious situation arose in  1978 w hen the com pany w as struck by 
the clerks’ union in a  w ork stoppage that lasted fo r 82 days. D uring that tim e, how ever, the com pany w as able
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Precision work was daily routine in the N&W’s East End Shops in Roanoke where a worker operated a 
metal lathe. (History Museum photo)

to  operate at a  reasonably  high  level o f  capacity  w ith  tw o-m an superv isory  crew s and no cabooses. The 
N & W ’s success in operating w ithout the cars on the end o f  trains is generally regarded as an im portant factor 
in  the eventual elim ination o f cabooses nationw ide and the adoption o f  tw o-m an crews in  freight service.

The second h alf o f  the 20th century saw  dram atic changes in  the railroad industry in the U nited States. 
O ne o f  the m ost obvious w as the conversion from  steam  to  d iesel-electric m otive pow er. Even the N&W , 
w hich had rem ained loyal to  steam  longer than  any  other m ajor U .S . railroad, com pleted the conversion to  
diesel in  1960. A  m ajor result was a substantial reduction in  em ploym ent related to  locom otive m aintenance, 
particularly in such crafts as boilerm akers.

A fter W orld W ar II, railroads saw  an erosion o f  m uch o f their business. Jet airplanes took aw ay m any 
o f  the passengers. Im proved highw ays and particularly  the interstate highw ay system , siphoned o ff not only 
passengers but also huge volum es o f freight traffic. A  num ber o f  railroads w ere forced into bankruptcy; some 
rather large system s virtually disappeared from  the m ap and a  w holesale “rationalization” o f the railroads took 
place. Those factors, coupled w ith autom ation and  m echanization o f  m any functions form erly handled by  
manual processes, caused railroad em ploym ent to  be drastically  reduced by  the end o f the century.

From  1910 until about 1960, there  w as little  change in  the railroad  m ap o f  the U nited States. Some 
m inor branch lines were abandoned, som e subsidiary com panies w ere absorbed by their ow ners, but only a 
few  new  railroad lines w ere built. In 1959, how ever, the m odem  m erger m ovem ent began w hen the N orfolk & 
W estern and Virginian railw ays merged. This w as follow ed in  1964 by  an expansion into the M idw est that saw
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the N ickel P late and W abash railroads included in  the N orfolk & W estern. In  1982, the N orfolk & W estern
and Southern railw ays com bined to  form  N orfolk Southern and the system  headquarters w as m oved to N or­
folk.

M eanw hile, m ost o f  the other railroads in  the Southeast had been consolidated into the CSX system . 
In the late 1990s, N orfolk Southern and C SX  then divided the lines o f Conrail betw een them selves. The result 
has been that N orfolk  Southern and C SX  are the tw o rem aining large system s in  the East. A s fo r W estern 
Virginia, CSX operates lines in the A lleghany H ighlands in the coalfield counties. N orfolk Southern, however 
is still the dom inant carrier in Southw estern Virginia

The form ation o f  A m trak in  1971 relieved  m ost o f  the U . S. railroads from  d irect participation  in  
passenger business. A s far as the general public w as concerned, th is action probably  rem oved their m ost 
fam iliar contact w ith the railroad industry.

O ther things have changed as w ell. B eginning in  the 1980s, the nation’s railroads w ere partially  de­
regulated by the governm ent, thus helping to  strengthen their ability to com pete w ith other form s oftransporta- 
tion. In an efibrt to  reduce the labor-intensive nature o f  the industry, the carriers have contracted out som e o f  
their m aintenance work. Com puters and other centralized autom atic processes have virtually elim inated agents 
in the sm aller on-line com m unities and have greatly reduced the num ber ofclerical and accounting positions. 
M ost trains now  operate w ith only tw o-person crews. A nd railroading is no longer an exclusive “m an’s world” 
as wom en are now  on the payroll in  practically  all categories o f work.

In summ ary, railroads are now  som ew hat specialized “w holesalers” transporting freight rather than 
retailers handling a variety o f  business. They still haul large am ounts o f certain com m odities, such as coal, 

chemicals, grain, lumber, autom obile parts and finished autom obiles. B y increased involvem ent in the handling
o m term odal traffic, they  are endeavoring to  relieve som e o f  the congestion on the nation’s overburdened 
highways.

Obviously, the industry is no t so prom inent in the public eye as it once w as. Still, railroads, far from
bem g dead, are vital to  the nation’s econom y. And, even i f  in  reduced num bers, people are still essential to the 
operations o f railroads.
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The Virginia & Tennessee Railroad -
150 Years Ago________________________

By George Kegley

The firs t train “coughed and bellowed” when it reached Big Lick on Nov. 1, 1852

A century and a  h a lf ago, on N ovem ber 1,1852, the first train, a w ood-burning locom otive believed to  
have been  nam ed “R oanoke,” pulled  into B ig L ick from  Lynchburg, opening a prosperous era  o f  
steam  and diesel transportation o f freight and passengers. In three decades, Big L ick becam e Roanoke, 

recognized as a  railroad  tow n, hom e o f  the N orfolk and W estern Railway.
“The road  is bu t com pleted to  B ig Lick, and on this day passengers and freights are conveyed at that 

point,” Charles F.M . G arnett, ch ief engineer o f the Virginia and Tennessee Railroad, w rote to  the president and 
directors in  the com pany’s annual report dated Nov. 1,1852. That proved to  be an h istoric date in  R oanoke 
Valley railroad history.

In  this anniversary year, the com ing ofthe railroad was m arked by the unveiling o f an historic m arker at 
the approxim ate site  o f  the tra in ’s arrival. A fter the m arker cerem ony, luncheon talks w ere given at H otel 
R oanoke by John R Fishw ick, chairm an o f  the N orfolk and W est­
ern R ailw ay before its m erger w ith  the Southern 20 years ago, L.I.
Prillaman, vice chairm an ofN orfolk  Southern, successor to N&W, 
and L ouis N ew ton, a  retired  assistant vice president o f  N&W .

Fishw ick said that in his tim e w ith the railroad (1945-1981),
N & W  “w as a  b ig  deal in  R oanoke... The East End shops were the 
b lood  bank  fo r th e  com m unity.” N& W  and A ppalachian Pow er 
Co. “dominated local politics.” Prillam an said that first train in 1852 
gave B ig L ick  a  jum p start tow ard becom ing the com m ercial and 
social cen ter fo r the  w estern  p a rt o f  the C om m onw ealth and be­
yond. Executives o f  the V irginia &  Tennessee were visionanes, but 
they  had  no w ay o f  know ing ju s t how  b ig  their enterprise w ould 
becom e, he said. In  the  early  1950s, N ew ton said, N& W  w as the 
longest railroad inV irginia, the state’s largest taxpayer and the big­
gest R oanoke V alley em ployer, w ith  an estim ated 9,000 w orkers, including 3,000 in  the shops and another 
3,000 in  the offices. N orfolk  Southern em ployed about 1,800 in  Roanoke in  2002.

B ack in  1852, how  did residents o f  the crossroads village o f  B ig L ick see the arrival o f  the first tra in  
from  Lynchburg? C harles A. D eyerle o f Roanoke County, a  sm all boy at the tim e, later to ld  a  new spaper, “A  
hush fell upon th a t assem bly w hen w reaths o f sm oke w ere first seen to  rise and hover over that cut through 
w hich the tra in  w as to  com e. T hen the sm oke stack cam e into view , looking like som e uncanny and ug ly  
m onster, having a  sm all, lady-like w aist out o f all proportion to  its huge bell crown.”

D eyerle rep o rted  “expressions o f aw e, fear and consternation ... expectancy and  w onder” on the

A free ticket to ride the Va. & Tenn. 
fo r  three years, from  1853-1856. 
(History Museum photo)

George Kegley, a longtime resident o f Roanoke, is a permanent director o f the History Museum and editor 
o f the Journal.
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faces o f  the people w ho had not seen a train  before. “Their greatest concern and curiosity  centered chiefly in 
the m otive pow er and its operation,” he said. The engine “fainted, breathed, sneezed, coughed, bellow ed and 
complained.”

H enry Trout, later m ayor o f  Roanoke, recalled that the first trains were tiny, w ood-burning m achines, 
pu lling  at best three passenger cars and a  few  freight cars, all they could handle. “B ut all o f  us in  those days 
thought they w ere great m achines, and they seem ed as big and powerful to  the youngsters” as any locom otives 
the future w ould bring, Trout said in a rem iniscence published in the Roanoke Evening News in  1913 and in 
Roanoke 1740-1982, by  C lare W hite.

A nother b rie f eye-w itness account cam e from  W .H. Tinsley, son o f B enjam in Tinsley, w ho w as an 
ow ner o f  E lm w ood, the p lan tation  house once standing above R oanoke’s M ain Public L ibrary. In  a  short 
history  o f  Elm w ood by Sydney Taylor Alexander, W.H. Tinsley wrote:

“O ur fam ily divided their sum m ers betw een m y G randfathers Trent in  A ppom attox and T insley in
S y d n o rsv ille , F ran k lin  
County. T hat year, 1852, 
w e left our hom e in R ich­
m ond , V a., v ia  p ack et 
boat for Lynchburg, where 
we caught this first train for 
B ig  L ick. T here w e took 
a stage fo r R ocky M ount 
w here w e w ere m et by  a 
big four-horse ‘new  tow n’ 
w agon, filled  w ith  straw, 
and had the tim e o f our life 
rid ing  to  G rand-Pas. The 
ro ad s w ere  to o  b ad  to  
drive other vehicles.”

In  h is annual re ­
po rt fo r 1852 ,0 .G . Clay, 
re tirin g  p residen t o f  the 
V irginia and  Tennessee, 
rejo iced  a t the  p lanned  
com pletion o f  the railroad

to Salem , then a  50-year-old tow n, but he did not m ention the Nov. 1 arrival at B ig L ick, a  sm all com m unity. 
C lay said the new  railroad was earning revenue o f  $9,000 a  m onth after it was built to  L iberty (B edford today) 
and he anticipated that w ould rise to  $10,000 w hen trains began serving Salem.

W hen the first train  reached Salem  on D ec. 15,1852, local tow nspeople threw  a party  w ith oratory, 
barbecue, a  m ilitary  salute and firew orks, according to  N orw ood M iddleton’s Salem, a Virginia Chronicle.

In  1952, the centennial o f the com ing o f  the first train  w as celebrated w ith a  w eek-long observance, 
featuring a  reenactm ent o f that arrival, a  $5-a-plate dinner addressed by  form er Gov. W illiam  Tuck, a  display 
o f  a m iniature railroad in  the Roanoke passenger station, exhibits in  stores, civic club program s and m odem  
locom otives. A  bronze m edallion com m em orated the event and a plaque w as placed in  the station.

“N one o f  us get too old to enjoy the thrill o f  a  locom otive,” Tuck said. “The people o f  the little village 
o f  B ig L ick m ust have been thrilled when the first locom otive cam e into that tow n.” R .H . Sm ith, N & W  presi­
dent, talked about the arrival o f  that first train “over the new ly laid and probably som ew hat shaky track” o fthe 
V irginia and Tennessee. There w asn t any Roanoke then. From  the best record I am  able to  get, there w eren’t
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even any houses close to  th e  new  
tra c k .. .the ham let w as know n as 
Big Lick.”

Through the years, w riters 
have not spared language to  de­
scribe that first train. .. [G joggle- 
eyed citizens o f B ig L ick  and  the 
surrounding countryside heard for 
the first tim e the shrill whistle ofthe 
locom otive echo across the  h ills 
and watched with m ingled feelings 
as the puffing m onster rum bled into 
th e ir  co m m u n ity ,” sa id  R .R .
H om er, long tim e h ead  o f  the  
N& W  A dvertising and M agazine 
D epartm ent, in  The Common­
wealth m agazine in  O ctober 1938.

Irish immigrants and slaves 
provided m uch o f the labor for the 
construction o fth a t first ra il line, 
according to  Bedford C ounty census records. B uilding a railroad w as not an easy task through the rocks, hills 
and stream s o f  Southw est V irginia. C onstruction o f  the 204 m iles betw een Lynchburg and B ristol took m ore 
than six years. The new  line started at an elevation o f767 feet at Lynchburg and reached a height o f2,594 feet 
near Rural Retreat. W orkers bu ilt 254 bridges, including one alm ost a m ile long across N ew  River. They built 
five tunnels; one near C hristiansburg w as 724 feet long, according to E lizabeth Dabney Colem an, w riting in

A plaque commemorating the 100th anniversary o f the arrival o f 
the firs t train was placed in the Norfolk & Western passenger 
station in 1952. The plaque is in the History Museum collection 
today.

Virginia Cavalcade.
W hen the V irginia and Tennessee w as com pleted to  Bristol, John Robinson M cDaniel, president o fthe 

railroad, happily w rote to  his board o f  directors, according to  H om er. “You are not alone in your rejoicing. The 
m erchant, the m echanic and  the farm er unite w ith  you. It is a successful term ination o f one o fth e  m ighty 
struggles o f our good old C om m onw ealth to  throw  o ff the trappings o f vassalage she has w orn so long. It is a 
great advance up the ascent o f com m ercial independence. The w inter o fyour trouble is passed. A  genial spring 
is now  opening w ith its budding o f  future prosperity.”

“A Century o f Service to 
Roanoke” was cel­
ebrated on the obverse 
side o f this medallion 
struck in 1952 fo r  the 
100th anniversary o f 
tghe arrival o f the first 
train. The reverse side 
portrays that firs t 
engine. (Medallion is 
owned by Don Piedmont 
o f Roanoke)
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Working with Winston Link at the 
End of Steam Power on the N & W

By Thomas H. Garver

In  the late  sum m er o f  1957, W inston L ink w as looking fo r a part-tim e assistant, I w as looking fo r part- 
tim e w ork, and  I took  the jo b . I ’d graduated from  college in  suburban Philadelphia the previous year 
and subsequently  m oved to  N ew  York C ity to  w ork in  business at ju s t about the low est level (and fo r a

^  i 1 A II6 St° n D m ade photographs a tB  c°hege fo r an adm issions brochure a year before I ’d
M ^ ^ o n to o i ^ h ^ 6114̂ aSS1Sted ̂ “ iston  111 getting around the cam pus and setting up his photos a n d 1 m et

T his w as the so rt o f  w ork th a t provided  the bread  and bu tter for W inston’s photographic practice 
w  eh w as a m ixture o f  industrial p lan t photos, w ork fo r corporate annual reports and college adm issions 
brochures, general w ork fo r advertising and public relations firm s, and product illustrations. H e shot a  few  
c o v e m fo rP o ^ /a r& ^ c e m a g a z in e , and did a  b it o f  fashion w ork too, bu t his real specialty was taking on 
ousT^ ex m dustna projects w hich dem anded careful planning, precise lighting, and m ight even be a bit danger-

at the B r tfk h ^ M n  T I H H H R 1 ■  m y'j° b | business S  B B M  **  restoration 
at file B rooklyn M useum . This w as apart-tim e activity, and I needed som e additional w ork, ju st as W inston

In  M B ̂  ̂  d°vetailedprecisely. H is studio was then in a sm all old building
with M M  S f 1 a  COUi 6 ° f  blocks east o f  1 Em pire State Building. H e had a floor-through space,
tw o H ,iw e reCePt *?n  ™°™>w here no °ne ever sat, a dressing room , iarge studio at the front o f the space and
a ssis to t* 001118 ^  ̂  baCk' 1 w or^ ed a  couPle ° f  days a w eek, m aking prints and being a  genera1 “gofer” and

By that tim e, W inston had been w orking on his docum entationoftheN orfolk& W estem  Railw ay for
m ore than  tw o years, so-he had a  ve iy  good idea o f  w hat he w anted to  capture before it was too late. D uring 
tiie sum m er o f  1956, W m ston had taken his studio apart so that he could create the first exhibition o f photo?

M o d ^ ^ ^ s ^ ^ a m l^ ^ V T  M h M M  V6iy ̂ 31®e Ednts’ ^ d the installation, influenced by the M useum  o fIM B Iu ' ^ b ^ ’^ ^ d b y S ^ T ^ a g m p h i c d e s i g n e r a n d o l d f i i e n d o f
tiie photographer. It had  been a  beauttiu l show, and W inston’s intent had been both to  generate new  business 
^dem onstrating  his capabilities as an industrial photographer, and to see ifh e  could sell any o fth e  prints for

thT+n^VCrtlS1^ g  us6’ ^ n ston later taiked a b it w istfully about this exhibition, having com e to the 
realization that there w as ju st no real com m ercial value to the photos he was m aking o fthe railroad, particularly
as his goal was to document a fast vanishing technology. y

Re^ m b e r  th a tin  the 1 950s, everyone was striving to  be “m odem .” The idea o f  historic preservation 
was reserved for only a  tiny fraction o fthe m ost im portant and historic buildings, the use o f revival architectural 
styles w as unthinkable, and th ings old, particu larly  if  they w ere ju st m oderately old, w ere o f  little  interest.

Thomas H  Garver o f  Madison, Wis. gave a talk on his work with O. Winston Link at an Anril 

worked nv s an , is a graduate o f Haverford College and the University o f Minnesota He has
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Splendid Victorian buildings were com ing 
dow n all over the country and w hole sec­
tions o f  cities w ere giving w ay to bulldozer 
“urban renew al.”

There w as little concern about the 
loss o f  steam  on the railroads, and cer­
tainly none on the part o f the railroads them ­
selves. It w as the “price o f  progress,” and 
progress w as m oving fast. F orm e, how ­
ever, w hat W inston w as doing in m aking 
these pho tographs m ade perfect sense.
Even though I had taken a  num ber o f  h is­
to ry  o f  a rt courses in  college (and w ould 
go on to  take a graduate degree in the sub­
ject), I had loved m achinery from  m y ear­
liest years. I had  w atched steam  engines 
on land and on the Great Lakes. I had even 
co llected  a  few  o ld  clocks by  then , and 
w ould certain ly  have collected m ore had 
m y living accom modations perm itted it.

W inston approached the ta sk  o f 
docum enting the N orfolk & W estern R ail­
w ay w ith the inevitability o f an assignm ent 
th a t he m igh t have received  from  one o f  
h is clien ts. W hen he received  a jo b , I  do 
no t rem em ber h im  talk ing  m uch about 
w hether he liked  o r disliked w hat he w as 
asked to  do (although he had plenty to  say 
about the  people w ith w hom  he had  to 
w ork, som e o f it not very complim entary).
I f  W inston took  on a  jo b  fo r one o f  h is 
clients, he w ould give it his best efforts. He 
seem ed to  feel exactly the same way about 
the assignment o f documenting the last years 
o f the N&W , only in  this case it was an  assignm ent he gave him self. I m ade three trips w ith  W inston, the first 
one during the last tw o w eeks o f O ctober, 1957.

The N & W  had let W inston know  that they w ould be replacing steam  on the A bingdon B ranch w ith  
d iesel pow er as o f  D ecem ber 1, and W inston w anted to m ake m ore photos there. T his w as h is fourth  trip  to  
the A bingdon Branch. He began his record in  m id-June, 1955, w ith a tw o-day trip, riding the train  and using  a 
R olleiflex, a  sm all, hand-held cam era that he carried on a  strap around his neck. H e produced slightly  m ore 
than 200 im ages this first trip, m aking photos both from  the train, and hopping o ff to  photograph w hen the little 
engine, w ith  its m ixed load o f freight cars, a  baggage-express car and a  passenger car, all ancient, stopped at 
one o f  the m any stations along the line.

W inston cam e back three m ore tim es, in  October o f  1955, again in October, 1956, and the final trip  o f 
O ctober, 1957. H e alw ays came in the fall because o f the beautiful foliage at that tim e o f year. W hile he d id not 
often shoot in  color, the photos he took on m y first trip w ith him  were alm ost all in  color. H e ju st couldn’t  resist
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Machinist O.N. Carroll (left) and engine hostler R.H. 
Carrier stand by the huge tools used in the repair o f steam 
locomotives in the Bristol roundhouse in October 1957.
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H I H H  8 9  W? Aevv a city  ted from New York, posed with several young women at a 
g r o u n d ,^ u g u T T ^  ^  “  °  h° tshot frei%ht moved ^ tw a r d  on the N&W  main line in the back-

the im age ofthe black engine and little train m oving through such beautiful trees and alongside little stream s o f 
clear w ater th a t seem ed to  change nam es w ith every tu rn  o fth e  road. W inston b rough t h is tw o 4x5 view  
cam eras w ith him , fo r those w ere w hat he used when he w as m aking “serious” photographs.

B ut he brought along som ething else this trip, am am m oth and extrem ely heavy tape recorder Early 
the previous year, W inston and his then-assistant, George Thom , had m ade som e recordings on a  very m odest 
hom e tape recorder, to  provide “background” for W inston’s studio exhibition. The sounds w ere so effective 

at W inston, operating as he did w hen he bought photo equipm ent, researched the m arket and bought a very 
good tape recorder. A ll the cam eras, heavy tripods for the 4x5 view  cam eras, film , lenses, filters and the tape 
recorder w ere packed  into the back seat and trunk o f his 1952 B uick convertible.

B efore leavm g for any o f  these trips, W inston w ould prepare and  check  over h is supplies w ith the 
precisionland careo fan  explorer departing on an expedition. Overnight shipping services didn’tex is t then, and 
it w ould have been a  disaster i f  some im portant piece o f  equipm ent had been left behind fo r it could not have 

een replaced m  rural w estern V irginia or W est Virginia. It was an overnight trip  to  V irginia then, dow n U  S 
H ighw ay 11, stopping at Carlisle, Pennsylvania, o rF ront Royal fo rth e  night. O n that first trip, w e spent m ost 
o f  ourtune at the M artha W ashington Inn in Abingdon, a b it seedy then, and w e w ould be up at daw n or before 
to  head[out on the A bingdon B ranch to get set up for the first sh o to fth e  day. W eco u ld g e t in  tw o o r perhaps 
threephotos by setting up in  advance, m aking thephoto  as the tm in cam e by, then  quickly putting the equip-

22



m ent in  the back o f  the B uick and rushing on to the next spot W inston had staked out.
H e seem ed to  have them  com pletely m em orized, and he knew  every turn  in  the very w inding road 

betw een A bingdon and W est Jefferson, N orth Carolina, the southern term inus o f  the A bingdon Branch. He 
had a rem arkable v isual m em ory and could vividly describe the photo he w anted to m ake, including cam era 
placem ent and how  he had planned the lighting. As the Abingdon Branch never ran at night, we m ade no night 
photos th a t trip , b u t w e pu t ou r evenings to  good use.

Instead o f  making photos, w e m ade tape recordings. One o f  W inston’s favorite spots w as the round­
house in  B risto l. It w as sm all, and the locom otives for the A bingdon B ranch and local freight service w ere 
m aintained here. O ccasionally one o f the m agnificent J  Class engines, used on the through passenger runs that 
connected w ith the Southern R ailw ay in  Bristol, w ould be found here, but usually the engines w ere sm all and 
old. We m ade som e w onderful tape recordings here, and several photos as w ell, including one o f  m y very 
favorite portraits o f  tw o locom otive w orkers, standing proudly behind their collection o f  m assive tools.

O n Sundays, w hen the A bingdon B ranch trains w eren’t  running, w e w ent up to  Roanoke and B lue 
R idge to  m ake m ore pho tos and  record ings, fo r there w as no tim e to  w aste. I rem em ber stopping at the 
Roanoke station, no t to  m ake photos, bu t so that W inston could say hello to  some o f h is friends there. A t this 
tim e W inston had  been divorced fo r alm ost 20 years, and the people he had com e to  know  on the railroad or 
along the line had becom e h is surrogate fam ily. In  “glam orous” N ew  York City, W inston lived in  a  furnished 
apartm ent in  a ta tty  apartm ent ho tel a  few  blocks from  his studio, and I th ink  he tried  to  live  as sim ply, 
inexpensively and conveniently  as possible so that he could devote as m uch m oney as w as necessary fo r the 
N& W  pro ject.

N. W. 362 /  Summer Evening, Lithia, Virginia



In January 1959, near the end o f steam on the N&W, this A Class locomotive was working hard as it 
began ascending the Blue Ridge grade, east o f Roanoke.

From  tim e to  tim e, he w ould grum ble about w hat the project was costing him , but that w as ju st about 
the only difference I can recall betw een this “assignm ent” and the ones he received from  others. A  few  years 
before he died, W inston to ld  m e that he’d  spent about $20,000 on the project, an am ount equivalent to  about 
$ 125,000 today, a  lo t o f  m oney fo r a  one-person photo studio to provide, w ithou t any  hope o f  retu rn , fo r 
W inston financed the entire proj ect himself. A  recent look through W inston’s carefully m aintained expense logs 
show s that the  cost o f  staying in  sm all southern tow ns then w as m odest. A  n igh t in  a decent m otel cost then 
w hat a good breakfast m ight today, and a  solid  breakfast— country ham , eggs, toast, coffee— w as about a 
do llar o r a  b it m ore.

W hen w e cam e into Roanoke, we took som e back roads and headed fo r the B lue R idge grade on the 
m ain line, near V inton and Bonsack. W inston had found a  place there w here he w anted to  photograph. It w as 
a  narrow  road  bridge w hich ran over a cut, so the m ain line o f  the N& W  was ju st below  our feet. H e could also 
m ove from  side to side o f  the tracks, thus changing the shooting angles, w hich w as im portant as the lighting 
changed. B ecause it w as an upgrade, w e knew  th at any tra in  com ing through w ould be w orking hard  and 
w ould be m aking the w onderful synchronized racket o f a steam  locom otive pulling  upgrade at fid l th ro ttle 
w hich w as perfect both for photos and recordings, for the engines w ould be producing huge clouds o f  steam  
and sm oke, as w ell as m aking loud but beautiful m usic to  our ears.

A t first w e paid  to  use som e electricity for the recorder from  a  nearby house, but w hen the hom eow ner 
unplugged us during a  nice recording, W inston knew  that he had to build a se lf contained pow er supply, w hich 
w as ready fo r the next trip  I m ade w ith him , in  late M ay and early June o f 1958. B y th is tim e, he had released
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Old Maude, pulling a load o f oak logs, came along in October 1956 ju st as Link started to photograph 
the arrival o f Train 201, southbound to West Jefferson, N.C., at the little station at Green Cove in Wash­
ington county— the last stop on the three percent grade up to White Top Mountain, the highest point east 
o f the Rockies reached by a regularly scheduled passenger train. The West Jefferson line closed years 
ago, and the rail bed from White Top to Abingdon has been converted into the Virginia Creeper Trail.

his first LP recording, “Sounds o f Steam  R ailroading,” and it had beenvery  w ell received. It w as selling w ell 
and making som e m oney, so th is trip  w as devoted specifically to m aking recordings fo r the next LP.

W inston had  long w anted  to  docum ent the  sounds o f an en tire  trip  from  onboard  the tra in , so the 
N& W  obligingly allow ed us to  set up in  the baggage car directly behind the engines o f  Trains 15 and 16, the 
w est- and eastbound Cavaliers. W e spent about 151/2 hours in  that baggage car, from  Roanoke to  W illiamson, 
W. Va., and back again, first behind the J-6 11 (now  preserved at the V irginia Transportation M useum ). A fter a 
couple o f  hours in  W illiam son, w hen w e recharged  ou r pow er supp ly’s batteries, it w as back to  R oanoke 
behind J-605, w hich W inston had  photographed so beau tifu lly  w hile it w as being w ashed in  the Shaffers 
C rossing yards a  couple o f  years earlier. It w as a  m agical day, and a  pow erful vision o f  another fife fo r m e as 
w e w heeled along the Tug Fork and through the gritty m ining tow ns o f M cDowell Comity, W est Virginia.

M y final trip w ith W inston was in  A ugust, 1958, and we again returned to M cDowell County, working 
in  W elch, N orth  Fork, and Panther. W e w ere m aking n igh t pho tos, and  W inston’s teen-age nephew , Roy 
Zider, w as along fo r extra m uscle. W inston L ink is best know n fo r the photos he took  o f  the railroad and its 
surroundings at night, w hich he did so that he could control the fight, and thus focus on the subjects he w ished 
to  emphasize, w hile largely elim inating distracting elem ents through his selective fighting techniques.

The trip  produced tw o o f  W inston’s best know n photos, “Swimming Pool, Welch, West Virginia,” in
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w hich R oy got to  put on h is sw im m ing suit and m eet som e o f  the local girls a t the pool, and “Main Line on 
Main Street, North Fork, West Virginia.” In  N orth Fork the valley  w as so narrow  that a num ber o f  the old 
busm ess buildings (now  all dem olished) fronted on the m ain line o f  the railroad. We w ere doing tw o tasks in 
N orth Fork, m aking photos, and sound recordings, too.

B ecause this w as a  trip  in  w hich night photos w ould be m ade, we had to  tow  a  sm all trailer behind the 
B uick, filled w ith the flash equipm ent and light stands. Again, W inston had the photos w ell in  his m ind, and I 
recall that in W elch, he m ust have seen the m unicipal swimming pool on one o fh is scouting trips which he took 
by  train, because it was far from  any through roads. Setting up w as a  disciplined business. W inston invariably 
handled the cam eras, tripods and the pow er supply for the flash units w hich he had designed and built. It was 
sm all, about the size o f  a  w om an’s m akeup case, but it contained sufficient pow er to  fire up to  60 flash bulbs 
and three cam eras at once. R oy Z ider and I w ould handle unpacking the fighting equipm ent and laying out the 
electric cables as W inston instructed  us to. H e w ould then m ove in  and w e w ould set up the light stands and 
brace them  against any w ind, p lug  in  all the cables and fit the reflectors w ith Sylvania No. 2 flashbulbs (which 
have not been m anufactured in  decades).

C alculating the am ount o f  fight necessary for each photo w as an exacting job , and this was well before 
the advent o f  hand held calculators, so it took W inston som e tim e to  m ake his com putations. Occasionally, he 
w ould set up a  portab le darkroom  so he could  develop the sheets o f  film  on the spot i f  he felt unsure o fh is 
figures, but usually the film  w aited to  be processed until his return to N ew  York. Needless to say, our arrival in 
m any o f  these sm all tow ns w as a  m ajor event, bu t w e w ere alw ays very w arm ly received, and everyone was 
eager to  help , although som etim es w e had  to  ask them  to keep silen t during our recording sessions. That 
A ugust trip  w as m y last w ith  W inston, and after about a w eek o r 10 days, I boarded the Pow hatan A rrow  in 
W elch, and left fo r C incinnati, and on to  graduate school.

I have been asked on m any occasions to  describe W inston’s rationale for m aking these photos, which 
rem ain unique to  this day in  their photographic achievem ent, and I have to answ er that I never asked him  then 
w hy he did it, and he rarely  said m uch about it. We both loved steam  locom otives, and places and objects that 
had a long and m ellow  history. That w as enough fo rm e then, bu t since that tim e I  have thought about the old 
saying that one contributes to  the w orld, “each in  his ow n way,” and that was true for W inston. H e w anted to 
see this m ode o f  transportation, and the m ode o f  life that it supported, preserved in  some m anner, and the best 
w ay that he could do that w as through his skills as a photographer. H e even thought about buying the Abingdon 
Branch, and the N & W  said that it w ould sell it to  him  for the bargain price o f  $2,000 per m ile, about $ 110,000, 
total, but they also advised him  against doing it. It w as a  m aintenance nightm are. W inston finally had to agree 
and reluctantly dropped the idea.

Quite simply, the creation o fth is unique group ofphotos w as a  task that W inston Link “ju st had to do ”
C ertainly he w as m otivated by a  desire to  dem onstrate his absolutely preem inent photographic technique and 
he m ay have thought about the  benefit to  h isto ry  these photos w ould provide, bu t there was absolutelV no 
consideration o f  their being “art.” In fact, W inston knew  nothing about art or the art world. H e m ight have gone 
to  a m useum  a  few  tim es, and he loved C urrier &  Ives prints, w hich he collected in a sm all w ay because they 
w ere old and often had trains in  them , bu t the idea o f  “art photography” w as highly suspect.

H e w anted to  m ake good photos, ones that w ould be appreciated, and one o fh is N& W  im ages did 
receive an aw ard given by  a  cam era com pany in  1956, but the thought o f  m aking a photograph to  create or 
encapsulate “beauty” w as com pletely  beyond his ken. T hat w as ju s t as w ell fo r the N orfolk and W estern 
project. W inston applied his innate com positional sensibilities (for he never studied photography) arid brought 
his engineering background and alm ost 20 years o f com m ercial photographic experience to  this task in  exactly 
the same w ay as he m ight fo r B.F. G oodrich, Texaco or Volkswagen, w hich w ere some ofh is clients. W hat we 
m ay be especially grateful for is the fact that W inston L ink w anted to record “everything,” to m ake a  complete 
statem ent o f w hat he found in  the m ountains and valleys o f w estern V irginia and W est Virginia through which 
th is railroad passed. A nd fo r th a t w e m ust be grateful.
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These are not astronauts in space paraphernalia. In anticipation o f an exhibition o f early N&W photos in 
his studio in 1956, Winston Link photographed him self (left) and his assistant, George Thom, with the 
special equipment needed to make night photos using a synchronized flash.
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The Tumpikes of Southwest Virginia
By Kenneth W. Keller

In  antebellum  w estern Virginia, few  subjects raised m ore debate than the transportation developm ent o f 
V irginia w est o f the B lue Ridge. W estern Virginians realized that the econom ic prosperity o f their region 
depended upon the construction o f an effective transportation netw ork, prim arily  o f  roads, to link 

w estern V irginia settlem ent to  m arkets.
Yet eastern Virginians controlled the governm ent o f the Com m onw ealth and m ost o f  its capital, so the 

governm ent a t R ichm ond supported such transportation  developm ents w ith  lukew arm  enthusiasm . The 
Com m onwealth’s half-hearted support for w estern Virginia transportation projects did not discourage w estern 
prom oters from  dream ing o f  a netw ork o f to ll roads that w ould  help  w esterners get th e ir products to  their 
custom ers. So by 1860, the enthusiasm  and indignation o f the w est spurred in terest in  dozens o f projects that 
honeycom bed w estern V irginia w ith turnpikes—both planned and com pleted.

Turnpikes, the favored roads o f w estern V irginia’s in ternal im provem ent p lanners, w ere to ll roads, 
access to  w hich was controlled by a gate m ade o f a  long staff or pike. W hen a  traveler paid  the toll to  travel on 
the road, the  to ll collector w ould raise or tu rn  the pike, hence the nam e “tu rnp ike.” W esterners hoped that 
trans-B lue R idge V irginia was w ell on its w ay to  becom ing a “G reat Thoroughfare.” The turnpike was the key 
to  these aspirations w ell before anyone had ever seen a railroad in  the w est.

D eveloping to ll roads as a  w ay to bring m arket goods to  custom ers probably originated in  England in 
the M iddle Ages. The Am erican colonists brought knowledge o f English turnpikes w ith them  to N orth America, 
and although some English colonists proposed transportation im provem ents that w ould link  eastern seaports 
w ith the O hio Valley, few  projects began until after A m erican independence. The first long inter-city road in 
Am erica w as the Philadelphia-Lancaster Turnpike, finished in  1794; other turnpikes appeared in N ew  England 
soon after that tim e.

C oastal Virginia had a to ll road near A lexandria as early  as 1785. Since up un til 1815 the A m erican 
population concentrated near the seaports, m ost people used coastal rivers and the ocean fo r transport. W hen 
after the Revolution population began to cross the A ppalachians, the spread o f  interior settlem ents triggered a 
dem and fo r roads. P ioneers brought the Philadelphia-L ancaster road  w est and  south  to  the uplands o f  the 
Carolinas before the Am erican Revolution, so that by the end o f  the eighteenth century, freight wagons, horses, 
m ules, oxen, pioneer fam ilies, slaves, circuit riders, artists, cattle herders, con m en, and nobility  all traversed 
the unpaved and rutted  route from  the Potom ac to  the South.

So m any people w ere m oving w est from  Virginia that easterners began to  fear the depopulation o f the 
older settlem ents. B y 1816, these fears led to  a  drive for “internal im provem ents,” as transportation im prove­
m ents w ere called. Eastern Virginians reasoned that they m ight stem  the tide  o f  em igration by prom oting the 
economic developm ent ofV uginia through improvements to  Potom ac R iver navigation, a  canal from  the James 
R iver to the K anaw ha and the Ohio, and interior roadw ays. In  1816 the C om m onw ealth created the B oard o f 
Public W orks to  supervise the construction o f such transportation im provem ents.

The B oard suggested to  the legislature that am ong the first p ro jects it study should be a num ber that 
benefited w estern Virginia, including the improvement o f the navigation o f  the Roanoke R iver and the establish-

Dr. Kenneth W. Keller, a history professor at Mary Baldwin College in Staunton, gave this talk at the 
April, 2001 meeting o f the History Museum. Keller, who has taught at Mary Baldwin since 1981, holds a 
doctorate from  Yale University. He is researching the Valley Turnpike.
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m ent o f a road from  Abingdon to  Lynchburg along w ith one from  Salem  to W inchester. B ut despite its sugges­
tions, the idea o f  a  governm ent actively  p rom oting  the econom ic developm ent o f  a state w as alien  to  the 
dominant Jeffersonian creed o f early nineteenth century Virginia, w hose leaders favored states’ rights, frugality, 
lim ited governm ent, and a strongly laissez faire economy, w hich the state left alone.

In Virginia, i f  there w ere to be transportation projects, private investors, not the state, w ould have to 
in itiate them , and, although the state m ight be partia lly  invested  in  these pro jects, the prim ary im petus for

transportation developm ent 
w ould have to come from  pri­
vate interests. Accordingly in­
ternal im provem ents in  ante­
bellum  Virginia w ere “m ixed 
enterprises,” or ones in which 
both private stockholders and 
the C om m onw ealth w ere in­
volved.

Soon a fte r the  cre­
ation o f the B oard o f  Public 
W orks, groups o f private in­
vestors approached the legis­
lature for charters o f incorpo- 
ra tio n  fo r  v a rio u s  ro ad  
p ro jec ts, m any o f  them  in  
w estern V irginia. The inves­
tors w anted the righ t to  sell 
stock and to enjoy the protec­
tion that corporate status pro­
vided. In  exchange fo r their 
special corporate status, the 

Announcement o f a contract to build the Southwestern Turnpike nine com panies w ere supposed to 
miles from Salem to Lafayette in August 1846, Fincastle Whig. report annually  to  the B oard
(Archives Research Services, The Library o f Virginia) o f Public W orks and seat rep­

resentatives o f  the Com m on­
w ealth  on their boards o f  di­

rectors in proportion to  the am ount o f  stock the Com m onw ealth controlled in  the company.
In  1816 the legislature responded by chartering a  Valley Turnpike (w hich w ould run from  W inchester 

to H arrisonburg, and was later extended to  Staunton) and a  Southw estern Turnpike (to run from  Salem  to the 
Tennessee line). In the following legislative session ofl817-1818 , the legislature sim ilarly chartered companies 
to construct a  turnpike from  Staunton to the Jam es R iver and another from  Salem  to  Lynchburg. So m any 
requests for such turnpikes cam e to Richm ond that the Com m onw ealth enacted a general turnpike law, which 
set basic requirem ents that all incorporated turnpike com panies had  to  fulfill and gave to  the B oard o f Public 
W orks supervisory pow ers over the com panies. It also set to ll rates for all turnpikes and established rules for 
the pavm g, grading, and m arking o f the new  roads.

Unfortunately, the am bitious plans ofV irginia’s turnpike advocates w ere soon dashed, for the financial 
depression o f  1819 plunged the new ly incorporated turnpike proj ects into bankruptcy. M oreover, b itter rival­
ries w ithin the Com m onwealth betw een the east and the w est, and betw een advocates o f roads and o f canals 
and railroads, com plicated the efforts o f leaders to  revive the projects throughout the 1820s.

South-western Road — We announced some time 
since that nine miles of the South-western Road had 
been let out to contractors, in sections of three miles 
each. The road commences at Salem, and the nine 
miles now under contract will complete it to Lafayette 
in Montgomery county. One section of the road has 
already been commenced. We understand that it 
has not yet been decided which branch of the 
Roanoke, the road will traverse from Lafayette. It 
has generally been thought, heretofore, that the Mac­
adamized road would be constructed up the south 
fork, by way of Christiansburg; but we learn that the 
Lynchburg Company talk of charging $7000 for the 
use of seven miles of their mud pike, over which the 
road will have to pass; and if such should be the fact, 
the new Road will most likely take the route of the 
North fork, by way of Blacksburg.

Fincastle Whig
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Construction expenses often exceeded initial estim ates, so the com panies had to  seek the legislature’s 
perm ission to  sell m ore capital stock to  finance their operations. Often^companies had  to  be com pletely reor­
ganized, and the legislature had to  enact statutes to reincorporate them .

W ith the revival o f the econom y in  the early 1830s, interest in  turnpike developm ent reaw akened, so 
th a t the legislature began creating o r reviving turnpike com panies again. In  the leg islature o f  1829-30, the 
G eneral A ssem bly incorporated the Fincastle and Blue Ridge Turnpike Company. B etw een 1830 and 1838, 
the legislature chartered routes from  Staunton to  Jennings G ap in  the A lleghenies, to  C ovington, and  to  the 
Potom ac; from  Fincastle to Blacksburg and Buchanan; from  Fincastle to  Danville through Rocky M ount; from  
C lifton Forge to  N atural Bridge; from  Lexington to Richmond and to the Jam es River; and from  Salem  to  N ew  
C astle, to  B ent M ountain, and to  Buchanan.

B y 1840, the legislature had chartered 47 
turnpike com panies, but construction progress on 
these roadw ays stopped because o f  the effects o f 
another financial depression from  1837 to  1842.
W hen the tu rnpike craze reaw akened, by  1860 
the state had  chartered 190 to ll roads, w ith m any 
o f  them  in  w estern V irginia. Pikes established in 
th e  1840s and  1850s included the H ow ardsville 
Turnpike from  southern A ugusta to  the Jam es; the 
Salem  and H arrisville Turnpike; the Staunton and 
N orth  R iver G ap; the  H arrisonburg and W arm  
S p rin g s  T u rn p ik e ; an d  th e  S a lem  an d  
Rappahannock Turnpike.

W estern V irginia seem ed particu larly  
adapted to  the turnpike. Its needs fo r roads w ere 
great. O nce a  sufficien tly  large population  had 
settled w est o f the B lue R idge, the land to its w est 
p rov ided  am ple m aterials fo r bu ild ing  the road.
U nlike eastern Virginia, m uch o f  the w est lay on a 
base o f  lim estone that could be used for building 
the road and paving it. The best roads in  the era o f 
the  turnpike w ere paved according to  the specifi­
cations o f  R obert M e A dam , a  Scottish engineer.
A ccording to  M e A dam ’s design, roads w ere to  be paved to  the depth o f  a t least one foot by  three layers o f  
rock , called “m etal.” A  layer o f larger rocks w ould be put dow n first, then sm aller rocks on top o f  those, and 
on  top o f  those yet a  th ird  layer o f  even sm aller stones. R oad builders w ould hire com panies o f  w orkers to  
b reak  the rock  in to  appropriate sizes, and inspectors w ould m easure the rock  w ith  iron  rings fo r each  size 
before it could  be laid  down. To help drainage, the surface o f  the road o f  the “high” w ay w as to  be above the 
sides o f  the road, w hich w ere to  be ditched and lined w ith flat rocks.

A ll the rocks necessary for the construction o f such a “m acadam ized” surface could be found am ong 
the lim estone o f  the w est, although in  m any places it w ould have to  be blasted  from  the land first. The abun­
dance o f  paving m aterial m ade V irginia w est o fthe Blue Ridge the section o fth e  state w ith the m ost extensive 
m acadam ized roads— both com pleted and proposed.

How ever, other characteristics o f w estern Virginia m ade it m ore difficult to bu ild  roads there in  spite o f 
the  availability  o f  building m aterial. There w as both a shortage o f capital and a shortage o f  labor in  w estern 
Virginia Virginia’s w ealth w as concentrated in  the Tidew ater, so it w as difficult to  sell enough stock in  the
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Rates o f toll on the Lafayette and Ingles Ferry 
Turnpike, 1848. (Archives Research Services, The 
Library o f Virginia)
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turnpike enterprises to  properly finance their construction. The scattered nature o f  w estern V irginia settlem ent, 
and the dem ands on workers fo r agricultural labor, construction and other pursuits m ade it hard to  find enough 
w orkers to  break the rock and to  pave and m aintain the road. M oreover, the tw isting m ountain ranges, num er­
ous rivers, and steep grades presented further obstacles to w estern V irginia road builders. N evertheless, there 
w as no shortage o f  projects for transform ing w estern Virginia.

O ne o f  the m ost am bitious was the creation o f  the Southw estern Turnpike, a  road o f  approxim ately 
150 m iles that w as supposed to  run from  Buchanan to  the Tennessee line, though it w as never com pleted. Its 
advocates clearly w ished to  connect the southw est w ith distant m arkets rather than w ith ones in  the southern 
part o f  the Com m onw ealth. It w as one o f  the first projects to  be suggested w hen the B oard o f  Public W orks

began  its  operations in 
1816. F irst chartered in  
that year, it faced num er­
ous reorganizations, hav­
ing  been re-chartered  in  
1831,1835, and finally in 
1846. I t w as to  connect 
southwest Virginia with the 
Jam es River, whose canal 
locks reached  Buchanan 
bu t w ere never to  go far­
th er w est.

T he Jam es w as 
supposed to  give south­
w est Virginia access to the 
“principal m arkets” ofVir- 
ginia, according to its sup-

Elevation fo r  a toll house on the Southwestern Turnpike, February 1848. porters w ho m et in 1841 
(Archives Research Services, The Library o f Virginia) . ’ .

°  '  in  a  c o n v e n tio n  in
Q m stiansburg to plead for 
a  m acadam ized road from

Tennessee to Buchanan. Its prom oters, believing that a  public necessity should be a  public project, uiged that 
the road be bu ilt en tirely  by  the state, since all p rivate  com panies organized  to  bu ild  the ro ad  had  failed. 
According to the petitioners, southwestern Vnginia suffered from  a  “destitution o f  com m ercial facilities” for its 
iron ore, salt, lead, and gypsum . N ot only w ould a  road provide an outlet fo r such com m odities, but also it 
w ould draw  trade from  east Tennessee to  the Jam es and to  Richm ond.

O ther states were surpassing Virginia, the petitioners warned: Tennessee w as extending the old wagon 
road that lay in  its right-of-w ay to  K noxville, and perhaps even to  N ashville. A  railroad w as being built from  
Charleston, South Carolina, to  A ugusta, Georgia. It, too, m ight tap  the trade that R ichm ond w ould lose w ith­
out a public road. There w ere already at least 50,000 tons o f  freight shipped annually  on the crude road that 
ran through the G reat Valley from  the southw est. The glittering econom ic opportunities that lay  ahead could 
hardly be im agined. A pparently not, for it took the legislature another four years to  recharter the road, and 
even w ith its rechartering, the road was never com pleted to  Tennessee, for construction stopped ju st south o f 
M arion, and only a sm all po rtion  o f that p art o f  th e  road  that w as supposed to  be m acadam ized w as ever 
paved. B y 1871 the Southw estern Turnpike Com pany folded, and the road  right-of-w ay w as turned over to 
the com m issioners o f  the counties through which it ran.

O ther turnpikes had less am bitious goals, bu t experienced even less success. Som e tow ns in the Great
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Valley sim ply needed turnpikes to  get their produce to  neighboring V irginia cities th a t had better river or rail 
connections o r to  carry travelers to  the springs. B otetourt C ounty needed a  turnpike to  run from  Fincastle to 
Salem  so it could carry its goods through Salem  across the B lue R idge to  Lynchburg. T his route w as supposed 
to  provide a m eans by w hich the herdsm en o f  B otetourt could drive their cattle to  Lynchburg, R ichm ond, and 
Petersburg. It d id  not pay  as a turnpike, 
so in 1856 the legislature turned over the 
Lynchburg and Salem Turnpike to Bedford,
Roanoke, and Botetourt counties. In 1860, 
the legislature authorized the counties o f 
A ugusta and A lbem arle to  purchase the 
Staunton and Jam es R iver Turnpike, so 
another o f the turnpike projects becam e a 
county road. The abandonm ent o f  the 
sm aller turnpikes by their com panies was 
becom ing so frequent by 1860 that the leg­
islature established a procedure by which 
an abandoned turnpike could be turned 
over to the county supervisors o f the county 
through which it ran. Under Virginia’s gov­
ernm ent during the period o f  the Confed­
eracy, the legislature incorporated no more 
turnpikes.

The problem  o f abandoned tu rn­
pikes becam e especially  severe after the 
Civil War, and the legislature itself declared 
in 1866, “m any turnpikes have been aban­
doned by the chartered com panies having 
charge over them .” A lthough the legisla­
tu re  chartered a  few  m ore turnpikes in 
southwest Virginia after the Civil War, such 
as the A bingdon and D enton’s Valley and 
the A bingdon and Rich Valley (1867) and 
the M arion and Jeffersonville (1875), by
1874 only seven turnpikes in the Common- „  . , , I  I  I  I  „ mJ r  t Engineers drawings oj a bridge jo r  the Southwestern
w ealth were reporting to the Board o f Pub- Turnpike over Reed Creek, near Kent’s Mill, east o f
lie  W orks, and  none o f  them  w as in  V ir- Wytheville. (Archives Research Services, The Library o f
ginia southw est o f  Staunton. Virginia)

The m ost successful o f the w est­
ern  turnpikes w as the V alley Turnpike, a 92-m ile-long road  th at ran  from  S taunton  to  W inchester. It w as 
com pleted in  1841, had a  fully m acadam ized surface, and rem ained under the supervision o f its com pany until 
1918. It w as know n as the best extensive road in Virginia. In  the w ords o f  its last president, H arry Flood Byrd, 
it w as the probably the “best thoroughfare” in the South. Initially constructed to  carry the w heat, p ig  iron, and 
livestock o f the Shenandoah Valley to  Baltim ore, som e V irginians east o f the m ountains resented  the Valley 
P ike because it drained Valley com m erce out o f  the state to  the north.

There w ere num erous problem s in  the construction o f  the road, a ll o f  w hich drove up  construction

33



costs. M any passages through the V alley w ere too  narrow  to  p rov ide the legally  required  18 feet o f  road. 
R ocks w ere hard  to  b last away. Farm ers dem anded stra igh t roads so they  could  get th e ir goods to  m arket 
quickly and build  straight fences that were supposed to  harbor few er weeds. Engineers objected and insisted 
upon a  gently curving road to elim inate the need for steeply graded roadbeds, w hich the straight road scheme 
produced. R epairs, bridge w ashouts, dust produced  b y  the churned  up m etal, and drainage problem s all 
caused great expense and cut into profits for the road.

Although the Valley Pike carried m uch freight in  the antebellum  years, its revenues fell sharply w ith the 
com ing o f the railroad to the Shenandoah Valley, so that by  the C ivil W ar it w as beginning to lose its function as 
a  freight earner. The destruction by both U nion and C onfederate arm ies played havoc w ith the surface o f the 
road and the bridges that crossed the Valley rivers. O nce the dam age the C ivil W ar brought w as repaired by 
the 1870s, the Valley Pike had becom e a local road, used prim arily  by  neighbors visiting each other, o r by an 
occasional traveling circus, peddlers and gypsies.

B ut w ith the com ing o f  the autom obile, its prom oters tried  to  popularize it as a tourist highw ay for 
northerners visiting D ixie. The Valley Pike paid  a  few  dividends to  its investors in  the years before the Civil 
W ar, but it w as unprofitable in  the post-C ivil W ar years, and in  1918 the Com m onw ealth o f V irginia took it 
over to  m ake it part o f  the recently  established state highw ay system . A fter the passage o f  the Federal A id 
R oad A ct o f  1916, the federal governm ent becam e increasing ly  in terested  in  im proved roads over w hich 
W orld W ar I supplies and troops could be m oved m ore quickly. The Com m onw ealth secured federal grants in 
aid for building state highways, but eventually turned the Pike over to  the federal governm ent, which nam ed the 
road  U .S . 11. It w as the first N ational H ighw ay betw een  N ew  Y ork and  A tlanta. Its prom oters and the 
A m erican A utom obile A ssociation said it w as the first N orth-South highw ay, pre-dating the fam ous coastal 
highw ay U.S. 1, that took m any a northern tourist to  F lorida.

W herever in western Virginia they were built, the turnpikes w ent through three phases o f development. 
First, there had been freight roads, w ith stagecoach traffic secondary. Stockm en herded cattle along the roads 
and heavily  laden w agons carried cotton, seneca root, beesw ax, feathers and  dried  peaches, as w ell as the 
m ore typical w heat and p ig  iron. N ext, w ith the entry  o f  the railroad  into the G reat Valley, w ith penetration 
through the B lue R idge to  W inchester (1836), M t. Jackson (1853), and Staunton (1854), m ost o f  the cattle 
herds and freight w ere shipped by rail. Once all the Shenandoah V alley tow ns w est o f  the M assanutten M oun­
tain  w ere linked by a  railw ay (1874) and another line cam e dow n along its eastern side to  Luray, W aynesboro 
and Roanoke (1882), the freight shipping role o f  the V alley Pike vanished, unless it served as a  feeder road to 
get produce to  a  railroad depot. Farther south, by  1872 the operations o f  the A tlantic, M ississippi, and Ohio 
R ailroad betw een Bristol and Salem provided the shippers o f  southw est V irginia w ith a  m ore attractive freight 
alternative than the still incom plete Southwestern Turnpike.

M oreover, farm ers pressed by  declining postbellum  farm  prices began to  resent the tolls the turnpikes 
charged even w hen they traveled by buggy to  church. Som e m em bers o f  farm  protest m ovem ents singled out 
the turnpikes as m onopolies as bad as the railroads, w ith w hom  they  frequently battled. The com ing o f m ore 
railroads in the 1870s and 1880s, as w ell as financial depressions, led  to the transfer o f  such turnpikes as the 
Southw estern Turnpike (1871), the Junction Valley Turnpike (1873), the G iles and Pulaski (1879), Fincastle 
and Cum berland G ap (1884), Lynchburg and Salem  (1873 and  1886), and  the S taunton and Parkersburg 
(1887) to county com m issioners or other local authorities.

Finally, the com ing o f  autom obiles led to  further outcry against the turnpikes that rem ained, though 
few  w ere still operated by private com panies by the late n ineteenth century. The speeding flivvers tore up the 
m acadam  and their drivers becam e deeply im patient w ith  the frustrations o f  stopping to  pay tolls every five 
m iles or so along the road. In addition, hotel owners m aintained that tolls discouraged tourism . M erchants and 
businessm en seeking to  attract northern  capital to  the im poverished  South argued th at to lls kept northern
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investors out ofV irginia. These interests’ demands for the end o f  w hat som e called a  “m edieval” system  o f toll 
roads helped push the Com m onw ealth into creating a state highw ay com m ission in  1906. C om plaints about 
county com m issioners’ tightfistedness led to further dem ands for a state-adm inistered system  o f roads, and in 
1918a state highw ay system  began in  Virginia.

The experience o f  w estern Virginians w ith their turnpikes led  m any citizens to  see that in  the public 
interest, the Com m onwealth had to take on responsibilities its Jeffersonian founders had no t envisioned. There 
w ere m any people in  w estern Virginia who had long believed that the com placent, eastern-dom inated govern­
m ent o f the Com m onwealth did not have the interests o f w estern V irginia a t heart. E ven i f  resources had been 
adequate for the building o f a proper road system  w est o f the B lue Ridge, it w ould not have been done because 
the political w ill w as not in  R ichm ond to do it.

V irginians cam e to  see that m any people in the Com m onwealth w ho m ay never have used the w est­
ern  turnpikes benefited  from  them . Proprietors o f  resorts and springs, ho tel and tavern  ow ners, builders o f  
carriages and coaches, tanners, w heelw rights, and m akers o f  harnesses and  brid les a ll benefited  from  the 
roads even though they m ay not have used them . But the roads also brought investors into the Com m onwealth, 
and they provided opportunities for em ploym ent for workers w ho m ight otherw ise have left the state, thereby 
draining labor from  the pool o f w orkers needed to  sustain a com plex, m odem  society.

Roads enabled governm ents to allocate resources and supplies m ore efficiently in  w ar tim e, so when 
there was a  need to  defend all w ho lived in  the society, the roads had to  becom e a public concern. N o county 
or private company could m anage to collect sufficient tolls from  all the people w ho benefited from  the turnpikes 
to  m aintain them  adequately. The social benefit o f  these enterprises w as so great that they  had to  be publicly 
supported, for there was a large public interest in  m aintaining them , and that realization m ade it necessary for 
governm ent to act as it had never done before in V irginia’s long history.
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The Harris Family Archives and “ M a  Sue”  H all
By Kathleen Ingoldsby

■
 sm all, slender, leather-bound album  filled w ith brittle, black paper pages, m ost floating loose from  
their binding, arrived at the Floyd County H istorical Society alm ost 15 years ago. The collection 
o f photographs was a gift from  the fam ily o f  June H all (Slusher) Shelor, the adopted granddaughter 
o f the Rev. John K ellogg H am s, Presbyterian m inister, m issionary, and educator, w ho had settled his fam ily 

in  F loyd over a century before. Just inside the album ’s front and back covers, inscriptions and quilled 
flourishes penned in  an opaque w hite ink told a  profound story o f  one fam ily’s enduring affection for then- 
adopted home:

“(To) Clara Harris Akers from  Susan H arris Hall 
Scenes from. Floyd, Virginia. Taken October 16, 1912. Court Day. ”

“Sis: —
I  send you these in knowing that they [represent] the town scenes most sacred to us —
Being the last and best loved o f  our dearly belovedfather, John Kellogg Harris.

Sue’’

O utfitted  w ith  a  K odak B row nie 
cam era, in  the trad ition  o f  K odak’s pre­
w ar advertising icons, the independent 
“K odak G irls,” 1 Susan H arris H all ar­
rived in Floyd on a  visit and photographed 
the tow n at its busiest, on Court Day, the 
one day o f  the  m onth w hen the entire 
com m unity cam e into tow n to barter and 
sell, to  see and be seen. Sue com pletely 
filled  the palm -sized album  w ith scenes 
ofFloyd, fastening one white-edged print 
to  each page, and  m ailed  it to h er sister 
C lara , in  K entucky. The album  repre­
sented a  labor o f  fam ily love, inspired by 
th e  death  o f  th e ir father, John K ellogg 
H arris, tw o and one h a lf  years earlier. 
M ost o f  the photographs depict the town 

Rev. Munsey and Susan Harris Hall (Ma Sue) at Court Day. an^  lts peop le , bu t som e show  their 
(Courtesy Floyd County Historical Society) fa th e r’s gran ite  m em orial, w hich was

Kathleen Ingoldsby directs the Floyd County Traditions oral history program at the Old Church Gallery in 
oyd. She has documented historic soapstone uses and prehistoric quarries, completed an architectural 

survey o f Floyd and photographed county life fo r  a video. A graduate o f  Massachusetts College o f  Art 
and Hollins University, she received the Mimi Babe Harris Art Award from Hollins for her film ’’Ma Sue 
Hall: Living the Legend. ”
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raised through popular subscription and placed at the new  Jacksonville Cem etery w ith the inscription: “Pastor 
—  T each er— F riend .” A  new spaper account (ca. 1910-11) lists donors to  the H arris M em orial Fund in  
am ounts o f  $1.00 to  $25.00, and a grand to tal o f  $186.50.2

In  1912, “m oved by  the m eaning o f  the Rev. H arris’s w ork,” a com m ittee form ed under Rev. P eter 
C unningham  C lark, Superintendent o f  Hom e M issions o f M ontgom ery Presbytery, and the Rev. E dw ard E. 
Lane, Pastor o f the Christiansburg Presbyterian Church, to build a series o f m ission schools as a  living m em o­
rial in  underserved rural areas.3 By the fall o f 1914, under the auspices o f the Presbyterian H om e M ission, the 
H arris M ountain Schools becam e a reality w ith the opening o f the first school at Shooting Creek on the Floyd- 
F ranklin  C ounty line. Soon after, Am os C annaday offered part o f  his F loyd farm , and the H arris-C annaday 
School im m ediately com m enced operation in  a grove o f large trees. Students used slab seats, th e ir lessons 
chalked  on  a p lank  b lackboard nailed  to  a  “giant chestnut” tree.4 A fter an  unsuccessful attem pt fo r m ore 
perm anence w ith a  large tent, Cannaday donated 14 acres o f 
land, and  w ith the P resbytery’s help, construction began on a 
th ree-sto ry  bu ild ing  fo r perm anent classroom s. B y the m id- 
1930s, w ith enrollm ent reaching 500 pupils, eight school build­
ings, including the 1922-23 Buffalo M ountain M ission School, 
had  been  bu ilt o r brought in to  the H arris M ountain Schools 
system  in  Floyd, Franklin, R ockbridge, C arroll, and Bedford 
Counties.5 The Presbyterian Hom e M ission created a success­
ful, substantial and m eaningful testam ent to one person’s life o f 
selfless enterprise. The H arris M ountain Schools’ stationery 
com m em orated the Rev. John K ellogg H arris as “A  M an Rich 
and U nique in  G ifts, C haracter and D evotion.”6 This benevo­
lent m inister, known affectionately as “The Shepherd ofFloyd,”7 
left a  lasting  legacy to  the citizens o f  his beloved community.
Later, w hen his daughter returned perm anently to  Floyd from  
N ew  Y ork, Susan H arris H all w ould do the same.

John K . H arris and his w ife Chloe devoted their lives 
and their fortunes to  m issionary education, each independently 
holding teaching assignm ents in Indian Territory during the early 
1850s, w here both  cam e to  revere the particu lar m ission for 
the  education  o f  young w om en and g irls. In  1851, C hloe 
B igelow , then  a  single wom an, traveled to  w hat is now  O kla­
hom a to  teach  for tw o and one h a lf years at W heelock Fem ale 
Sem inary, a  school fo r young wom en o f the relocated Choctaw 
tribe.8 W heelock, established in  1833 by Rev. A lfred W right,9 
a  dedicated m issionary and translator o f the Choctaw language, 
becam e part o f the Choctaw  National School System in 1843.10 
It quickly becam e a  progressive educational m odel for native Am erican education w ithin all o f  the five tribes. 
(W h e e lo c k  A c a d e m y  is  c u rre n tly  an  e n d a n g e re d  O k lah o m a N a tio n a l H is to r ic  S ite . S ee : 
ww w.choctaw nation.com /w heelock/w heelockl .htm.) M iss Bigelow was associated w ith Choctaw  m issionar­
ies, K ingsbury, and  C yrus B yington, w ho along w ith W right developed a  phonetic, w ritten  C hoctaw  lan­
guage.11 John K ellogg H arris w as at the sam e tim e, 1852-1854, in  the sam e territory, teaching a t N ational 
School fo r C hoctaw s, m ost likely at nearby N orw alk.12 A fter tw o and one h a lf years’ m ission serv ice as a 
teacher, experiencing overw ork and poor health, Chloe M . B igelow  prepared to leave the C hoctaw  N ation 
and return  hom e to  Vermont. She sent her sister, Addie, “probably the last letter I shall ever w rite you from  the

Old Presbyterian Church, built 1850. 
(Courtesy Floyd County 

Historical Society)
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Choctaw  N ation.” This letter contains the only b rief m ention o f  her future husband: “N orw alk, Feb. 28,1854 
— W hen Mr. H arris cam e in  w ith the m ail last evening__ ” 13

B oth the Rev. and M rs. H arris attended N ew  E ngland colleges steeped  in  the  e th ical doctrines o f 
benevolence and charitable evangelism. Chloe Bigelow, Susan’s mother, studied briefly a t M ary Lyon’s M ount 
H olyoke College prior to 1850. The Protestant revival o f  the 1790s-1820s bu ilt its principles on the “Puritan 
ethic o f  using education to  enhance the experience o f G od’s w ord.” 14 B y 1830-50, w om en’s increased re­
sponsibilities in the m aternal vocation” o f  child rearing necessitated m ore schools fo r fem ales. M ary Lyon 
established M ount H olyoke Sem inary fo r young w om en in  1837, soliciting private funds after the G eneral 
A ssociation o f  C ongregational M inisters opposed any support. H er m ission o f  train ing  w om en fo r “useful 
w ork in  society [ . . .  ] im bued [her students] w ith notions o f  self-sacrifice; m any [M ount H olyoke] graduates 
becam e m issionaries and teachers.” 15 Teachers in  the C hoctaw  N ation included  m any graduates o f  M t. 
H olyoke, Dartm outh, andW illiam s.16 John K ellogg H arris graduated from  W illiam s C ollege, A B 1852, be­
longing to the Philotechnian Society (literary-debating) and the M ills Theological Society, w hose m em bers, for 
the m ost part, devoted their lives to m issionary goals.17

The H arrises kept careful w ritten records o f  th e ir m issionary w ork and studies, though the H arris 
fam ily journals are sparse and to the point. Illum inating one w ell-w orn diary o f  John K ellogg H arris is the 
scrupulous accounting o f  each o f his serm ons at various Presbyterian stations in  central V irginia, and the 
poignant listings o f  his repeated preaching on the m arch as chaplain for the Confederate A rm y during m ore 
than three years o f w ar servrce. The journal begins on Septem ber 6 ,1858 as the recently  ordained m inister 
leaves his hom e state ofN ew  York for m inistries at K err’s Creek, Rockbridge County, andN ew  M onmouth, 
Virginia, positions under the Lexington, Virginia Presbytery. He joined his w ife o f  one year, then teaching at 
C apt. G ilm ore s fam ily school for “ 10 or 12 young lad ies” on K err’s C reek .18 H is no tes continuously  
record  his godly path through D ecem ber 24,1871, along w ith births, m arriages, deaths, unusual weather, 
and other events. The entries in th is diary begin and end w ith serm on listings: “M onm outh —  Sept. 12 
(1858) Thou shaft love the Lord thy  G od w ith all thy  heart & c.” A nd on the sam e day  “R ehobothrfc  
U nholy Character,” through to “Decem ber 24 (1871) H um bled H im self. M t. P.” (M t. Pleasant). B ut it was 
the one sim ple entry in flow ing ochre script on February 7,1869, that caught m y attention and m y interest: 
“ ‘Susan M aria’ bom. A .C .H .” (Amherst Court House).19 The H arris’s fourth child, Susan M aria, w as bom  
in  V irginia and soon m oved away w ith her fam ily to K entucky in  Septem ber 1869. There, the Rev. H arris 
began his pastorate o f the K irkw ood Church in H arrodsburg, and assum ed the jo in t position  w ith h is w ife 
as principal o f the H arrodsburg Fem ale College.20

Time and tim e again, it appeared that Susan M aria H arris was destined to  return  to  Virginia it  is the 
second diary o f John K ellogg H arris, —  “John K. H arris —  C hristiansburg, 1872” — th at reveals th is 
providence o f  the H arris fam ily: Jan. 11,1872, “I left H arrodsburg— ”; Jan. 13, “R eached C bg 10 P.M .”; 
M ar. 19, “W ife & c. left H arrodsburg”; M ar. 21, “(W ife &  c.) reached xtnsbg 4 P.M .” W hile w aiting for 
his fam ily to arrive from  Kentucky, and before assum ing his new  m inistry, the Rev. Harris spent the w inter 
preaching in scattered regional locations— Christiansburg, Rocky M ount, Lovely M ount, and N ew  River, 
M rs. H udson’s, M rs. P rice’s, and H airston’s — in churches and in  hom es, som e listed  as “colored,” from  
January to  M arch 1872. H is serm ons at this tim e included “A labaster Box,” “Paul M ay Plant,” “Preaching 
Foolishness,” “Wrsdom Justified,” and “Sins as Scarlet”21 The entry for A pril 6 ,1872 , is “O vercom eth” —  
and is the very first m ention o f  Floyd, the place where the H arrises w ould settle, the place that, over tim e, 
inspired a deeply held sentim ental attachm ent in the entire family. The Rev. H arris accepted the pastorate o f 
the Presbyterian Church at Floyd Courthouse officially on June 30,1872,22 and excepting an intervening 
m inistry in  Red Cloud and Scotia, Nebraska, 1882-1889,23 he retained th is position  un til h is death a t age 
78, in  1910. The H arris fam ily, the Rev. John K  Harris, his w ife Chloe, and their four living children, Clara 
E lizabeth, John Leonard, Susan M aria, and infant M ary A delaide, bom  in C hristiansburg M arch 27, ac-
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com panied by John K. H arris’s father, John H arris, settled in  the Town o f Jacksonville (now Floyd), Floyd 
County, Virginia in  the spring o f  1872. The relationship betw een the H arris fam ily and the tow n was lasting, 
loving, and beneficial, and it becam e one that ultim ately shaped the grow th and spirit o f  the community.

Susan M aria H arris w as bom  at A m herst C ourthouse, V irginia in 1869, coincidentally, the same year 
as the birth o f the tw o m ajor national w om en’s suffrage organizations, the N ational W oman Suffrage A sso­
ciation and A m erican W om an Suffrage A ssociation .24 A t the  age o f three, she arrived  in F loyd w ith her 
parents, who true to their m issionary-educators’ nature quickly becam e comm unity leaders. That year, Harris 
began teaching in  the pub lic  school a t Jacksonv ille . H is records noted on Sept. 10 ,1872  th a t “ School 
opened. Floyd C .H .,” and w ith enthusiasm  evident, on  Sept. 20, H arris presented a “Speech in  C.H. (Court 
House) on Education.” H arris taught at the public free school from  1872 to l 878, as his diary read: “Sept. 12 
(1876) 5th School opened. 60.” The closing o f  the public school in  1878 coincided w ith dim inished support 
paym ents from  the Peabody Fund. B y 1877, the fund, w hich had  supported Southern education after the 
Civil War, had shifted priorities tow ard teacher education. In  1875, as enrollm ent at the Jacksonville A cad­
emy public school declined, John K. H arris, as principal, and his w ife Chloe, as first assistant, began a private 
preparatory school, Jacksonville H igh School, teaching the subjects o f “Greek, Latin, and higher m athem at­
ics.”25 This w as the beginning o f  the H arris’s coeducational O xford Academ y, w hich opened som etim e 
betw een 1876-1878. T heir academ y enjoyed g reat success, w ith an average o f 35 to  86 students per year 
during the period 1892 -1901.26 H arris instructed the higher grades: “him self a scholar, Horace, Cicero, and 
the Hebrew Bible w ere dear and fam iliar friends”;27 C hloe had charge o f the younger students, providing a 
good elem entary education “based on the B ible and the ‘3-R s’ .”28 The couple took personal interest in  the 
pupils, supplem enting boarding fees or tuition, encouraging scholarship, and, every spring, taking their “entire 
school” on overnight w agon trips to  Buffalo M ountain especially to w atch the sun rise,29 or to  the m ill pond

Old Floyd Courthouse, built 1851. (Courtesy Floyd County Historical Society)
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at the Phlegar farm  for ice-skating, w here the students found it as “hard to  m atch” H arris in  “playing ‘shinny’ 
or cutting in tricate figures on the ice  as to  trip  him  in  V irgil o r m athem atics.”30 H arris held  tw o or m ore 
pastorates during his Floyd tenure, one at F loyd Courthouse and another at Turtle R ock Presbyterian Church; 
he w as called  on to  preach at D illon ’s C hapel, Cannaday, N ew  H aven, C entral, and  L ovely M ount. The 
popular m inister traveled w idely in the region, often preaching three serm ons on a Sunday and several during

the w eek. “M any years” after his 
death, a  P resbyterian  m em orial 
pam phlet praised  John K . H arris: 
“ So d ifferen t w as he from  us, so 
original, his actions and his hum or 
so fu ll o f  unexpected quips and 
turns, that our schoolmaster brought 
to  o u r... lives the charm  o f  novelty
and rom ance___[W ]ell w e knew
the ten d e r love w ith  w hich  he 
w atched over us.”31

Sue accom panied her fam ily 
w est in  1882 and rem ained w ith 
them  for m ost o f their m issionary 
stay  in  R ed C loud and Scotia.33 
Sue once w rote that her father had 
d e v e lo p e d  “p re a c h e rs ’ so re  
th roat,” and  w ent w est fo r a cure, 
bu t m ission  opportunities on the 
frontier possibly influenced his de­
cision.33 H arris built and pastored 
a  church in  R ed C loud; h is w ife 
taught Sunday School. A  fam ily let­
ter in 1883 reported their progress: 
“Mr. Harris is still worrying with his 
church. It is about done. H e is try­

ing to  raise m oney fo r the w indow s now. O ur M ission Sab. Sc. is very  large and w e had a grand supper for 
it one w eek ago this evening.”

A  decade prior to  their trip  there w ere effusive letters from  a cousin at the L incoln, N ebraska, office o f 
the “B urlington and M issouri R iver R ailroad C o., in  N ebraska” proclaim ing the fertility, desirability, and 
profitability o f  w estern lands. O fficial governm ent reports at the tim e read: “N ebraska i s . . .  richly agricul­
tu ral and pastoral w here m illions o f  acres are alm ost donated to  the brave pioneers o f  the w orld.”34 Red 
Cloud, established in  1870 and nam ed for the Sioux chief, w as by 1884 a fast-developing frontier tow n with 
a  population o f  alm ost one thousand. The railroad, encouraging w estw ard expansion, arrived in 1879, and 
w ithin five years even the tow n’s outskirts w ere inhabited. A ccording to  W illa C ather’s descriptions o f the 
sam e period  in  1884, the R ed C loud com m unity w as a  bohem ian one, w ith m any foreign im m igrants to 
diversify  the fron tier experience.35 Scotia supported  a  L iterary  Society that Sue and her sister M ayday 
participated in. Cather w rote perceptively o f  the N ebraska influence on young w om en in a  character descrip­
tion o f the fictional heroine in  Tommy, the Unsentimental, “that blunt sort o f  familiarity is not infrequent in the 
w est, and is m eant w ell enough. People rather expect som e business ability in a  girl there, and they respect it 
immensely.”36 The H arrises evidently farm ed on the plains. M ayday H arris, interview ed in 1919 for the New

Red Cloud home, ca. 1882 
(Courtesy Floyd County Historical Society)
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Oxford Academy, ca. 1897. (Courtesy Floyd County Historical Society)

York Com m ercial, com m ented on the H arris farm  in  N ebraska, m entioning the m echanical expertise re ­
quired o f  her and the other children on the ranch there.37

A lthough Chloe reported hom e about the beautiful vistas, bountiful harvest, picnics, and the wonderful 
prairie bloom s, N ebraska w as not the perfect place. Shaded sum m er tem peratures reached 96 degrees, and 
the fam ily slept w ith an open door covered in  gauze. O n Dec. 31,1883, Chloe H arris w rote a  long letter from  
R ed C loud to  her sister A ddie in  B rattleboro, Vermont: “We are having our first cold spell. It is so cold we 
cannot leave the f ire ... It is so cold that I cannot think o f  m uch beside how  cold it is. We have no trees o r hills 
to  break the w ind and w e get the fu ll benefit o f it. W e do not bum  w ood bu t coal.”38 M rs. H arris’s health  
declined severely in  the poor clim ate, forcing the fam ily to depart N ebraska in  1889. That summer, John K. 
H arris lectured at the F loyd Institute, a  m onth-long, Peabody Fund-sponsored, sum m er norm al session for 
teachers.39 In  Septem ber 1889, the H arrises reopened O xford Academ y, w hich had  operated as O xford 
Seminary until 1886 w ith an interim  director, the Rev. W.R. Coppedge.40 The year after the H arris’s return to 
Virginia, law yers’ letters began to  arrive from  N ebraska concerning foreclosure o f the H arris house in  Red 
Cloud. The letters w ere interspersed w ith excuses for tenant problem s and rental difficulties on the property. 
A resulting law suit required  M r. H arris to  send a $400.75 m ortgage judgm ent to the N ebraska court.41

Susan left N ebraska earlier than her parents to  stay w ith her m arried sister C lara, in Kentucky. In  the 
fall o f  1887, a t age 19, Sue H arris becam e one o f “eight w om en in  an undergraduate departm ent o f about 
160 students” at C entral U niversity  in  Kentucky, w here her brother-in-law , Dr. Jam es Tazewell A kers, was 
the Ford Professor ofEnglish.42 A lthough Sue Harris com pleted only one college course, naturally in  English, 
her rigorous youthful education at the classically  inspired O xford A cadem y prepared her w ell fo r a  life o f 
learning. A t the auction o f her belongings in  1974, am ong the item s listed w ere 1,200 books.43
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The H arrises enjoyed a  lifelong affection for prolific personal correspondence. Fam ily letters describe 
past lives and places, enlivened by  evidence o f  the w riter in the handw riting’s playful or serious m indset or 
m ood. A  le tte r w ritten  A ugust 15,1896, pleads M rs. H arris’s cause fo r their sm all, coeducational O xford 
A cadem y in  the Town ofF loyd: “I f l  could only get $500 fo rthe girls o fth e  county to board them selves and 
com e to  school. It is th e ir on ly  chance.” In  1899, H arris w rote his ow n particu lar prescription concerning 
higher education: “I  believe in going to a good college and digging through a good course. B ut I w ould tie a 
plow  around every  undergraduate’s n eck — &  an axe to  h is arm . L et him  rem em ber w here he cam e from  
and best go to  — .” O ther letters describe the tow n’s new s o fth e  day: “Frid. Jan 22nd, 1908. 8:30 p.m . 
M r. Sow der is to  bu ild  a  structure betw een his b rick  office & Mr. P eter H ow ard’s H ouse. It is to connect 
w ith the b rick  and accom m odate b etter M r. Sow der and the bank.” ; “W ed. June 23rd 4 1/4 p.m . 1909 
Sow der business house (now  the B lue R idge R estaurant) nearly  done. O utside stairs gone. W hole thing 
looks village like &  harm onizes.” The H am s-A kers collection o f nineteenth-century fam ily letters andjour- 
nals reveals the fam ily’s open-m inded, unprejudiced, sharp-w itted, sentim ental, worldly, and “dry, sly and 
high” hum or-laden personality. In  1899, from  the pen ofR ev. H arris: “Revenues captured 1100 gallons o f 
w hiskey last night and p u t it in  Brack. Scott’s cellar for safe keeping. Everybody is drinking at it.” ; “Wed, 
M ay 3 0 ,6  p.m ., 1906 .1 am  tired. N ext tim e, Sam  Sw inney [can] preach his ow n funeral.” ; and sweetly, in  
solitude after C hloe’s death in  1897, “The w ind blow s [ . . .  ] The night w ind is an old and dear friend. It calls 
to  m y very  heart. I love it.”44

“Papa” w rote to  his “dear Sue,” on Sat. Nov. 
1 ,1900: “You have been raised  from  the dead now  
about th ree tim es —  once at D ublin —  then  on the 
night o f  the surgical operation— then on Sab. N ight 
O ct. 28th — . A nd I don’t  know  how  m any tim es in  
R oanoke— besides once trying to tear up the R.R. in 
N ebraska.” (A ccording to  A rthur A kers, Sue w as a 
sleepwalker and climbed o ff the train in her nightgown; 
the tra in  departed, leaving her at the station .) Rev. 
H arris then  added: “G od does not send such m ost 
uncom m on deliverances w ithout a purpose — .”

M a  Sh e ’s  St o r y

Sally and Betsy Hall, ca. 1898. 
(Courtesy Floyd County Historical Society)

Susan H arris H all w as “som ething else.” 
Forty-five years after her death, the drop o f her fam il­
iar nicknam e “M a Sue” still sparks a storm  o f gleeful 
enthusiasm . Spoken w ith warm th and genuine affec­
tion, adjectives burst thick and fast from  everyone she 

knew. In  the tape-recorded interview s, “unforgettable,” “irrepressible,” “intelligent,” “colorful,” “ju n ,” “de­
pendable, ‘tough, com ical,” “opinionated,” “witty,” “w ell-read,” “outspoken,” “generous,” “obstinate,” 
“w ell-know n,” “honest,” “sharp,” “com m unity-spirited,” and “all-’round-good-person” circled Sue H all like 
so m any stars m  a crow n. W hen I asked each respondent to  describe M a in  ju st one w ord, “caring” topped 
the list. B ill H ayden, w hose m other cooked for M a Sue’s H otel Bram e, related that asayoungster he alw ays 
knew  th at M a Sue “cared  the world ” fo r him . I heard  m ore than once that M a Sue had a “heart o f  gold,” 
tem pered, o f  course, by her “taut,” “vitriolic,” and “salty” tongue. “You didn’t w ant to cross her; she could tell
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Hotel Brame (Courtesy Floyd County Historical Society)

you o ff in  15 languages,” B ob Shelor confided. H azel Edw ards, who lived w ith M a Sue as a  foster child, 
confirm ed, “She w as tough, bu t she had  to  be that w ay; she w ould go head to  head w ith the law yers or 
anyone, and they w ere bigger than she w as, and she w ould win! ”

D uring her career a t U .S . Steel Products in  N ew  Y ork City, Sue lived aw ay from  Floyd Comity. She 
m issed h er childhood hom e and v isited  frequently, expressing her sentim ents on a  fam ily postcard, once 
w riting that she ju st w anted to  live up on top o f  the Buffalo M ountain.45 M a Sue accom plished her dream  o f 
returning “home” in  1916, w here she rem ained for the rest o f her life.46 Susan Harris H all m ade her ow n way, 
in her ow n way. Self-supporting throughout m ost o f  her adult life, she reconciled personal im pulses o f  pro­
gressive popularism  and unbounded hum anitarian benevolence (w anting to  “do” for people), w ith profes­
sional positions th a t satisfied  her in stincts o f  social service. “H er second love w as the R ed C ross,” Pete 
H allm an to ld  m e, and Sue H all becam e best-know n for her unceasing w ork to attain help for people in need. 
For m ore than three decades, she led locally adm inistered social w elfare program s and w artim e fam ily ser­
vices as the  A m erican N ational R ed C ross Executive Secretary for Floyd County.47 She “prided  herse lf in 
know ing everyone in  the county,” M aud Shelor recalled. I f  anyone in  Floyd County needed assistance, they 
w ere ju s t to ld , “G o see ‘M a Sue.” ’ In  1922, the character o f  each o f the 3,627 Red Cross C hapter offices, 
small and large, reflected the needs o f the local community. R ed Cross chapters form ed a  very loose coalition: 
“These people do as they please, and the national organization can accept it or not.”48 D uring the influenza 
epidem ic o f  1918, Sue H all stayed w ith one Floyd fam ily three w eeks, nursing them  all back to  health .49 
Servicem an H em y B . Shelor received an  unexpected call a t boot cam p during W orld W ar II; not know ing 
that his father w as ill, they to ld  him  only to  return to Floyd. Susan Harris Hall had quickly arranged a furlough 
on his behalf.
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Summertime. (Courtesy Floyd County Historical Society)

M a Sue H all was out-of-the-ordinaiy, bu t I w asn’t prepared fo r the im pressive ta lly  o f  accom plish­
m ents as I neared  the end  o f  m y accounting. A t each step along the path  o f discovery, investigation, and 
docum entation, as I g radually  becam e m ore involved w ith the study o f  her life in  a contextual way, m y 
conviction grew , and m y research confirm ed, that Susan H arris H all deserved the designation in  her front 
page 1958 obituary: she tru ly  w as a  “living legend.”50

Sue H am s m arried  Jacob T. H all on February 6,1890, and m oved to  Roanoke, w here he held m ana­
gerial and editorial positions at the Roanoke (Daily) Times, and, later, the Southern Weekly Journal.52 The 
couple m et at O xford A cadem y years earlier, w here Sue, age 11, and Jake, age 20, w ere listed in the roll call 
o f  1880-81 ;53 it’s probab le that Jake w as then a  teacher at the school.

The H alls had  tw o daughters, M ayday H arris H all (Sally), 1891, and E lizabeth B igelow  H all (Betsy), 
1892. W idow ed in  1898, her husband succum bing to  heart disease at age 37, Sue H arris H all left her tw o 
sm all children w ith fam ily in  Floyd, and w ent alone to New York City to study typew riting and stenography at 
P ackard’s, B roadw ay &  26th.54 It w asn’t long before she w as teaching the course, and by  1902 Sue w as 
fetch ing  h e r daughters and  her sister, M ary A delaide (M ayday), to  N ew  York. Sue soon advanced to  an 
alm ost 20-year career a t U .S. Steel Corp. in  N ew  York City.55 In  his 1974 autobiography, her form er son- 
in-law  observed evidence o f her social conscience as the hum anitarian office m anager at U . S. Steel in  1915. 
H e w rote, “ She had  so lved  the problem  o f  the handicapped and underpriv ileged. She grouped them  in  
various departm ents, a ll the b lind , the paraplegics, and those retarded  by  language.”56 She w as a single 
m other in  m anagem ent w hen w om en totaled less than 20 percent o f the national w orkforce, at a tim e w hen 
this statistic represented m ostly nonprofessional, factory, o r teaching positions.57
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Sally and B etsy stayed w ith  their m other and aunt at 204 W. 114th St. in  N ew  York for 14 years. B oth 
children exem plified the H airis fam ily ideals. Betsy founded the City H istory Club at her high school w here 
she was for four years class President. She graduated from  Barnard w ith m any celebrated accom plishm ents, 
including President o fthe Fem inist Forum , executive com m ittee m em ber o f the Barnard and Socialist Club, 
literary ed itor o fth e  B arnard  B ear, m em ber o f  the C olum bia Com m on Sense League, and delegate and 
elected delegation secretary  to  H enry F o rd ’s 1915-16 Peace E xpedition aboard the O scar II to  N orw ay 
and the Hague.58 Betsy m arried a  B roadw ay lyricist, H ow ard D ietz (“Dancing in  the Dark”), and becam e a 
published w riter w ith ties to  those in  the A lgonquin R ound Table, a literary clique in  N ew  York City. Sally 
attendednursing school in  W ashington, D .C ., returning to  Floyd w ith her m other in 1916 to becom e m anager 
at the H otel B ram e in Floyd. A s did  her m other, Sally appreciated and docum ented local Floyd history; she 
also possessed a  lifelong love ofnature. Finding sundry w ild critters in residence at their home w asn’t unusual. 
An early photo in  the Floyd C ounty H istorical Society collection pictures Sally w ith three other young ladies, 
all in apristine w hite dresses, standing in  front o fthe old courthouse in  Floyd. Sally is clutching a  large, black 
duck. A pair o f  caged grey squirrels, Sally’s pets, accom panied B etsy as m ascots on her ocean expedition to
Norw ay; reporters and photographers had  a  field  day.59

In A m erican social history, Susan H arris H all’s life o f self-em powerment stands out as a m arker for the 
tum -of-the-nineteenth century Progressive E ra vanguard. This political m ovem ent in  the early 1900s sought 
“to increasepopular participation in the A m erican system ,” “to alleviate the ills o f society” w ith a governm ent 
more responsible tow ard social w elfare and justice.51 Sue H arris’s confident, independent nature, com bined 
w ith a very unique set o f  circum stances— the personalities, principles and experiences o f her parents, her 
upbringing in  the sm all com m unity o f  F loyd , the freedom s experienced by  w om en in  the w est and in  the
progressive areas o f  New Y o r k  City where she hved —  all influenced Sue’s path.

In 1916 at age 47, w hen Susan H arris H all returned to  Floyd from  New York, she did so w ith a single- 
m inded desire: to purchase the landm ark B ram e H otel on the tow n square. She owned and ran this establish­
m ent and its dining room  w ith  h er daughter Sally  fo r m ore than  12 years, retiring  ( if  that term  is applied 
loosely) in  1929 to  a cottage com pound nam ed “Sum m ertim e.” She took in  boarders there and hosted entire 
road and Parkw ay crew s during their w ork  tenures.60 O ne story tells o f  a  local person getting a speeding 
ticket in  South C arolina a  few  years ago; tak en  to  the  m agistrate fo r processing, h is hom e o f  F loyd w as 
noted. The judge only asked, “D oes th a t o ld  lady still live up there? D oes she still have that parrot?” M a 
Sue’s place w as the stu ff o f  legend, a  pow erful presence even as I w atched it decline.

A fter W orld W ar I, M a im m ediately involved herself in  county affairs, assum ing hands-on nursing and 
fam ily assistance responsibilities as F loyd’s R ed Cross Secretary.61 H er w ork continued through all o fth e  
depression era 1930s; a t a  tim e w hen social services sat solely under local control, she w as the county 
w elfare w orker, oftentim es w ithou t pay. Sue traveled  anyw here there w as a  need, or w herever som eone 
needed help. She w ould ju st go. She held  the post o fP robation O fficer from  1930-31, andatage  65 hadher 
ownoffice as County R eliefD irectorunderFER A  funding.62 H er varied roles included bem ganew s reporter 
for the Floyd Press, a stringer (paid by  the inch) correspondent for the Roanoke Times, a contributor to  The 
Pom m onw ealth. R ed C ross lia ison  fo r so ld iers’ fam ilies during W orld W ar II, official U .S. w eather ob­
server,63 a  country m idw ife o r m ortician w hen necessary, and, at the age o f 51, an adoptive m other o f a  13- 
m onth-old baby girl. M y favorite o f  M a Sue’s new s headlines w as in  the Roanoke Times, Septem ber 1937:
“Frost and Prosperity H it F loyd Together.”

M y first encounter w ith  Susan H arris H all occurred m ore than fourteen years ago. I have the penciled- 
inpaper that startedm y quest: “Virginia D ivision ofH istoric Landmarks: Historic District: BriefSurveyForm : 
28 Mar. 1988.” In the m iddle o fth e  w ork on the V irginia Departm ent ofH istoric Resources histone buildings 
survey in  the Town o f F loyd, som eone po in ted  to  an o ld  house hidden beyond the back o fth e  Jacksonville

45



cemetery. “Summertime,” they said, “M a Sue H all’s house.” Beating m y w ay through the brambles, I snapped 
three black and w hite photos and drew  a  sketch o f  the cottage and site plan. The architectural details are few, 
but under landscape features, I listed the form idable rem ains o f  her gardens: “Overgrow n specimens: rhodo­
dendron covering front; flow ering bulbs; crocus; narcissus; star o f Bethlehem ; yucca; huge yew  tree; remains 
o f flagstone edging; old rose trellis; stone steps to  a  depressed abandoned roadw ay at arched trellis entry.”64 
I kept returning to take m ore photographs. O ver tim e, the building collapsed inward, crushed by debris from  
H urricane Hugo, and, in  1995, all perishable evidence o f “Summertime” burned to the ground in  a  suspicious 
fire.

In  1990, as a m eans o f  preservation and w ith  historic im portance in  m ind, I m ade negatives o f m any 
im ages in  her album s at the F loyd C ounty H istorical Society. In 2001 ,1 produced a short com puter-gener­
ated film  on the life and tim es o f Susan H arris H all,65 and included a  sam pling o f  photographs from  the

collection. Using a cam era lens, 
video footage, tape-recorded 
in terview s, and period  m usic, 
the final film  sketch features the 
lady w ho, in  1912, cam e to 
tow n w ith the K odak Brownie: 
the indom itable, irrepressible, 
and principled “M a Sue” Hall, 
pictured w ithin the sounds and 
sights o f  the Floyd County set­
tings in  w hich she thrived. N ar­
rated  en tire ly  by  those w ho 
knew  and  rem em bered  M a 
Sue, the recollections endorse 
th is grand  lady and her fam ily 
w ith first hand im pressions and 
connections n o t possib le  in 
m ore form al accounts. The na­
tu re  o f  o ral h istory , as Pete 
H allm an, form er ed itor o f  the 
Floyd Press explained in his in­
terview, m ay not “be exactly the 
w ay it happened, but it was the 
w ay it w as told.”

MBS, SlflASS XTAXREH. HAUL
. . .  “31a and- P-olly i t  WflWk

“ M a  S u e ”  H a ! !  L a i d  t o  R e s t  i n  

.Jacksonville C e m e t e r y ;  L i f e  W a s  O n e  

O f S e r v i c e  t o  P e o p l e  o f  F l o y d  C o u n t y
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W hat D o W e Leave Behind?
By Anna Fariello

For fo u r hundred miles through Virginia, the Blue Ridge is essentially a single long fin , 
only a mile or two wide, notched here and there with deep, V-shaped passes called gaps 
but otherwise holding generally steady at about 3,000feet, with the broad green Valley 
o f  Virginia stretching o ff to the Allegheny Mountains to the west and lazy pastoral pied­
mont to the east. So here each time we hauled ourselves to a mountaintop and stepped 
onto a rocky overlook, instead o f seeing nothing but endless tufted green mountains 
stretching to the horizon, we got airy views o f a real, lived-in world: sunny farm s, clus­
tered hamlets, clumps o f woodland, and winding highways, all made exquisitely pictur­

esque by distance.
- B ill B ryson, A Walk in the Woods

■
he exhibition, “A rcadian M onum ents,” organized and circulated by the V irginia M useum  o f Fine A rts 
Statew ide Exhibitions Program , was on view  last spring at the H istory M useum  and H istorical 
Society ofW estem  Virginia. The color im ages displayed in the Shaftm an G allery w ere intentionally 
rom anticized im ages o f the “real, lived-in world” view ed by  B ill Bryson from  his hike along the A ppalacian 

Trail.
T he 30 photographs that m ade up the show  w ere selected from  a larger body o f  photographs th at I 

began m aking  in  the  early  1990s as a silent p ro test in  the face o f a no t-so-dignified  end to  a  m agnificen t 
antebellum  hom estead. I first saw  it alone on a bare hillside, a tw o-story hom eplace w ith colum ns and a  sm all 
portico. B y the tim e I encountered that lonely m ansion at the end o f the 20th century, no one had lived there for 
years. The building was beyond habitation, light piercing its em pty interior.

“R ock R oad” seem ed a  fitting  address for the venerable structure, surely the bedrock o f  a  long-faded 
com m unity. The house stood apart from  the ever-w idening asphalt road before it. It stood in stark contrast to 
the new  hom es springing up around it. It stood proudly as a  stately rem inder o f another century. It stood sim ply 
as a  m onum ent to  generations o f lives lived and lost along the way. The Rock Road house continued to  intrigue 
m e until, one day, I  decided to  m ake its portrait. I spent an afternoon exploring its far com ers w ith m y cam era. 
I recorded its dark interior, its faded exterior, and its sunny surroundings. During that afternoon, I im agined the 
m any generations o f  children w ho played among the wildflowers and woods surrounding a small space claim ed 
from  N ature by  their forebears.

A fter seeing the initial photos, I planned to  return to  shoot a couple o f m ore rolls o f film . A t the tim e I 
could no t have know n that the fate o f that R ock R oad house w ould be the catalyst for w hat w ould am ount to  
a  decade-long photographic preoocupation. O ne day I happened to  be driving along R ock R oad and glanced 
to the place w here the house stood. M y plan o f re-photographing it idly passed through m y m ind and I m entally

Anna Fariello is owner o f  Curatorial InSight, a consulting firm  providing research, development and 
curatorial services to non-profits and private collectors. She is currently doing research fo r  the 2003 
Smithsonian Folklife Festival and is on the faculty o f  Virginia Tech.
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calcu lated  how  long  it h ad  been since m y first v isit. M y reverie w as in terrupted  by  not seeing the house 
im m ediately. I looked again and doubled back, believing I was at the w rong place in the road. B ut the fact was, 
the house w as gone. W here once stood a tw o-story hom eplace w as nothing but a grassy field. The R ock Road 
house had  com pletely vanished, w ithout a trace o f  its presence in  evidence anywhere. To m e th is seem ed the 
cruelest fate, to  be erased from  history so com pletely, to  be gone from  all m em ory, fo r all eternity.

T he pho tograph ic  series Arcadia docum ents the cultural landscape at a  single p o in t in  tim e. I t is 
intended to  capture the fading presence o f  a regional identity that is quickly being replaced by a national facade 
o f  fast-food franchises, suburban tract houses, and m ultinational businesses. Sm all creeks and roads m eet this 
sam e fate and, as w e develop the technologies to  carve aw ay at the steepest o f our m ountainsides, w e enter a 
new  era o f  destruction. A s w e turn  the pages o f  our calendars, w e w ill ju st as surely w itness the continued 
destruction o f  our natural and built landscape as I had w itnessed the destruction o f  the R ock R oad hom estead. 
A s w e m ake room  for expanded in terstates and “sm art” roads, w ill w e rem em ber w here w e are o r w ho w e 
are?

R ural heritage has been overlooked at a tim e w hen the culture o f  “other” has been celebrated; w e 
overlook other-ness close to  hom e. A fter the disappearance o f the house on R ock Road, I  becam e aw are o f  
the im portance o f  these fad in g — and faded —  surroundings, no t for their actual w orth, bu t for their m eta­
physical w orth. I decided to  record the presence o f rural A ppalachian architecture w hile there w as still som e 
left to  record . A grarian  hom esites are found in ever decreasing num bers. O nce com m on and unique to  the 
region, vernacu lar agrarian architecture— structures that create a visual sense o f p lace— is eroding. Ironi­
cally, rural A m erica is endangered.

A grarian  architecture grew  from  physical necessity. It is understated. Its design is an expression o f  
function. Its stark exterior and lack o f superfluous decoration is sometim es confused w ith poverty. B ut it is this 
very sim plicity and lack o f  pretense that defines the beauty o f this regional form. There is som ething w onder-
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fully sm all about hum an-m ade structures built 
into the rural landscape. They blend into their 
environment and underscore the m ajesty ofN a- 
ture by their smallness and their humility. They 
are the architectural opposite o f skyscrapers, 
w hich appear to  dom inate the landscape and 
proclaim  an indestructibility. In contrast, rural 
hom esteads allow  us to  feel the expanse and 
pow er o f N ature, evoking feelings o f aw e and 
grandeur.

Aesthetically, pioneer hom esteads and 
the landscape they inhabit are one; they look 
as if  they grew  from  the soil. They appear inte­
gral to  the  landscape, a w ooded trunk  sup­
porting a canopy o f tin. The oldest o f these are 
reverting  to  N ature. N o longer hum an-ized, 
they revert to  the W ild. Their sole inhabitants 
are cow s or bales o f  hay. They are abandoned, 
discarded, soon to  be destroyed. They are 
w orthless architecturally, w orthless com m er­
cially, and worthless financially. They can nei­
th er contain  anything o f value, n o r keep out 
the elem ents.

M y version  o f  Paradise ex ists in  the 
ru ra l landscape and sense o f place found in  
the southern A ppalachians. It appears to  m e a 
place w ith fluid geographic boundaries spilling 
from  m odern-day V irginia into neighboring
states, m eandering across ridges and dipping into dark hollow s. A rcadia refers to  an ancient land  o f m ilk an 
honey, a paradise lost. A ccording to  legend, peaceful peoples once lived free from  strife and care, in  perfect 
harm ony w ith  their environm ent and the anim al com m unity. N ature retained  her character as M other and 
benevolent friend. In  those halcyon days, hum anity was unobtrusive and in  keeping w ith  the elem ents. Tradi­
tional m ythologies and religions are filled w ith such places called Eden, A tlantis, o r Peaceable K ingdom . D id 
suchplaces exist in  thephysical w orld? Can suchaplace exist today?F orm e, A rcadia exists in  the present as 
it d id  in  the past, as a place o f the m ind and spirit, rather than an  actual place on the planet. It continues to  exist
today in  childhood, in  dream s and reverie, and in hopeful imaginings.

Through m y photographs, I  attem pt to  take the view er on an im aginary journey through a  pastoral and 
m editative space inhabited by understated m onum ents to the rural and natural w orld, rem nants o f an old w orld 
im posed upon the new. The im ages in  Arcadian Monuments are intended to  sharpen one’s aw areness to  the 
experiential perception o fseeing, aprocess I sometimes call “deep seeing.” It is im portant to  recognize A rcadia 
in  our own fives, w henever or wherever we m ay stum ble into it. The sublim e could be right next door and m any 

o f us w ould pass w ithout notice.
W hile it is im portantto  dream  a  grand future and m ind-w alk in  the reverie o f  our past, our present is 

m ade m ore m eaningful by threads o f  m aterial culture which form  the connective tissue o f our humanity. D uring 
the latter h a lf o f the 19th century, the physical rem ains o f culture were valued, no m atter how  tattered  o r w orn. 
These lost favor in  the 20th, as the new  century cam e to represent a clean break  from  the past. B ut before we
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ushered in  the age o f  M odernism  and a  love fo r new -ness, W estern culture revered  the past as a  w indow  to 
understanding and self-realization. Such a  view was m anifest in English gardens in  w hich “ruins”  were intention­
ally  constructed  to  create a visual link  to  heritage and culture. In  A m erica, w e p icked  up  th is thread in  the 
construction o f “garden” cem eteries, pastoral environm ents visited by harried urban citizenry in  the V ictorian 
era. In  cem eteries such as these, one can still come upon a “broken” colum n or “vine-covered” m onum ent.

The built environm ent is filled w ith stories; some are real, som e im agined. Shelter cam e in  the form  o f 
m odest structures in  A rcadia, like m any throughout rural A m erica today. In  their tim e, each w as the physical 
m anifestation o f som eone’s dream. W hen we are content, w e pretend these rural hom esteads w ere filled w ith 
happiness. W hen w e are sad, w e can pretend  they w ere filled  w ith m elancholy. Sm all dw ellings w atch as 
m ortals com e and go, w itness our birth, our grow th, our flow ering, our w ithering, our decay. D w arfed by  the 
m ajesty o f  the A ppalachian m ountains, m odest structures stand patiently  in  contrast to  busy inhabitants who 
scurry like ants through life. Theirs is a  different sense o f  tim e, a  tim e not m easured in  days and  m onths, but in 
centuries and eons.

G ravity w orks around the clock to  rearrange the original com position designed b y  som e unknow n 
craftsm an. Slowly and relentlessly the elem ents invade their space. Time takes its toll. N ature reclaim s w hat is 
left o f  their grandeur. Tendrils o f fast-grow ing vegetation first spread along foundations, catching fast like little 
children’s fingers at M other’s hem. Soon the tenacious vines enfold the clapboard sides, weaving in and out o f 
w indow s, eventually laying claim  to the roof. The ro o f no longer keeps out the rain, the floo r m eets the earth 
below, the w alls lean this way and that. Overtaken by nature, vines intrude into its privacy, clawing at its faded 
dom esticity. The floor no longer prom ises support, becom ing precipitously dangerous, discouraging all but a 
few  brave souls w ho dare to  enter.

D irt floors sprout new  saplings w hich reach out to  sunlight through broken w indow s. They are in  ruin, 
yet live on, becom ing m ore and m ore a  part o f  the landscape w ith each passing  day. T he v iew  from  each 
w indow  is transform ed. It is m agical to look up and see a  piece o f  sky surrounded by  a  p icture fram e o f  rafters. 
In  som e w ays, the transform ation o f  these decaying, hapless buildings elevates them  from  the realm  o f  the 
everyday to  the realm  o f  the sublim e. O nce stout structures are pu lled  dow nw ard in to  the w aiting arm s o f 
M other E arth, like the body o f a loved one laid  to rest in  w arm  ground.

In  late afternoon, w hen the sun is low  and light cuts across the landscape, hom esteads w hich do t the 
rural A ppalachian countryside are bathed in a warm, yellow  glow. L ike richly encrusted B yzantine icons, they 
are hallow ed andhalo-ed. They are the wizened, m artyred saints o f  our com m unities. This is our H erculaneum , 
our Paradise, our A rcadia. O ur m ountainous landscape is itse lf w eathered by  tim e and elem ents that cycle 
round sping rain , sum m er heat, autum n drought, w in ter freeze. B ut the h ills are no t th e  w orse fo r wear.
Tucked am ong them  are a  few  rem aining regional, vernacular hom esteads, containing rem nants o f past fives. 
They are relics o f our ow n near past. They are our archeology. We exit their doors as w e leave this life, leaving 
behind the fru its o f  our labors and loves. W hat have w e m ade? W hat do w e leave beh ind  as a  m ark o f  out 
passing through this place?
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How Andrew Lewis Drove Gov.. Dunmore out of 
Viiginia (Gwynn’s Island Revisited)

By Candy Daugherty

The R oanoke V alley’s favorite son o f the revolutionary period, G eneral A ndrew  Lew is, is rem em ­
bered for tw o crucial battles. A t Point Pleasant in  1774, he com m anded a  force o f w estern Virginians against 
the Shawnee, and in victory secured the Ohio River frontier from  further attack. The story o f Point Pleasant has 
been w ell docum ented in  the history books.

B ut less w ell rem em bered is the B attle o f  G w ynn’s Island, w herein  the G eneral who had ended the 
Indian threat evicted from  a  newly independent V irginia her last B ritish governor.

John M urray, Earl o f  Dunm ore, had arrived in  Virginia, the largest and w ealthiest o f the 13 colonies, in 
1771 following agovem orship inN ew  York. Although initially unhappy w ith his reassignm ent, Dunm ore em ­
braced his position and used his authority for his ow n personal gain. W estw ard expansion was forbidden to the 
colonists by British authority and strictly enforced by Dunm ore, but settlem ent o f new  territory was inevitable. 
For even the governor him self was speculating on land claim s.

In  1774, follow ing violent Indian raids on w hite settlem ents, D unm ore ordered an expedition into 
W estern Virginia. In  D unm ore’s War, o r the Battle o f  Point Pleasant, A ndrew  Lew is, resident o f  R ichfield on 
the R oanoke, led  the defense, w hile D unm ore failed  to  arrive in  tim e fo r the  fight. U nbeknow nst to  Lord 
D unm ore, the next tim e the tw o com rades w ould m eet on the field  o f  battle, they w ould be adversaries.

O ver the next year, relations betw een the B ritish  and  the co lon ists rap id ly  decayed. In  response, 
D unm ore in  July 1775 gathered w hat B ritish forces w ere available, as w ell as loyalist supporters, and housed 
them  in  vessels harbored in  Ham pton Roads. U sing this as a  base fo r operations, D unm ore dispatched priva­
teers to  patrol the bay. The Chesapeake Bay, the m outh o f w hich w as controlled by Virginia, provided deepwater 
access ideal for sailing large trade vessels into Pennsylvania, D elaw are and M aryland, as w ell as Virginia.

The T idew ater reg ion  included som e o f  the co lon ies’ largest p o rt cities -  N orfolk, H am pton and 
Portsm outh -  and w as the outlet from  w hich m ost o f  the colonies’ tobacco w as shipped to  the W est Indies in 
exchange for necessary staples. Dunm ore realized that i f  the very w ealthy andpersuasive Virginia colony w ere 
loyal to  the King, then it could quite possibly curb the pending rebellion throughout the region. Seizing colonial 
vessels on the slightest o f pretenses, privateers confiscated  needed  supplies and brought them  back to  the 
governor. W ith the support o f Britain’s Royal Navy, m ost notably Com m odore Andrew S. Hammond, Dunmore 
controlled the w aters in w hich his “floating tow n” disrupted trade from  Pennsylvania to  Georgia.

Tensions ran high in  Ham pton Roads in  the sum m er o f  1775. M ilitia forces had. gathered in  an attem pt 
to  fortify  the city against raiders in  search o f  necessities. W ith m ore and m ore L oyalists loading their m ost 
beloved treasures onto vessels and joining D unm ore’s fleet, the need for staples and supplies increased. Raids 
w ere m ore frequent and increasingly violent. Vacated L oyalist hom es and businesses w ere often vandalized 
and in  som e cases torched by hostile patriots. In  O ctober o f  1775, B ritish  reinforcem ents arrived from  St. 
A ugustine; how ever, as D unm ore’s forces grew  in  num bers, so d id  co lon ial m ilitia  troops. In  N ovem ber, 
D unm ore acted on V nginia’s biggest fear and issued the first ever em ancipation proclam ation, stating:
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and has attended Virginia Western Community College.
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"And I  herebyfurther declare all indentured Servants, Negroes, or others (appertaining 
to Rebels) free, that are able and willing to bear Arms, theyjoining his M ajesty’s Troops. ”

Those freed slaves w illing to  take up arm s and figh t alongside o f  the B ritish  w ere recruited into D unm ore’s 
Royal Ethiopian Regiment. Viewed as an act o f w ar, D unm ore’s tactic angered and frightened m ost Virginians 
already fearful o f  a  slave uprising. N ortherners and 
Southerners alike thought D unm ore’s tactics to be ex­
trem e.

Loyalists aboard the “floating tow n” still had 
strong fam ily and econom ic ties to  N orfolk and w ere 
frequently com ing to  shore for necessities. Sporadi­
cally  placed snipers concealed in  vacated  build ings 
along the w harf did little to discourage the raids. Patri­
ots reasoned that i f  the city w ere destroyed, Dunm ore 
and his forces w ould have to  m ove on. The opportu­
n ity  presented itse lf N ew  Years Day, 1776.

B ritish  troops landed under a cover o f naval 
gunnery and set fire to 19 vacated buildings know n to 
have harbored m ilitia snipers. C haos and confusion 
follow ed. Patrio t forces, seizing the m om ent, either 
burned or allow ed to  bum  863 buildings. W ith pow ­
erful coastal w inds to  fan the flam es, the fifth  largest 
city  in all the colonies disappeared in  three days. A s 
w ord o f  the conflagration m ade its w ay to  the N orth­
ern cities, the British were blam ed, though patriot com ­
m anders w ere also culpable in  N orfolk’s destruction 
and used  the tragedy to  g reat advantage as p ropa­
ganda.

W hile N orfolk was burning, Colonel Andrew  
Lewis was attending the fourth Virginia Convention in 
W illiamsburg. Previously in August, Patrick Henry had 
been appointed com m ander ofV iiginia’s regim ent, an 
appointm ent based m ore upon popularity  than capa­
bility. Lewis, whose m ilitary experience far outweighed 
that o f Henry, declined the offer o f a  subservient com ­
m and. H ow ever, not long a fter th e  F ourth  V irginia 
Convention had adjourned, H enry’s regim ent o f 1,300 
volunteers had been accepted as V irginia’s quota fo r 
the Continental Arm y and on M arch 1, the new ly com ­
m issioned officers w ere announced.

The Philadelphia C ongress had appointed M ajor G eneral C harles Lee com m ander o f  the Southern 
D epartm ent o f the A rm y and nam ed A ndrew  Lew is and R obert H ow e o f  N orth C arolina brigadier generals 
beneath him . Henry, furious that Lew is and How e w ere prom oted above him , resigned im m ediately. Lew is’s 
appointm ent put him  in control o f all the V irginia troops and on M arch 18,1776, he assum ed com m and.

Just lingering offN orfolk’s coast loom ed Lew is’s adversary and his fleet o f  over 80 Tory ships, includ-

The location o f  Gwynn’s Island, between 
Gloucester and Virginia’s Eastern Shore, is 
shown in this map o f  the lower Chesapeake Bay. 
(From The Governor’s Island, by Peter Jennings 
Wrike)
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ing the w arships Fowey and Otter. Lew is arrived in  H am pton in  M ay, ju st in tim e to  find Dunm ore and his fleet 
preparing to  sail. Initially, he saw  them  “stand out to  sea, bu t instantly  tacked about and ran  up the B ay ....” 
D unm ore’s suspected destination w as G w ynn’s Island, a 2,200-acre island on the northern end o f G loucester 
County. In a  report to Lee, Lew is w as critical o f the local civilians, w ho had failed to  tell him  o f the flesh w ater 
and livestock available on the island  so th at it could  be rem oved before D unm ore reached it. B efore Lew is

could finish the report, a  messenger arrived 
to  confirm  th a t three to  four hundred o f 
D unm ore’s troops had ju st taken up resi­
dency on G w ynn’s Island.

W hile Dunm ore w aited there, events 
in  Virginia m oved rapidly. Virginia’s lead­
ership unanim ously adopted a  resolution 
fo r independence and began the process 
o f  form ing a  new  state governm ent. The 
Convention appointed Patrick Henry gov­
ernor o f the new ly established Com m on­
w ealth  June 29 , the sam e day V irginia’s 
state constitution, w ritten by Thom as Jef­
ferson, w as recorded. These resolutions, 
radical and revolutionary, were the begin­
ning o f the end o f nearly 170 years o f B rit­
ish  rale. Soon after the C ontinental Con­
gress adopted Jefferson’s D eclaration o f 
Independence, G eneral Lew is decided it 
was tim e to rid  Virginia o f the last vestiges 
o f royal control.

The m orning o f July 9 arrived w ith a 
low tide and little breeze. A t approximately 
8:30 a m , General Lewis him self aimed and 
fired the first 18-pound cannon directly at 
the Dunmore, the governor’s flagship, hit­
ting the stem  and traveling the entire length 
o f  the vessel. The second shot to  h it the 
Dunmore, also  fired  by  Lew is, again  h it 
the stem, killed the governor’s sailing m as­
ter instantly, and destroyed Dunm ore’s fine 
china. Shrapnel from  these attacks slightly

A painting o f Gen. Andrew Lewis at Gwynn’s Island, by injured the governor slegs.
Anne Bell, hangs in the Salem Civic Center. The low  tide caused several ves­

sels, including the Otter, to  be grounded; 
thus they w ere vulnerable to  attack. A t the 

first shot, H am m ond ordered the Rowbuck’s  boats to  tow  these vessels out o f  cannon range; sim ultaneously, 
General Lewis ordered the Am erican battery to begin firing on the island. The already heavily 6anaagedDunmore 
was h it by nearly  every patrio t shot aim ed at her. Am azingly, D unm ore’s crew  w as able to  return fire, but the 
cannons were too sm all and the A m erican troops w ere too fortified for their shots to  be effective. Dunm ore, in 
retreat, ordered the anchor cables cut and his vessel tow ed out o f range.
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G eneral L ew is’s patrio t batteries had  the advantage that day. From  “C ricket H ill,” the height advan­
tage m ade Dunmore’s ships easy targets and retaliation difficult. (The nam e “Cricket Hill” derived from  Dunmore’s 
likening Lew is’ troops to  “C rickets on a  H ill,” for they disturbed his sleep w ith their cajoling.) W ith a  low  tide 
and no breeze, the only effective w ay to  m ove the “floating town” from  such confined waters was towing. Few 
loyalists w anted to  row  a boat to  safety in  the  m idst o f  all the gunfire.

That night, under cover o f  darkness, loyalists gathered w hat supplies they could in  preparation to sail 
the next m orning to  St. G eorge’s Island in  the  Potom ac. Vessels that could be repaired were patched enough 
to m ake a  day’s journey north; those deem ed no t seaw orthy w ere burned. A t daw n on the m orning o f  July 10, 
as Dunm ore and his “floating tow n” sailed  up  the Chesapeake, G eneral Lew is gave the order for Lieutenant 
Colonel A lexander M cClanahan and his battalion o f  the 7th V irginia to  go ashore. W hat they found that m orn­
ing greatly disturbed them . M cC lanahan’s troops “w ere struck w ith horrour (sic) at the num ber o f dead bod­
ies, in a  state o f putrefaction (sic), strew ed all the w ay from  their battery to  C herry Point.”

Sm all pox as w ell as ja il fever had  ravaged the “floating tow n” and a  lack o f clean w ater, nutritious 
food, and adequate m edical treatm ent allow ed disease to  flourish. The dead and dying as w ell as those quar­
antined and too ill to  travel w ere sim ply le ft behind. D ue to  fear o f  contam ination, the troops burned the 
quarantine camps w ith m any dying still inside.

G eneral L ew is o rdered  troops to  fo llow  the exodus o f ships up the C hesapeake to  be assured that 
Dunmore would not land elsew here in Virginia. A s D unm ore and his loyalists sailed into M aryland waters, they 
had becom e exiles.

Few  people today have ever heard  o f  such a  p lace as G w ynn’s Island and few er still can testily  to its 
significance. General A ndrew  Lew is had successfully dislodged Lord Dunm ore from  his tem porary post on the 
island and w as able to prevent his “floating tow n” from  reestablishing itself elsewhere. This victory then began 
V irginia’s independence, and a  resident o f  our ow n valley  had m ade it possible.
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W ho Named Salem?
By John Long

Our Salem  can claim  m any special d istinctions, bu t a unique nam e is no t one o f  them . The nam e 
Salem  fo r a  tow n or city  is one o f the m ost com m on in  the U .S .— som e 35 o ther states feature 
Salem  on their m aps. Some states can claim  m ore than one, including Virginia. M arshall in  Fauquier 

C ounty w as orig inally  nam ed Salem ; there are parts o f  the  V irginia B each  area, and  C ulpeper and  Page 
counties, that bear this venerable name. The origin o f  the w ord is B iblical, an abbreviation o f  Jerusalem , and it 
m eans “peace.” The traditional Jew ish greeting, “Shalom ,” is a variant o f the sam e word.

Salem, Virginia is neither the oldest nor the youngest place to  bear th is nam e. The tow n w as founded 
w hen Jam es Sim pson, a som ew hat m urky character in  the historical record, laid  out a  grid  o f  lots on 31 acres 
o f his land astride the G reat W agon Road. He began selling these lots in  1802, but in  1804 divested him self o f 
m ost o f his V irginia holdings and m oved for unknow n reasons to Alabam a.

Perhaps because o f his sudden disappearance from  the area, a  great m ystery has alw ays surrounded 
the origins o f the nam e o f  Salem . W ho nam ed the tow n 200 years ago? W hy? A pparently  no one deem ed
these questions im portant enough to  record an answer.

How ever, there is a  traditional account o f  the nam ing o f Salem  th at has been repeated m any tim es, 
often enough to be considered dogm a by m any local history buffs. It appears in  the tw o m ost recent surveys o f 
local history: N orw ood M iddleton’s Salem: A Virginia Chronicle and D eedie K agey’s History o f Roanoke 
County (Kagey cites her inform ation back to  M iddleton). A ccording to the prevailing theory, the nam e Salem  
w as im ported from  N ew  Jersey by  the B ryan fam ily. W illiam  B ryan, know n as The E m igrant, and  h is son, 
William  Jr., m oved to  this area in  the 1740s from  Salem , N . J., They settled along the G reat R oad w here a fresh 
spring bubbled to  the surface— the area know n today  as Lake Spring P ark  in  Salem . A s far as m any are
concerned, they brought the nam e Salem  w ith them .

This is an entirely plausible theory; however, it has alw ays seem ed to  th is researcher that it presents a 
problem : it virtually bypasses Jam es Simpson, Salem ’s founder. D id he have no role in  nam ing the tow n he laid 
out him self on property he ow ned?W hat evidence is there to  support th e “B ryan theory” o fth e  nam e’s origin? 
W hat can we deduce from  the scant docum entary evidence o f Salem ’s early  days?

The first question to  ask is the genesis o f the “Bryan theory.” The originator seem s to  be a Salem  native 
by the nam e o f Thornton W haling. A fter growing up here, W haling becam e a  Presbyterian pastor, serving the 
Jackson M emorial Church in  Lexington and eventually serving as president o f the U nion Theological Seminary 
in Louisville. He had a  particular interest in local history and genealogy, especially the B ryan family, from  which 
he w as a  descendant.

In  1926, W haling helped  to  place a m arker in  Salem ’s W est H ill C em etery to  m ark the graves o f 
W illiam  Bryan, his son, and his son’s w ife, M argaret W atson. O n the dedication day, W haling gave a  speech 
w hich (as far as I can te ll) w as the earliest public appearance o f  the B ryan theory: “the lovely  o ld  tow n o f 
S alem .. .w hose very  nam e [the Bryans] brought w ith them .” (quoted in  The Roanoke Times, Sept. 9 ,1926) 
The sam e basic inform ation appears in the Salem Times Register edition com m em orating R oanoke C ounty’s 
centennial on M ay 27,1938, quoted as a recent letter from  W haling on page 127. W haling does not identify a

John Long director o fthe Salem Museum, is a graduate o f Roanoke College and holds a master’s degree 
in history from the University o f Virginia. He is an adjunct history professor at Roanoke College and the 
author o f  South of Main: A History ofthe Water Street Community of African Americans m Salem.
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source for this inform ation, but seem s to hint that it was a fam ily oral tradition.
T hat the  theory  w as not in  vogue earlier than  1926 is ev idenced  b y  its  om ission  from  the earliest 

sources for local history. W illiam  M cCauley, in his chapter on Salem ’s founding in the 1902 History o f Roanoke 
County, prepared for Salem ’s Centennial, w rote, “it w ould be a  m atter o f  in terest to  know  w ho suggested the 
nam e o f the tow n, but on this point, tradition is silent.” (page 138) It is in teresting  to  note that W haling w as 
invited to be a speaker at the Centennial Celebration, but had to  decline a t the last m inute. O therw ise, he m ay 
have provided an answ er to  M cCauley’s question.

N or is the B ryan theory m entioned in G eorge Jack ’s 1912 History o f  Roanoke County.
W hat actual evidence, then, is there to support W haling’s hypothesis? Scarcely any. For one thing, the 

m ost prom inent Bryans m ay have been dead several years before Salem  w as laid. W illiam  B ryan the Emigrant 
died in 1786, and W illiam  Bryan Jr. died in  1796, assum ing that the dates on W haling’s aforem entioned 1926 
grave m arkers are accurate. Some sources give W illiam  Jr. ’s death as 1806, bu t th is m ay have only been the 
year his w ill w as probated. M any o f  the o ther B ryans in  the area m oved w est, and  o f  the  rela tives w ho 
rem ained in  the area, none appear to have been leaders o f  early  Salem , since their nam es are not am ong the 
early settlers o f  the town.

N or w as the B ryan land part o f the original town. Rather, it w as about a m ile up the road, a  consider­
able distance considering Sim pson’s tow n was only a  few  blocks long.

Furtherm ore, it stands to  reason that if  the B iyans brought the nam e w ith them , it w ould have been in 
use prior to  Sim pson’s creation o f  the tow n. B ut their land w as alw ays referred  to  as “B ryan’s on R oanoke,” 
a  reference to  the river that adjoined the farm , and an exam ination (although no t an exhaustive one) o f  early 
deeds fo r the area fails to  show  an appearance o f  the nam e Salem  p rio r to  1802.

So, i f  the B ryan theory seem s tenuous a t best, w ho nam ed Salem ? A  good  candidate, though not a 
proven one, w ould be Sim pson him self, based on a num ber o f pieces o f  circum stantial evidence.

F irst, it is  w orthw hile to  find the earliest use o f  the nam e Salem . It appears to  be the deed w hich is 
Salem ’s “birth certificate.” On June 4,1802, Susanna Cole purchased from  Sim pson a  lo t o f  land in  the new ly 
laid-out tow n along the G reat Road, a  transaction traditionally  taken as the founding o f  the tow n. The lo t is 
described as such: “w hich L ott or piece o f  G round is in  a  plan  o f  a  Tow n laid  o ff by  the said  Jam es Sim pson 
near w here sd. Sim pson now  lives which Town is now known by the name o f Salem .” (B otetourt C ounty 
D eed Book 7, page 731; italics m ine)

Interestingly, the w ord “now” was edited in  w ith a caret. W hat does this signify, i f  anything? I f  nothing 
else, it seem s reasonable to assum e that th is indicates the area had not previously  been  know n as Salem .

Second, in  D ecem ber o f  1805, residents o f  the new  Salem  petitioned  the V irginia legislature to  offi­
cially establish the tow n, w hich fo r three years had apparently had no official existence. In  their application, 
they  note that “a  Certain Jam es Sim pson laid o ff a Town in  his lan d .. .which said Town he designated by the 
name o f Salem ...” (quoted in  Stoner, Seedbed o f the Republic, page 244; ita lic s m ine). Sim pson, by  the 
way, had left V irginia the year before, according to  the w eight o f  the evidence. The signatories o f  th is petition 
(w hich the legislature passed in  January 1806) seem ed to  know  nothing o f  a  B ryan connection to  the nam e, 
and no B ryan w as am ong the petitioners.

This docum ent, incidentally, also provides the earliest description o f  the tow n. O nly three years after 
her founding, Salem  w as in  a “fertile part” o f  B otetourt C ounty w here a  num ber o f  “proprietors have m ade 
good buildings and settled, and sundry others are now  building— w hich from  the p resen t appearance m ust 
m ake it in  a short tim e a flourishing place— as it lies on a very eligible spot and in  the  m idst o f  a w ealthy and 
populous part o f  the said county—being at the junction o fthe roads from  your seat o f  governm ent and from  the 
northw ard  leading  to  the w estern country and w here the farm ers and o thers m ay find  a m arket fo r their 
produce and be conveniently supplied w ith such m aterials as they m ay be in  need o f  as there are a  num ber o f 
m echanics and som e vendors o f m erchandise resident therein.”



Third, there is some Sim pson fam ily tradition w hich m ay be relevant. Theodore Simpson, a  genealo­
gist, produced  a  m anuscript in  1990, en titled  “ Som e prelim inary  data on  Jam es Sim pson, the founder o f 
Salem, Virginia, and related Simpsons.” In it, he notes a  strong connection betw een the Simpson nam e and the 
name Salem . One branch, it seem s, can be traced back like the B ryans to  Salem , N. J. (although not the branch 
affiliated w ith B otetourt’s Jam es Sim pson). A nother Sim pson lived  near Salem  (now M arshall) in  Fauquier 
County, and another apparently near Salem, W. Va., w here a  Sim pson Creek is found. W hile all this is conjec­
ture, it seem s possible that the nam e Salem  follow s the Sim psons. (To be fair, it should be noted that in  a later 
letter to  Salem  historian N orw ood M iddleton, T heodore S im pson indicates that he had never heard  o f the 
Bryan theory, and notes that he did not have “sufficient inform ation to  say one w ay or the other.”)

W hat then are we to  deduce from  this evidence? Follow ing are the conclusions I have draw n from  m y 
research into this matter:

1) There is no documentary evidence to  support Thornton W haling’s hypothesis that the Bryan family 
nam ed Salem . N or is there such a preponderance o f  evidence that it can be rejected outright.

2) A t the same tim e, the w eight o f the early docum entary evidence gives m uch m ore credence to the 
idea that Jam es Sim pson nam ed his ow n tow n.

3) The possib ility  cannot be d ism issed th a t som eone in  the B ryan fam ily m ade the suggestion to 
Sim pson that Salem  w ould be a  good nam e fo r a  new  tow n. Such an idea w ould in effect harm o­
nize the two accounts.

4) Thus, it w ould seem  reasonable to  include both  theories in future discussions and w ritings about 
Salem ’s history as unproven possibilities.

In  the  end, w e are left to  agree w ith M cC auley— “on th is po in t trad ition  is silen t and rem ain
satisfied that Salem  is Salem, regardless o f the origins o f  the nam e.
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Regional manuscript guide completed
Dr. C harles B odie o f  L exington has com pleted  h is d raft o f  a  m anuscrip t guide fo r the 

R oanoke and N ew  R iv er valleys, sponsored by  the H istory  M useum  and H istorical Society  o f 

W estern Virginia. Funded by a  grant o f  $10,000 from  the V irginia Foundation for the H um anities, 

th is pro ject w as also p a rt o f  a  larger program  o f  speakers w ho explored neglected  facets o f  the 

region’s history.

Dr. B odie undertook his research  to  locate m anuscrip t collections in  public repositories 

pertaining to  the counties o f  B otetourt, C raig, Floyd, M ontgom ery, and Roanoke, as w ell as their 

m unicipalities. H is w ork required travel to  scores o f  libraries around Virginia and am ong neighbor­

ing states, and to  extensive searches o f  in ternet library  sites. B y M arch 31,2002, he had com piled 

a  descrip tive lis t o f  1,604 co llections located  in  61 lib raries. A m ong these lib raries, 26 are in 

Virginia.

The diverse content o f  the co llections spans the period  from  the colonial era to  the 20th 

century. The published guide, w ith diverse references to  private correspondence, diaries, business 

ledgers, legal m aterial, m aps and photographs, w ill offer abundant inform ation to  researchers inter­

ested in fresh directions. These item s touch on the lives o f  people on farm s, in  stores, a t hom es, in 

schools, and in  professional work. They docum ent the lives o f  people neglected by m any histori­

ans, including w om en, children, A frican-A m ericans, sm all farm ers, and w orkers in  extractive in­

dustries. O verall, the guide should stim ulate new  approaches to  the reg ion’s history, reveal new  

them es, and help to  foster a  better understanding o f  its  developm ent. This understanding, in  turn, 

can help m em bers o f  the region’s com m unities to  address contem porary issues.

The M useum  m eanw hile sponsored a  set o f  speakers during the second h a lf of2001 who 

touched on a  range o f seldom -visited topics o f  Southw est V irginia history, including archeological 

evidence o f  aboriginal settlem ents, aspects o f railroad developm ent, A frican-A m erican entrepre­

neurs, and ways o f  conducting fam ily and com m unity history.

The final step fo r the M useum  is to  raise  the  necessary  funding o f  about $8,000 fo r the 

publication o f  the guide to  m ake it available to  individuals and to  libraries as a  strong addition to  its 

current publications program . A nother idea being explored is to  also produce an on-line version 

that w ill greatly increase its access. The guide w ill b e  available in  the spring o r sum m er o f2003.



Oliver H ill’s Home
M ay Become Human Rights Center

By George Kegley

Friends and adm irers o f O liver W. H ill Sr., prom inent desegregation law yer, organized a foundation to  
acquire his boyhood hom e in  N orthwest Roanoke and develop it as a center to  foster hum an rights. Hill, 
now  95 and blind, recalls h is Roanoke years from  1913 to  1923 and again w hen he began practicing 

law  in  1934 in  an autobiography, The Big Bang, Brown v. Board o f Education and Beyond, pub lished  in  
2000. H is hom e is in  Richm ond.

H ill w as one o f  a  team  o f civil rights law yers who w on the 1954 Brow n v. B oard o f  Education deseg­
regation suit before the U .S. Suprem e Court. In  the Jim  Crow era, H ill’s N A ACP legal team  filed  m ore civil 
rights law  suits in Virginia than w ere filed in any other Southern state. They led  to landm ark decisions on voting 
rights, ju ry  selection, access to  school buses and em ploym ent protection.

In  a  recent telephone interview , H ill said 99 percent o f his recollections about Roanoke are good. He 
had  “a w onderful tim e as a ch ild” and then  he cam e back and started  h is law  p ractice  in  Judge L indsay  
Almond’s H ustings Court in Roanoke.

“W e’ve m ade a  w hole lo t o f  progress” on race bu t “there is a  w hole lo t o f  w ork to  be done, no t ju st 
black and w hite in the U nited States but in the whole world. We need to  think differently on a lo t o f  things,” he 
said. “People are m ore sophisticated today. They don’t  com e out and say they  are segregationist. T hey are 

m ore subtle.”
“A ll segregationists need to  look at the situation from  a realistic view  and get over all th is nonsense 

rela ted  to  sk in  color,” H ill once to ld  an A ssociated  Press reporter. “T here’s no b asis fo r th ink ing  th ere ’s 
anything other than a hum an ethic. I f  G od had  intended for people to  be defined as races and separated, we 
w ould assum e God had sense enough to give them  different m eans o f  procreation.”

In  his autobiography, H ill said, “I arrived at the conclusion that it was ju st as stupidfor m e to  hate w hite 
people because they w ere w hite as it was fo r w hite people to  hate m e because I w asn’t  w hite. Consequently, 
I began to  judge people as people on the basis o f m y experience w ith them .

Law yer Hill has a lifetim e o f  accomplishments. A fter that landm ark legal victory alm ost 50 years ago, 
he was elected as R ichm ond’s first black council member. H is awards are m any: the Chicago D efender M erit, 
A m erican B ar A ssociation Com m ission on O pportunities, W alking H istory M illennium , Thom as Jefferson 
A w ard fo r Public Service, the A m erican C ollege o f T rial Law yers A w ard fo r C ourageous A dvocacy, the 
V irginia Com m ission on W omen and M inorities in  the Legal System , and the Freedom  F ighter A w ard o fth e  
V irginia State C onference o f  N A A CP branches. In  Richm ond, the form er Juvenile andD om estic R elations 
Court B uilding w as nam ed for H ill. And forem ost, in  1999, he received the M edal o f  Freedom  from  President
BiUClinton.

O n Feb. 5 ,2003, Virg in ia’s General A ssem bly honored H ill as th is year’s O utstanding V irginian. He 
w as recognized as a  V irginian “w hose dedication and service are an inspiration to all civic-m inded citizens.

A fter graduating from  H ow ard U niversity and its law  school in  W ashington w hile w orking as a  w aiter 
in  a  restaurant, H ill passed the bar exam ination and in 1934 he began practicing law  in  Roanoke w ith J. H enry

George Kegley, a longtime resident o f Roanoke, is a permanent director o f the History Museum, and 
editor o f the Journal since 1968.



C laytor in  an office at the present site o f  the new  parking garage fo r the H igher E ducation C enter, near the 
railroad. H e w as one o f  few er than 40 black law yers in  the state.

“In  those days,” he w rote, “m ost N egro law yers had a solo general practice. L ike general m edical 
practice, our general legal practice required us to  m ake house calls. People in  real serious condition needed 
you  to  v isit them  at hom e. I frequently  w ent to  c lien ts’ hom es to  talk  to  them .” W hile looking fo r w ays to  
generate incom e, H ill typed chain letters and represented workers who gave him  w age assignm ents, and some

N egro professionals gave him  their unpaid debts to  collect, 
bu t his crim inal practice w as “alm ost entirely  p ro  bono.” 
W hen these activities failed to produce a  reasonable amount 
fo r upkeep, H ill discontinued his R oanoke p rac tice  and 
returned to  W ashington in  June 1936. H e later spent m ost 
o f his career in  Richm ond. H e had taken m any pictures o f 
the in terio r and  ex terio r o f  R oanoke C ounty  one-room  
schools to  use as evidence fo r com m unity education and 
for litigation.

The O liver H ill Foundation w as established in  O cto­
ber 2000 w ith the goal o f  carrying on the w ork o f  H ill and 
h is associates in  civ il righ ts, accord ing  to  C larence M . 
D unnaville Jr., a law  partner o f  H ill. Its pu rposes are to 
function as an educational and  po licy  center fo r the pro­
m otion and study o f hum an righ ts, as w ell as developing 
the onetim e H ill hom e at 401 G ilm er A venue, NW , as a 
center for hum an rights.

K ay Strickland is president o f  the foundation. Oth­
ers on the board  are C abell B rand, A lice R oberts and Ed 
B arnett, from  the R oanoke Valley; C larence and  N orine 
Dunnaville and Jonathan K. Stubbs, Richm ond; and Esther 
Vassar, N orfolk.

The firs t p ro ject o f  the foundation  w as to  obtain  a 
gran t from  the V irginia L aw  Foundation  enab ling  the 
Roanoke group to sponsor tw o law  students as interns w ith 
public interest law  firm s devoted to  civil rights.

In his autobiography, The Big Bang, H ill said  w hen 
he w as a child, “people in  our social circle used to  call Roanoke Tittle N ew  York. ” ’ Few  cars w ere ow ned in 
the N egro neighborhood, he said. “I noticed that each m ake o f car had a  d ifferent sound. A ccordingly, be­
cause o f  the scarcity o f  cars and distinctive sounds, I know  everybody’s car a  b lock  before I could  see it.”

H is stepfather, Joseph C. H ill, operated a pool parlor. “H e even built a  tittle stand for m e to  stand upon 
so th a t I could  see over the pool table. H e started teaching m e to  play  billiards and  pocket pool. B efore he 
could teach m e m uch about the art o f playing billiards or shooting pool, V irginia w ent dry and that closed the 
saloons and k illed  the neighborhood in  w hich his pool parlor w as located. H e tried  to  find  another location. 
U nfortunately , a t that tim e in  R oanoke, the locations w here a  N egro could  operate a  business w ere very  
lim ited . H e d id n ’t see anything he w anted to  do in  R oanoke. A ccordingly, he decided  to  go back  to  H ot 
Springs to  w ork. That term inated m y career as a po ten tial professional pool player. W ho know s, th a t m ay 
have kept m e from  becom ing a ‘V irginia Fats.’”

A s a boy, H ill lived at 401 G ilm er Ave. w ith his m other and stepfather in  the hom e o f  B radford  and 
Lefia Pentecost. In  those days, N egro children couldn’t go to public school until they w ere seven. People were

Oliver Hill o f  Richmond, noted desegrega­
tion attorney, attended a reception at the 
Transportation Museum in Roanoke in June 
2002. (Photo by George Kegley)
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work-oriented in his boyhood days. His daily chores were bringing in coal and wood for stoves and washing 
dishes. Once a  week, he had the responsibility for dusting furniture, m opping the floor and cleaning common 
areas o f  the house. Hill also worked at an ice cream  parlor where he was paid in ice cream for his services. The 
firm was cited for violating child labor laws.

During World W ar I w hen he was 10, Hill woke up at 3 a.m. to deliver newspapers. H e began selling 
the New York Examiner on Saturday afternoons. W hen he w alked through white neighborhoods, “I knew 
that you  had to  be very, very careful that you didn’t  get caught as you m ight be cuffed around... I f  white boys 
came along, I had to run like hell. They would cuff m e and when we would catch them  in our neighborhood, we 
would cu ff them  too. It w as sort o f  tit for ta t .. .But nobody shot anybody or broke their arm  or anything like 
that. They let us know  that they  d idn ’t care anything about us and w e let them  know  that we d idn’t care 
anything about them. This was one o f  the unfortunate results o f  racial segregation.”

Roanoke was a  railroad town, Hill wrote. “In our circle, practically everybody either ran on a  railroad 
or w orked for the N orfolk and W estern or Virginian in such capacities as cooks, waiters, porters, trainmen, 
brakem en, firem en and m essengers at the m ain office.” H ill started at 16 as a laborer at N&W , earning 25 
cents an hour for such jobs as m ixing concrete, transferring shippers’ claims from  one office to another and 
guiding rails to  a “frog shop.” (H oles where rails were connected were called frogs.) He worked on an ice 
wagon and in a  shoe shine parlor. In  his school days, Hill played football, baseball, basketball and shot marbles.

Commenting on the N egro class structure he saw in Roanoke, Hill said it was more democratic in the 
sense that African-American people from  various social strata mingled freely. Mrs. Pentecost, his friend and 
landlady, said that in W ashington at that time, “there was m ore division: a  kind o f  ‘pecking order’ based upon 
skin color and economic status.”

Hill had a b rie f m ovie career in  Roanoke. In  the 1920s, he said, Oscar Michaux, a prominent Negro 
film producer, persuaded a  group o f  Roanoke Negroes to invest in a film, “House Behind the Cedars,” about 
middle class Negroes here. Hill had a  role, walking among guests at a lawn party filmed in his front yard, at the 
northw est com er o f  G ilm er Avenue and 4th Street. In 1991, m any years later, w hen a Richm ond professor 
heard ofh is movie role, Hill was invited to appear at the Virginia Festival o f  American Film in Charlottesville 
to discuss O scar M ichaux and his w ork
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What Victory M ay Mean:
A  History of Ensign Horace A . Bass Jr., USNR, 

and the U S S  Horace A. Bass APD-124

By Roy C. Baugher III

orace A ncel B ass Jr. w as a  R oanoke citizen w ho served as an aviator in the U nited States N aval
Reserve during the Second W orld War. H e served as a fighter pilot in the Pacific Theater, participât
ing in the Battle o f  M idw ay and the Battle o f  Eastern Solomons in 1942. During the Solomons battle, 

Bass was declared m issing in  action and he was never found. He was posthumously awarded the Navy Cross 
for his actions at Midway.

Two years later, the D epartm ent o f  the N avy announced it would nam e a ship in honor o f  Bass: the 
USS Horace A. Bass A PD -124. The high-speed transport ship w ith her officers, crew, and em barked ser­
vicem en served the N avy  from  1944 to  1959, w hen it w as decom m issioned. For its Second W orld W ar 
service, Horace A. Bass earned tw o battle stars and w as credited w ith shooting dow n two Japanese planes 
and sinking one enem y submarine. The ship earned the N avy Unit Commendation and six battle stars for its 
extensive service during the K orean War.

It is a rare honor for a  ship to  be nam ed after a person o f B ass’s rank o f  ensign, rarer still for that ship 
to render distinguished service and to  gam er accolades during its career. Both the m an and the ship are to be 
recognized for their contributions to  the traditions o f  the United States Navy.

Horace A ncel Bass, Jr. w as bo m  in  Roanoke on Septem ber 22, 1915. H e was the first child  o f  
Horace A. Sr. and M innie K. Bass. B ass’s father worked as a draftsman in the engineering department o f  the 
N orfolk & W estern Railway, based  in  Roanoke. A bout three years later, his sister, M innie K ing Bass, was 
bom . The Bass fam ily  lived on  W oods Avenue, in  w hat is now  R oanoke’s “O ld Southwest.” In the early 
1920s, the family m oved to  M adison, N orth Carolina and lived there. Bass, however, still worked at Norfolk 
& Western in Roanoke, and he visited w ith his family on the weekends. The family m oved back to Roanoke 
eventually and lived in  a  house on  A llison Avenue. Horace Jr. attended Jefferson H igh School. In his senior 
year, he participated in  the senior play, and he  served on  the staff o f  the school’s annual, The Acorn. Bass 
graduated from Jefferson in  the spring o f  1933. N ext to his senior portrait in  the yearbook, he is described as 
“artistic, versatile, reserved.”

In the autum n o f  1933, B ass began studies at Roanoke College in  Salem, attending for two years. 
W hile at Roanoke, he was a m em ber o f  the Chemical Society, Sigma Delta Pi (an academic classics fraternity), 
and Kappa A lpha fraternity.

It was around his tim e in  high school and college that Bass developed a  serious interest in art. Besides 
doing artistic projects at hom e, he w as art editor o f  the Roanoke College annual, Rawenoch, in 1934-1935, 
and he contributed pen-and-ink draw ings for that year’s edition. B y 1935, Bass decided to leave Roanoke 
College to attend Richm ond Professional Institute in  Richmond, to  further his studies in art. RPTwas then a 
division o f  the College ofW illiam  &  Mary, and at the tim e was the prem ier art school in the state. Bass earned

Roy C. Baugher III, administrative assistant at the History Museum and Historical Society o f Western 
Virginia, was the curator o f an exhibit on Ensign Horace Bass and the Navy vessel named for him and he 
also founded an archives collection devoted to Bass, the ship and its crew. Baugher is a graduate o f  
Roanoke College.
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a bachelor’s degree in  art from  R PI in  June 1937.
B ass returned to  live w ith  h is fam ily in  Roanoke, and he becam e an art teacher at his alm a mater, 

Jefferson H igh, in the autum n o f  1937. Besides teaching art classes, he  was faculty advisor for the school’s 
dram a set productions, the student newspaper, and The Acorn. One o f  his students, K en Platt, rem em bers 
Bass fondly as a  teacher. Platt did not consider him self a very good artist, but he said that Bass had a great deal 
o f  patience with him  in his art class.

In  1940-1941, B ass becam e interested in  aviation and learning to fly an airplane. He took flying 
lessons at College A ir Express, a  flight instruction school operating at the Roanoke Municipal Airport. He also 
became a  m em ber and shareholder in the Sportsmen’s 
Flying Club. M em bers ow ned shares o f  a  Piper Cub 
J2 airplane, kept at the airport. M em bers w ould sign 
up to  schedule their tim e to  fly  the plane. U sage fees 
were charged to offset costs for fuel and maintenance.

In  February 1941, B ass decided to  leave his 
teaching position at Jefferson, and enlisted in the United 
States Naval Reserve with hopes o f  becoming a naval 
aviator. During his tenure at Jefferson, Bass improved 
the school’s art department by  procuring new art desks, 
a worktable and an airbrush painting system. He also 
expanded the art curriculum from  just two classes when 
he began teaching, to  six classes. O n his last day o f  
teaching at Jefferson, B ass’s fourth  period  art class 
threw  a farewell party  for him , com plete w ith a  cake 
bearing the inscription “Happy Landing.”

B ass reported  to  the N aval R eserve Aviator 
Base in Washington, D.C. in  M arch 1941. From M arch 
6 to April 24, he underwent flight training at the base.
H e was appointed an av iation  cadet on M ay 15. H e 
completed further training at the N aval A ir Stations at 
Jacksonville and M iam i, F lo rida  until late O ctober 
1941. Bass was designated officially a  N aval Aviator 
(H eavier Than A ir) on O ctober 27, and he received 
his commission as an  ensign on  N ovem ber 7,1941.
One month later, Japanese naval forces attacked Pearl 
Harbor, and the U nited  States entered the Second 
W orld War. B ass w ent on to  receive aircraft carrier training w hen he reported to the A dvanced C arrier 
Training Group-Atlantic at N orfolk on January 5,1942. In M arch o f  that year, he married the former Sarah S. 
Miley, w ho was also from  Roanoke.

Bass was assigned to  Fighting Squadron Three (VF-3), commanded by Lieutenant Commander John 
S. “Jim m y” Thach. H e arrived at K aneohe A ir Station, Hawaii w ith six other rookies on M ay 20,1942. He 
and others conducted flight and gunnery exercises w ith the squadron’s new  Grum m an F4F-4 single-seat 
fighter planes, also know n as “W ildcats.” B y late May, VF-3 was assigned to the USS Yorktown CV-5. The 
squadron consisted o f  27 pilots, some o f  whom  were veterans from Fighting Squadron 42 (VF-42), which had
ju st returned from  the Battle o f  the Coral Sea in early May.

The Yorktown and h e r task  force sailed from  Pearl H arbor on M ay 30, two days after USS Enter­
prise  CV-6 and U SS Hornet C V -8 and their task  forces departed Pearl. N avy A dm iral Chester N im itz

Ensign Horace A. Bass, Jr., USNR, 
Roanoke, Virginia, December 1941. 

(Photo courtesy o f Minnie King Thomas)
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ordered the carrier groups to  m eet north o f  the island atoll o f  M idway, to  counter the suspected m ounting 
threat to  the island and its im portant airfield and seaplane base by  Japanese naval forces. In fact, four aircraft 
carrier task  forces under Im perial Japanese N avy Adm iral Chuichi Nagum o w ere indeed sailing to  attack 
Midway.

The Battle o f  M idw ay occurred on June 4 ,1942. O n board the Yorktown, Bass was assigned to the 
Fourth Division o f  VF-3 comprised o f  six pilots. At 6:30 a.m., the 4th Division was launched to fly the second 
combat air patrol, or CAP. They returned to  land on Yorktown by  9:25 a.m., after the third CAP was launched 
to relieve them.

The 2nd and 4th D ivisions o f  VF-3 w ere launched at 11:50 a.m. to  fly the fourth CAP. Bass and the 
rest o f  the 4th D ivision were ordered straightaway to intercept “bogey,” or unidentified aircraft, contacts west 
o f  their position, about 32 m iles away. The 2nd Division soon jo ined  them. Around noon local tim e, the 12 
F4Fs intercepted 18 Aichi D3 A1 Type 99 carrier bombers (later known as “Vais”) and six M itsubishi A6M 2 
Type 0 Model 21 carrier fighters (later known as “Zekes” or “Zeros”) that were en route to attack the Yorktown. 
These groups o f  enem y planes w ere from  the Japanese carrier Hiryu. In defense o f  the Yorktown, Bass and 
the rest o f  the fourth  CA P engaged  the Japanese planes. D uring the m elee, B ass and his section leader, 
Lieutenant (Junior Grade) Edw ard D. M attson, U SN  (a veteran o f  VF-42), came under attack from  a  Val and 
a  Zero. A lthough his plane sustained dam age from  several hits, Bass m aintained form ation and protected 
M attson from  the rear, shooting dow n eventually both the Val and the Zero.

Type 99 bom bers w ere still able to  get through, and three scored hits on the Yorktown, one tearing an 
11 -foot hole in her flight deck. A s a  result, portions o f  VF-3 already aloft had to land on either the Enterprise 
or the Hornet. M attson landed on the Enterprise, while Bass landed on the Hornet by 1:00 p.m. The Yorktown 
suffered another attack from  the Hiryu’s planes at 2:43 p.m. Japanese torpedo planes scored two hits, and the 
ship began to list to  its port side. Efforts to repair and keep afloat the Yorktown were made. However, she was 
attacked by  the Japanese subm arine 1-168, and she sank a  day later on June 7.

The Battle o f  M idway, however, was won. Even though outnumbered, the U.S. forces were able to 
sink all four o f  N agum o’s aircraft carriers: Akagi, Hiryu, Kaga and Soryu, com pared to the N av y ’s one- 
carrier loss o f  the Yorktown. A fter M idway, Bass and the rest o f  VF-3 were ferried back to  Pearl H arbor on 
board  the Hornet. B ass w rote  in  a  letter to  his parents that he had  seen “plenty o f  action,” and that his 
Japanese counterparts w ere “good  fighters.” H e post-scripted his letter with, “I shot down two Jap planes.”

The N orth A m erican N ew spaper Alliance, though not verified, reported one interesting story about 
Bass, shortly after the Battle o f  Midway. The account begins after Bass landed on the Hornet, w hen those o f  
VF-3 could not land  on the Yorktown because o f  her dam aged flight deck. Bass w as lounging in one o f  the 
Hornet's pilot ready room s w hen he was asked i f  he could help respot airplanes on the deck. Bass agreed to 
assist, and he jum ped into an F4F with only his helmet. He did not even wear his standard fife preserver. Bass 
began to  taxi the plane, as directed by  the deck crew. He thought he was heading to  respot the plane, but the 
flight deck crew stopped him  at the take-offline instead. The dispatcher then gave Bass the hand signal to rev 
the plane’s engine for launching. Bass shook his head vehemently and yelled backat him, trying to explain he 
was only there to  respot the plane. The dispatcher misunderstood B ass’s protests, and gave Bass the signal to 
take off. Bass obeyed grudgingly, and he took off, probably very m ad and frustrated w ith his predicam ent. 
However, he returned to the Hornet to land. Realizing their mistake, the flight deck crew apologized to  Bass, 
promising him that would not happen again.

Sometimes prom ises are not kept. A bout an hour later, Bass assisted the flight deck crew again w ith 
respotting planes on the flight deck, and again, he was launched by mistake. It was reported that Bass was so 
angry, he shot dow n a Japanese Zero before he landed back on the Hornet.

Bass rem ained w ith  V F-3 at M aui N aval A ir Station until July 2 ,1942, w hen he was transferred to 
Fighting Squadron Five (VF-5), com m anded by  Lieutenant Com m ander Leroy C. Simpler, USN. VF-5 was
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Fighting Squadrons 3, 42 and 8 aboard USS Hornet after the Battle o f  Midway, 10 June 1942. Bass is 
kneeling in front row at fa r  right. (Photo courtesy o f Minnie King Thomas)

assigned to U SS Saratoga C V -3. The task forces o f  both the Saratoga and the Enterprise sailed from  Pearl 
Harbor on July 7 toward the Solomon Islands for the upcoming Guadalcanal Campaign, the first counteroffen­
sive in the Pacific by U.S. forces.

O n July  11, the Saratoga and the other task forces neared crossing the equator in  the vicinity o f  the 
island o f  Palmyra. For such a  momentous occasion, every Navy ship holds a traditional ritual to initiate Jhose 
who have not crossed the equator while at sea. Bass him self was among those uninitiated “Polliwogs” who 
endured unconventional capers from the veteran “Shellbacks.” Such antics included physical exercises in cold­
w eatherflying suits, all in  the tropical heat on the Saratoga’s flight deck, andpushing shoe polish tins down the 
flight deck  w ith  only their noses. B y the next day, the carrier crossed the equator and B ass and his fellow  
Polliwogs becam e Shellbacks themselves.

The Saratoga and Enterprise then sailed south to the Fiji Islands to rendezvous w ith the other task  
forces. O n July  30, Bass and others o f  VF-5 participated in a practice air strike and com bat air patrol exer­
cises around the Fijian island o f  Koro, where the amphibious task force practiced landing U.S. M arines onto 
its beaches. B ass, being the consum m ate artist, captured a scene o f  that day in  a  color pastel draw ing he 
completed shortly afterwards. He titled it “We Dove on Koro Island.” The drawing shows four F4F W ildcats 
practicing a strafing run; some are pulling out o f  their dives while some are just starting theirs.

V F -5’s exercises were soon put into actual use on August 7,1942. Bass and the rest o f  VF-5 and the 
Saratoga’s a ir group flew  constant com bat air patrols, inner air patrols and ground support operations in 
support o f  the First M arine Division’s amphibious landings on the island o f  Guadalcanal. The next day, VF-5 
flew CA Ps around Tulagi, a small island north o f  Guadalcanal, from noon to 1:30 p.m.

F rom  A ugust 9-21, the Saratoga and Enterprise refueled and m aintained a  presence south o f  
Guadalcanal w hile the m arines were still m aking inroads against the Japanese on the island. They were then 
dispatched 170 m iles east o fthe  island o f  M alatia to search for Japanese carriers coming possibly from  the 
north. They arrived on August 23.
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USS Horace A. Bass APD-124, San Diego, California, circa 1951-1953. Horace A. Bass garnered two 
battle stars and three kills during World War II. During the Korean War, the ship earned six battle stars 
and the Navy Unit Commendation, the first U.S. Navy ship to earn the NUC o f that conflict. (Original 
photograph gift o f  Jesse Montemayor)

The Battle o f  Eastern Solomons occurred on A ugust 24 ,1942 . The Saratoga and Enterprise re ­
ceived w ord  that enem y carrier task forces w ere indeed in  the region north o f  M alatia. A dm iral Chuichi 
N agum o again led the Japanese forces, w ith the carriers Ryujo, Shokaku, and Zuikaku. A round 2:30 p.m. 
local tim e, N agum o had found where the Enterprise and Saratoga groups were located, from  a  report by  a 
Japanese reconnaissance seaplane. A half-hour later, 27 Val carrier bombers and 10 Zero escort fighters were 
en rou te  from  the Japanese carriers Shokaku and Zuikaku w hen they were spotted by  Enterprise around 
4:00 p.m .

Bass was assigned to the VF-5 combat air patrol division SCARLET STANDBY, with division leader 
Lieutenant (Junior Grade) James C. Smith and Ensign Charles E. Eichenberger. Fighting Five divisions SCAR­
LET 6 and SCARLET STANDBY, with three F4Fs each, were launched from  Saratoga to  fly CA P at 4:10 
p.m.

A t 4:38 p.m ., 18 Vais w ith four Zeros from  Shokaku and nine Vais w ith six Zeros from  Zuikaku 
deployed to attack the Enterprise and Saratoga, respectively. A t this point, SCARLET 6 spotted this group 
and entered into com bat with the enemy group attacking Saratoga. Fighting Squadron Six’s (VF-6) division 
RED 4 from  the Enterprise jo ined  V F-5’s SCARLET 6 and SCARLET 5 divisions. W ithin m inutes the Vais
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and Zeros came under intense fire and they decided to  abandon their attack on Saratoga and proceeded to 
attack Enterprise, which was closer.

Around 4:43 p.m ., SCARLET STANDBY, still flying CAP, entered the fray as the Vais and Zeros 
headed toward the Enterprise. M oments later, both  the Japanese planes and F4Fs entered within range o f the 
Enterprise task force’s anti-aircraft fire. Though not know n exactly, it is probable that Zeros brought down 
both Smith and Bass o f  SCARLET STANDBY. They were not found or recovered afterward, and both m en 
were later reported as missing in action. Eichenberger, the sole survivor o f  SCARLET STANDBY during the 
battle, perished later on September 12,1942 in continued fighting around Guadalcanal.

The Battle o f Eastern Solomons was am aiginal, yet strategic, victory for the U.S. Navy. The Saratoga 
rem ained unscathed after the battle. The Enterprise, however, w as h it three tim es from  Japanese earner 
bombers, but she was able to sail back to Pearl H arbor under her own power for repairs. The Japanese carrier 
Ryujo was at least dam aged heavily  o r sunk, and  the carriers Shokaku and Zuikaku were neutralized as a 
result o f  their air groups being decimated.

Bass was declared missing in  action after the battle. The Department o f the Navy soon sent this word 
to his wife and family. H is draw ing o f  Koro Island, probably am ong his other belongings, was sent back to 
Roanoke. On Novem ber 14,1942, Bass was aw arded the N avy Cross, the N avy’s highest decoration, for his 
heroism and “superb airmanship and unyielding devotion to duty” at the Battle o f  Midway. The U.S. Navy 
pronounced Bass as “presum ed dead” in 1943. H e w as awarded the Purple Heart posthumously on October 
22,1943. During his service Bass also earned the Am erican Defense Service M edal and the Asiatic-Pacific 
Area Campaign Medal.

On August 3,1944, the keel o f  a  new  destroyer escort (DE) o f  the Rudderow class was laid down at 
the Bethlehem Steel Fore River Shipyard in Quincy, Massachusetts. Though it was unnamed, its hull number 
was DE-691. However, during the ship’s initial construction, the N avy decided that this ship was to  be con­
verted to  a high-speed transport (A PD ) o f  the Crosley class, w ith  the hull num ber A P D -124. The N avy 
announced on August 29,1944 that this new high-speed transport would be named in honor o f  Ensign Horace 
A. Bass Jr. The USS Horace A. Bass w as launched  and  christened in a cerem ony at the Bethlehem  Steel 
shipyard on Septem ber 12. B ass’s widow, M rs. Sarah M iley Bass, christened the ship. H er mother, Mrs. 
M artha Miley, and B ass’s parents, Mr. and M rs. H orace A. Bass Sr., attended the ceremony as well. After­
ward, they were the guests at a  reception and breakfast held at the Neighborhood Club in Quincy, M assachu­
setts.

A  high-speed transport such as the Horace A . Bass served as a small amphibious troop transport. The 
ship’s crew consisted o f  12 to 15 officers and up to  192 enlisted personnel. The ship’s length was 306 feet, its 
beam, or width, w as 37 feet, and its m axim um  speed w as 24 knots. The Horace A. Bass could em bark a 
company-sized group o f  M arine or Arm y troops, as m any as 150 enlisted and 12 officers, and all their neces­
sary equipment, rations and ammunition. The Horace A. Bass had an enlarged superstructure deck for troop 
berthing space. Two davits were built on this deck to  house the ship’s four amphibious landing craft, usually 
LCVPs (landing craft, vehicle/personnel, the fam ous “Higgins boats”) or LCPRs (landing craft, personnel/ 
ramped). These landing craft w ere used  to  transport the em barked troops and their equipm ent to  shore. A  
cargo crane was placed on the aft o f  the ship, and  the fantail area was used  to stow troop equipm ent and 
ammunition. For armament, the Horace A. Bass had  one 5-inch/38 caliber enclosed dual-purpose cannon, 
and 40m m  and 20mm guns, as well as depth charge racks.

The Horace A. Bass entered into service o f  the U.S. N avy when the ship was comm issioned on the 
cold day o f  December 21,1944 at Quincy. Lieutenant Com m ander F. W. Kuhn was the ship’s first command-
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ing officer. The ship entered the Pacific Theater during the Okinawa campaign by A pril 1945, and it served in 
the anti-aircraft/anti-submarine screen around Okinawa and escort convoys around Ulithi, Saipan and Guam. 
The Horace A. Bass and her crew  were credited w ith three “kills” during the war for two Japanese planes and 
the Japanese submarine RO-109. A fter the atom ic bom b attacks on Hiroshim a and Nagasaki, Japan capitu­
lated on August 15,1945. The Horace A. Bass w as among the ships o f  the U.S. N avy that entered Tokyo Bay 
on August 29. The ship and her prize crew  took over and accepted the surrender o f  the Japanese battleship 
Nagato, the last remaining battleship in the Japanese navy, on August 30. The ship w ould serve in the occupa­
tion o f  Japan until 1946.

The Horace A. Bass served the ensuing years in the W estern Pacific. In  N ovem ber 1948, the ship 
helped in the evacuation o f  American civilians from the U.S. Embassy in Nanking to Shanghai, China during the 
Chinese Civil War. The ship served as station ship in  H ong Kong in late 1949. It also served as the flagship o f 
the U.S. Seventh Fleet for Vice Admiral Russell Berkey on his official visit to Bangkok, Thailand in  January 
1950. The Horace A. Bass w as the first U.S. N avy ship to  visit Bangkok since 1941. For this occasion, the 
Thailand government presented the Horace A. Bass w ith a  neillo-design silver box.

A t the outbreak o f  the K orean W ar in June 1950, the ship was throw n im m ediately into service. It 
transported elements o f  the First Provisional M arine Brigade from  California to Korea. In August, the ship’s 
U.S. N avy Underwater Dem olition Team One (UDT-1) and a  U.S. M arine element o f  Reconnaissance Com­
pany, First M arine Division, w ere designated the Special Operations Group (SOG). From  August 12-16, the 
SOG performed amphibious demolition raids against transportation and supply targets on the eastern coast o f 
the Korean peninsula. The ship also effected offshore bombardments on railroad yards, bridges, a factory and 
warehouses. In planning the counteroffensive against North Korean forces, the SOG played an important part 
in reconnoitering alternative landing sites to that o f  Inchon during August 20-25. For these operations, the 
SOG was awarded the N avy U nit Commendation. The Horace A. Bass was the only high-speed transport to 
earn this commendation in the Korean War.

For the am phibious assault at the  port city  o f  Inchon, the ship em barked the  M arines o f  H  “How” 
Company/3rd Battalion/5th M arines and departed Pusan, K orea on September 12,1950. The LCVPs o f  the 
Horace A. Bass pu t her troops o f  H ow  Com pany ashore in the first wave onto the island ofW olmi-Do, code- 
nam ed “Green Beach,” on the m orning o f  Septem ber 15. The ship then served as the landing craft control 
vessel for the assault landings a t “R ed B each” that afternoon, where 1 st and 2nd  B attalions/5th M arines 
landed. The successful offensive at Inchon led to  the recapture o f  the capital o f  Seoul and put N orth Korean 
troops in  disarray, changing the course o f  the war.

In  early O ctober 1950, the ship em barked R oyal M arines o f  C Troop, 41 Independent Commando 
for dem olition raids along the  northeastern coast o f  Korea. The next m onths w ere spent in  m inesweeping 
operations at W onsan and Chinnam po w ith  UDT-1 embarked. B y January 1951, the Horace A. Bass com­
pleted her first tou r o f  the K orean War.

The Horace A. Bass returned to  the K orean Theater in  late 1951. In early  December, the ship em ­
barked B  Troop o f  41 Independent Com m ando R oyal M arines for raids near Tanchon. From  m id-April to 
early M ay 1952, the ship carried the Special M ission Group (SMG), an assembly o f  Korean partisans trained 
in combat, amphibious landing, sabotage and intelligence-gathering techniques by various U.S. military advi­
sors under the Joint Advisory Commission-Korea, know n as JACK, o f  the Central Intelligence Agency. The 
SM G conducted a  series o f  eight raids from  the Horace A. Bass along the northeastern coast o f  Korea during 
this time. Later, a  second series o f  four raids was conducted by  the SM G in m id-June 1952. The ship and her 
crew completed a  second tour o f  duty in  K orea in  July, and she returned to the U.S. A y ea rla te rin  1953, the 
ship again returned for a  third tour o f  Korea. The Horace A. Bass became a  flagship for an amphibious control 
squadron. The ship m aintained its presence in the W estern Pacific until early 1954. For its service during the 
Korean War, the ship earned six battle stars, in addition to her Naval Unit Commendation.



In early 1955, the Horace A. Bass helped in  the evacuation o f  Chinese Nationalist troops from  the 
Tachen Islands to Taiwan, and it also supported Operation P assage  Tv Freedom, in which U.S. N avy ships 
assisted in the evacuation o f  Vietnamese from  Communist N orth Vietnam to Saigon, South Vietnam.

In m id-1955, the ship had  retu rned  to  the U.S., and  was transferred from  the Pacific F leet to the 
Atlantic Fleet, w ith its hom e port at Philadelphia. For the next three years, the Horace A. Bass served as a 
Naval Reserve training ship in the waters as far north as Newfoundland and Nova Scotia, to as far south as the 
Caribbean. In Novem ber 195 8, the ship w as transferred to the Atlantic Reserve Fleet at Orange, Texas, and 
was decom m issioned on February 9 ,1959 . In  1969, the ship was reclassified as an amphibious transport/ 
small., or LPR, and she spent her last years as the Horace A. Bass LPR -124 at Orange. The ship was struck 
from the Naval Vessel Registry on Septem ber 15,1974, and was disposed for scrapping on July 1,1975. The 
ship was sold at the auction price o f  $79,002.00, and she was towed from Orange to Brownsville, Texas to be 
taken apart.

The histories o f  Horace A. Bass, Jr. and the USS Horace A. Bass APD-124 are forever bonded with 
each other. The heroic service and sacrifice o f  one m an would inspire and lead the service o f  the ship’s officers 
and crew, and those o f  the U.S. N avy U nderw ater Dem olition Teams, U.S. Marines, Royal M arines and the 
Special M issions G roup that served from  her decks. N othing reflects this better than the following poem, 
written by David C. Holly, who w as a  lieutenant and executive officer o f  the Horace A. Bass from  1949 to 
1950. H e wrote this poem  for the ship’s cruisebook, The Wake o f the Horace:

A Sonnet to Ensign Horace A. Bass, USNR

I f  from  your paradise o f  Fiddler’s Green,
W here pilots in  the endless setting sun
W ith folded wings when the cry o f  battle’s done,
M ay contemplate what victory m ay m ean—
You ventured forth to view  this spray-bound scene,
And there among your Fleet you cam e upon
A  salt-stained APD, the very one
They nam ed for you, hero, sight unseen—
W hat think you o f  this vagrant cockleshell;
A  ferret o f  the lurking deep; a  guard 
To hold the flag ‘neath Oriental cloud;
Chinese bazaar; evacuee’s hotel;
A n AVP; and A dm iral’s barge three-starred!
Proud o f  you are we! A ren’t you  as proud?
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