“To Preserve the Evidences qf a Noble Past”
An Administrative Q—ﬁistwy |

of
Q—fatyers Ferry National Historical Park

Teresa S. er
Kim E, W%e
Paul A. Shackel

Catoctin Center for ‘Regionaf Studies
Frederick Community Cofﬁge
and

Center for G-feritage Resource Studies
Department rf ﬂntﬁrc?i?y
Univeristy qf Maryla

2004



“To Preserve the Evidences of a Noble Past”

An Administrative History of
Harpers Ferry National Historical Park

Teresa S. Moyer
Kim E. Wallace
Paul A. Shackel

Catoctin Center for Regional Studies
Frederick Community College
and
Center for Heritage Resource Studies
Department of Anthropology
University of Maryland

2004



Table of Contents

List of Maps and Illustrations

List of Abbreviations

Key to Package Numbers

Foreword and Acknowledgements

Introduction

Chapter 1: History of Harpers Ferry

Chapter 2: Establishing a National Monument: The Local Campaign
Chapter 3: Establishing a National Monument: The Federal Role
Chapter 4: Early Monument Administration

Chapter 5: Harpers Ferry Becomes A National Park
Chapter 6: The Park Changes Course

Chapter 7: Expanding the Vision and Completing the Park
List of Source Material Collections

List of Interviews

Bibliography

Appendices

A: Authonizing Legislation

B: Major Land Acquisitions

C: Building Inventory and Building Maps

D: Regional Affiliation

E: Superintendents

F: Staff Organization Charts

G: Visitation Statistics
H: VIP Visitors

Vi

vii

61

82

107
159
213
267
353
355
356
361
362
363
364
365
366

367
370



Maps and Illustrations

Foreword

Map 1: Harpers Ferry National Historical Park, Federal Lands Managed by HAI'E,
Adjacent National Parks and other Federal Lands

Chapter 1: History of Harpers Ferry

Fig. 1: View of the Island Virginius, in the Shenandoah, at Harpers Ferry taken near
Jefferson’s Rock (HF-490, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig.2: U.S. Armory in Harpers Ferry, 1857 (HF-256, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 3: The Storming of the Engine House by the United States Marines, 1859 (HF-222,
Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig.4: The Federal Camp on Bolivar Heights, 1862 (HF-31, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 5: John Brown Fort on 1ts original site, 1890-91 (HF-57, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Chapter 2: The Local Campaign

Fig. 6: Henry Temple McDonald, view taken while president of Harpers Ferry National
Monument Association, photograph taken in northeast room of Brackett House (HF-
1682, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 7: Aerial view of 1936 flood. 29" Division Aviation, Maryland National Guard (HF-
1724, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 8: Harpers Ferry, March 20, 1936, postcard depicting Lower Town after 1936 flood
(HF-366, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 9: Mary V. Mish, mid-1960s (Washington County Historical Society).

Fig. 10: Transfer of Deed to Harpers Ferry National Monument from State of Maryland
to Federal Government, December 29, 1952. From left to right: Senator Kenneth
McLaughlin, Attomey General Fox, Attorney Morgan Martin, John Newcomer, Mayor
Gil Perry, Director of State Parks Carl Johnson, Buck Lisle, Elbert Cox, Incoming Mayor
Marland, Govemnor Okey Patteson (HF-307, Harpers Ferry NHP



Chapter 3: The Federal Role

Fig. 11: John Brown Monument and War Tablets on site of the fire engine house, no
date/20™ ¢. (HF-1041, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 12: Old Castle on Bolivar Heights, April 9, 1956, demolished 1963. David Cruise,
Conservation Commission of West Virginta (NHF-641, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 13: Marmmion Row and Harper House, 1955. Gift of Ames W. Williams 1979 (NHF-
3845, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 14: High Street, Partly park and privately owned buildings, park buildings 12a, 13,
14, 15, and 16, 1955, Gift of Ames W. Williams 1979 (NHF 3860, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 15: Shenandoah Street, May 2on meeting, 1955. Abbie Rowe (HF-311, Harpers
Ferry NHP),
Chapter 4: Early Monument Administration

Map 2: Lands Donated to or Acquired by the United States for Harpers Feﬁy National
Monument, 1953-1939

Fig. 16: “Work in progress — 1960 excavation. Visitor interest was remarkable as the gun
parts were uncovered.” (HFR-662, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 17: John Brown Raid Centennial Celebration, Marines storming a mock fort, 1959
(NHF-1408, Harpers Ferry NHP).
Chapter 5; Harpers Ferry Becomes A National Park

Map 3: Lands Donated to or Acquired by the United States for Harpers Ferry National
Historical Park, 1960-1969

Fig. 18: Lewis Nichols {recorder), Bradley Nash (guest), Walter Garrison (President,
Town Council), Front row: Supt. Prentice, Senator Randoiph, Mayor Gilbert Perry, early
1960s (NHF-3980, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 19: John Brown Fort crossing intersection in Lower Town, 1968 (NHF-3152,
Harpers Ferry NHP).

1



Chapter 6: The Park Changes Course

Map 4: Lands Donated to or Acquired by the United States for Harpers Ferry National
Historical Park, 1970-1979

Fig. 20: Rep. Harley O. Staggers, Sen. Jennings Randolph, William C. Everhart,
Secretary Stewart L. Udall, and Sen. Robert C. Byrd view Interpretive Design Center
model, September 21, 1967 (Harpers Ferry Center).

Fig. 21: Interpretive Design Center, 1974. Edwin A. Fitzpatrick (NHF-3471, Harpers
Ferry NHP).

Fig. 22: Interior of Building 35 — Dry Goods Store, Park Aid Jesse Engle during “Olde
Tyme Chnistmas™ 1973. Edwin A. Fitzpatrick (NHF-3422, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 23: Blacksmith Shop, Interior of shop (Building 43) with Blacksmith Arnold
Schofield and apprentice working on iron work, 1975, Edwin Fitzpatrick. (NHF-3554,
Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 24: Parking lot, 1960s (NHF-2396, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 25: Unseld Building under restoration, Buildings 9 (on right), 11 and 12 on left,
1976. Martin Conway (NHF-3737, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Chapter 7: Expanding the Vision and Completing the Park

Map 5: Lands Donated to or Acquired by the United States for Harpers Ferry National
Historical Park, 1980-1989

Map 6: Lands Donated to or Acquired by the United States for Harpers Ferry National
Historical Park, 1990-1999

Fig. 26: Streetscape, Package 110, 1990s (Harpers Ferry NHP).
Fig. 27: Cavatier Heights Visitor Center, bus station (Binder 13, Harpers Ferry NHP).

Fig. 28: Aerial view of Lower Town during 1995-96 season of floods (Harpers Ferry
NHE).

Fig. 29: Flood cleanup, Blacksmith Shop during flood 1995-96. Architect’s Office,
Harpers Ferry NHP.

Fig. 30: John Brown Fort and Lower Town, 1990s (Binder 13, HAFE sheet 11, Harpers
Ferry NHP).

il



Map 7: Lands Donated to or Acquired by the United States for Harpers Ferry National
Historical Park, 2000-2004

Appendix C
Map 8: Park Buildings in the Historic Town Area
Map 9: Park Buildings in the Camp Hill Area

Map 10: Park Buildings in Qutlying Areas

v



Abbreviations

Locations of material cited

AO

BH

CO

HAFE

HFC

HFHA

MH

NARA-MA (Ph.)

NPSDC
WCHS
Collections cited

Admin. Coll.
Archy Files

Chief of Int. Coll.

Dessauner Coll.
Franzen Coll.
Hebb Coll.
Interp Coll.
NPS HD Coll.

NPS History Coll.

PR Coll.

RG 79
Scrapbook Coll.
VS Coll.

Archeology Office

Brackett House

Curatorial Office

Harpers Ferry National Historical Park

Harpers Ferry Center

Harpers Ferry Historical Association

Morrell House :

National Archives and Records Administration, Mid-Atlantic
Region, Philadelphia

National Park Service, national office, District of Columbia
Washington County Historical Assocliation

Administrative files, HAFE

Archeology office files, HAFE

Chiefs of Interpretation Paul Lee and Dennis Frye files, HAFE
Architect Peter Dessauer files, HAFE

Architect Archie Franzen files, HAFE

Natural Resource Management Specialist Bill Hebb files
Living history and interpretation files, HAFE

National Park Service History Division Collection, NPSDC
National Park Service History Collection, HFC

Public information officer files, HAFE

Record Group 79, National Park Service records, NARA
Scrapbook Collection, Curatorial Office or Morrell House, HAFE
Visitor services files, HAFE



Key to Package Numbers

Harpers Ferry NHP continues to assign package numbers to describe its systemic projects
involving archeology, exhibit development, interpretive development, maintenance, and
preservation. A key to the packages described in the Administrative History is below.

Package 110: North east end of Shenandoah Street in Lower Town, rehabilitation and supporting
historical and archeological research of buildings 8, 9, 10, 11, {1a, 12, and 12a, with mechanical
system in 16a

Package 112: Park general, archeological salvage, sewer line construction in Lower Town

Package 114: Construction of Cavalier Heights Visitor Center, park entrance road, visitor
parking area, bus storage facility, and supporting historical and archeological research

Package 115: Lower Town, Rehabilitation of buildings 3, 14, 27, 28, 40, and 43
Package 116: Middle of Shenandoah Street in Lower Town, rehabilitation and supporting
historicat and archeological research of buildings 32, 33, 33a, 34, 34a, 35, and 36 and

surrounding landscape

Package 118: Lower Town area, rehabilitation and supporting historical and archeological
research of buildings 5, 7, and 16/16a and immediate surrounding landscape.

Package 119. Preservation and rehabtlitation of buildings 44 and 45 in Lower Town; buildings
56, 57, and 59 with surrounding tandscape, Upper Town

Package 123: Stabilization and supporting historical and archeological research of historic ruins
on Virginius Isiand

Package 212: Stabilization of historic B&O Railroad bridge piers ruins in the Potomac River
Package 226: Maryland Heights cultural study

Package 228: Restoration and supporting historical and archeological research of Virginius
Island Canal Walls

Package 301: Loudoun Heights cultural study
Package 313: John Brown Musewm renovation

Package 320: Landscape development for Lower Town, Virginius Island, and park in general
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Foreword and Acknowledgements

In November 2001, Harpers Ferry National Historical Park entered into a cooperative
agreement with the Catoctin Center for Regional Studies (CCRS, Frederick Community
College, Frederick, MD} to commission an administrative history of the park. In tum the
Catoctin Center sought the partnership of the Center for Heritage Resource Studies
(CHRS, University of Maryland, College Park, MD) to carry out the project. Paul
Shackel, director of CHRS, was employed by the park as an archeologist from 1989 to
1996 and drew on that expertise as the author of the Introduction and Chapter 1. Teresa
Moyer (CHRS) and Kim Wallace (CCRS) researched and coauthored the remaining
chapters.

The authors would like to take the opportunity to reflect briefly on what the
administrative history has shown them about the work that takes place at Harpers Ferry
NHP. Talk is made of the broad work of the National Park Service and the important
benefits the agency provides to the nation. Administrative histories of the national parks
are usually intended as reference works for future management personnel or to inform
park projects, as is this one. Indeed, the history of the park at Harpers Ferry to a degree
reflects the evolution of the NPS as a whole. We can quantify the “then” versus “now” of
the park: the expansion of acreage, the increase of staff size, the number of visitors. We
can detail the activities, debates, and developments. But in many ways, the
administrative history of Harpers Ferry NHP is the story of a small town made into a
small park that gained big park status over time largely due to the perseverance of the

many people who worked there and formed their own visions for it.
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Over the course of National Park Service administration at Harpers Ferry, a set of
goals established at the outset of the park planning were constantly re-evaluated and
sought after. From land acquisition to the interpretation of resources, from the delicate
balancing act of public relations to the preservation of park resources for the public
benefit, the administrative history of Harpers Ferry NHP provides a means to understand
the relationships possibie between the shaping of cultural landscapes and the influential
changes in national consciousness toward such places. Our perspective from the early
twenty-first century on its development realizes the concerted work at Harpers Fen’y
toward fulfilling the NPS goal of preservation and education. It, furthermore, shows how
staff members working to fulfill the ideals of the NPS mission constantly face the
realities, conflicts, and satisfaction of what is in everyday practice a hard thing to do.
From this vantage, the administrative history of Harpers Ferry NHP both represents many
of the complicated challenges experienced by the NPS as a whole and suggests some of
the hard-won experience it can share.

The authors are indebted to many people who provided advice, expertise, and
access to research materials. We are especially grateful to local residents and past and
present park staff who granted us oral history interviews and generously shared their time
and memories. (A full list of interviews may be found in the Sources section.) The
search for documents and institutional memory ranged across the park and emplovees
were unfailingly gracious in allowing us access 1o office files and basement storage
rooms. Naming all those who offered assistance would result in a virtual staff roster. We
would like to thank all park staff, especially Gayleen Boyd, Judy Coleman, Matt Graves,

Nancy Hatcher, and Bill Hebb.
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For assistance at other NPS-affiliated facilities we thank:

Laura Feller, Historian, National Center for Cultural Resources, NPS

Nancy Flanagan, Dtann McCoy and David Nathanson, NPS Library and Archives,
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Greg Goodell, Archivist, Gettysburg Nationai Military Park, NPS

Michael Grimes, Records Officer, Main Interior, NPS

Janet McDonnell, Bureau Historian, National Center for Cultural Resources, NPS
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Dwight Pitcaithley, Chief Historian, National Center for Cultural Resources, NPS

Gary Scott, Historian, Archeology and History, National Capital Region, NPS.
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repositories:

Gail Farr, National Archives and Records Administration Mid-Atlantic Region,
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Introduction

American Indians inhabited Harpers Ferry's shorelines for centuries prior to European contact.
Archeology in recent years shows that these people exploited the area’s abundant natural
resources as they made their seasonal rounds through the region. The “pumpkin flood” in the
mid-eighteenfh century is the earliest Euro-American recollection of American Indian presence
in the area. In the 1780s Thomas Jefferson admired the vast beauty found at the confluence of
the Shenandoah and Potomac rivers. He sat on the shoreline cliffs of the Shenandoah Rivér and
wrote in his Notes on the State of Virginia that the view was; “one of the most stupendous scenes
i nature” and that it was; “worth a trip across the ocean” to see. As he wrote these passages the
area had a ferry operated by Robert Harper and a few buildings, including a mill and a tavern.
George Washington speculated on land along the Potomac valley, and while serving as president
of the United States he supported the development of a National. Armory at Harpers Ferry.

In the early nineteenth century manufacturing proceeded slowly, but not quietly. The
early armory operated under a system of patronage and workers often resisted any new labor
saving devices. One dissatisfied armory worker murdered a superintendent who tried to
implement a new work discipline. Needless to say, John Hall’s perfection of interchangeable
parts at the armory displeased many craftsmen. The creation of uniform parts became known as
the American System of Manufacturing and other industries adopted this method of mass
manufacturing. Interchangeable parts, mass production, and low paid labor became the norm for
the armory worker as well as for all other laborers in American industries.

Harpers Ferry is most widely known today for the attempted slave revolt led by John
Brown in 1859. While his venture to capture weapons and to free enslaved African Americans
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failed, he became a martyr and a symbol for the abolitionist movement. During the Civil War,
the town changed hands many times and the largest Union surrender occurred on Bolivar
Heights. Devastated by the war, Harpers Ferry's economy rose from its ashes by the 1880s.
Small industries in Lower Town and on Virginius Island played a part in its revival, while the
region increasingly catered to tourists. Many people traveled to Harpers Ferry on the Baltimore
and Ohio Railroad, taking daily excursions to visit Isiand Park, the railroad built amusement
park, and to see the remains of the armory, Civil War fortifications, and John Brown’s Fort.

Storer College, established after the Civil War for the education of newly freed slaves,
was the center of several early civil rights events. Frederick Douglas visited the campus in 1880
and reminded his audience of the link between the Civil War and the abolitionist movement, a
connection that many southern and northern whites quickly forgot after his death. It wasa
memory of the war that lasted through the Jim Crow era. In 1906, W.E.B. Du Bois and the
Niagara Movement, the predecessor of the NAACP, held its national meeting at the college. Du
Bois spoke about the increasing loss of African American political, civil, and social rights and he
urged the conference to protest their situation until they obtained equality.

Comparison of what Harpers Ferry National Historical Park sees as significant today to
those drafted for the imitial Monument are only one way to see a broadening of interpretation of
~what 1s considered important for this national park. It is difficult to summarize Harpers Ferry’s
past as first done in the 1930s. The tides that now run through the park are not only thematic,
preservation based, or interpretive, but convey a reflexivity of the park’s identity and history of
vistbility as a model] for others. Within the framework of an administrative history, the
impression is that the earlier history with its defined focus on John Brown and the Civil War
represented a history controlled by the real practical concerns of management as much asby a
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thematic structure reflecting the attitudes of the American public. It is easier, to some degree, to
discuss the past at Harpers Ferry through how we have come to know the history of this area and
the choices made to deal with it. In turn, leamning about the process through which these
decisions were made provides lessons to current and future NPS administrations.

While floods and the great economic depression of the 1930s devastated Harpers Ferry,
several people including Storer College president, Henry McDonald, president of the
Washington County Historical Society, Mary V. Mish, and Congressman Jennings Randolph
worked tirelessly to make Harpers Ferry a national historic site. Harpers Ferry was designated a
national monument in 1944 and ten years later the NPS had a presence in town. It became, once
again, a popular tourist attraction in America's growing heritage tourism industry.

While an abundance of architectural and archeological evidence indicates that a Victorian
town once thrived in Harpers Ferry, the National Park Service administrators decided in the
1950s to remove any sign of post-bellum architecture and ignore its Victorian history.! A letter
dated 235 April 1954, between professionals describes the condition of the town. The writer
notes, “As you intimate, the place is a slum. Its qualifications are chiefly historical rather than
architectural. Its appeal is sentimental rather than historical or aesthetic. Still there is an
attractive aura of decay and ruin which it would be a pity to mar by a rash of restoration.” The
Service did not follow these recommendations and by the late 1950s many post- Civil War era
structures were removed and restorations began.

Regional Chief of Interpretation J.C. Harrington asked Supervisory Ranger Frank Willett
to photograph a “before” record of Harpers Ferry in March 1955.° Copies of these photographs
are amongst the Harpers Ferry National Monument files at the National Archives and Records
Administration in Philadetphia, and document one starting point for the profound changes that
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Harpers Ferry has undergone since then. But while the photographs taken of Harpers Ferry over
time capture the physical appearance of the area, they do less justice to the changing
philosophies of the National Park Service to_its resources and what they can be used to
communicate. These changes are not only methodelogical, but also ideological.

Celebrating John Brown and the role the town played in the American Civil War dictated
how the new National Monument was to be interpreted and restored. Adopting contemporary
historic and preservation philosophies, the National Park Service removed any buildings that did
not fit into the proposed 1859 through 1865 time period. Other early restorations of the
townscape included the removal of several Victorian structures that stood in the former arsenal
yard. This work was accompanied by the first archeological excavations in Harpers Ferry and
included the search for the armory arsenal. The arsenal was the structure that John Brown hoped
to seize in order to capture weapons to supply newly freed slaves. Restoring the town to the Civil
War era remained a major part of the restoration philosophy through the 1970s when the NPS
dismantled and restored Wager Block to its 1850s appearance.

Much like other nationai shrines, like Williamsburg, Monticello, and Mount Vemon, the
restored built landscape at Harpers Ferry reflects an important effort by the NPS to enforce a
particular national memory of the place. For Harpers Ferry the restored landscape reflects the
Civil War era and it became part of the growing enthusiasm for remembering Civil War sites
when the nation needed props and educational tools to help quell growing civil strife in the
United States.” Commemorating the Civil War and the meaning of heroism — obedience and
dedication to a higher authority, became an important and overriding concept in Civil War parks.
The official expression was concerned with promoting and preserving the ideals of cultural

leaders and authorities, developing social unity, and maintaining the status quo. >
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The Civil Rights Movement had a major impact on the way peripheral groups became
part of the national public memory. In the 1960s many scholars began to participate in the “new
social history” and write histories from “the bottom-up.” Research intensified on groups that
were not traditionally part of the national public memory. Because of this movement national
parks struggled with broadening the interpretation perspective of the park, especially if it meant
going outside of the boundaries of the enabling legislation. Each park’s enabling legislations is a
product of its era. For instance, in the first part of the twentieth century, national parks were
created by Congress to support a public memory and adopted a preservation and interﬁretive
philosophy that celebrated traditional figures that reinforced patriotism, economic development,
and American ingenuity (e.g., George Washington Birthplace National Monument, Fort Raleigh
National Historic Site, Saugus Iron Works National Historic Site). By the last quarter of the
century many newly created national parks celebrated diversity and wamed Americans of past
tragedies (e.g., Fredenick Douglas National Historic Site, Women'’s Rights National Historic
Park, Manzanar National Historic Site). Therefore, the internal conflict at many national parks
that were created before the 1970s is about which memory should be fostered. Shouid
administrators only support a memory that bolsters nationalism, as stated in a parks’ original
enabling legislation, or should a park explore issues that are relevant to our lives today, like
social and economic inequities and multiculturalism?

Harpers Ferry’s enabling legislation was written very broadly and beginning in the 1980s
the administration of the park’s interpretive programs responded to the call of the new social
history. The creation of the Development Concept Plan and a new Interpretive Perspective also
recognized the failing of the previous attempts to time freeze the park and it called for a
broadening of the park’s interpretation, thus giving a new direction to restoration, landscape,
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history, interpretation, interpretation, and archeology. Harpers Ferry National Historical Park
expanded its interpretive perspective to include the entire nineteenth century. Restoration
projects began to consider not only the armory and Civil War histories, but also the later
Victorian era. Exhibit space dedicated to interpreting Storer College opened in the 1980s and an
exhibit dedicated to the black experience in Harpers Ferry opened in the early 1990s. The park
now actively celebrates black history month, and in 1996 the park commemorated the 90™
anniversary of the Niagara Movement meeting held in Harpers Ferry. Women’s history is now a
theme pushed by some living history staff members as they reexamine the roles and perspectives
in the histories of the town that has traditionally been dominated by men. Native American
history continues to be underrepresented or presented as a subset of the park’s environmental
interpretations, thus undermining the importance of this subject matter. Archeological materials
found in a new permanent park exhibit, has made significant contributions to telling the story of
the everyday interactions between people of varying status and ethnic affiliation during the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Environmental issues now have a voice in the park’s
Interpretation,

In many cases, this changed historical and restoration philosophy has guided the most
recent renovation projects at Harpers Ferry. For instance, several major projects, including a
cultural landscape analysis, historical research and archeology in the comimercial district and on
Virginius Island have addressed issues that focused upon the everyday lives of residents who
lived, prospered, struggled, and worked in this small industrial town. They have informed new
construction and restoration projects and ne longer are Victorian facades changed to look like
antebellum architecture. A trail with interpretive waysides through Virginius Island interprets
industry on the island from the early nineteenth century through the turn of the twentieth century,
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although the lives of craftsmen and laborers, the majority of the island’s population, is yet to be
told. On Virginius Island some of the ruins are maintained and protected with shallow rooted
vegetation and they provide the image of a site in decay. Protecting the sites and maintaining the
image of perpetual decay helps to instill the notion of continuity. Landscapes in Lower Town
have been redesigned to highlight domestic and industrial historic cultural resources.

The story of Harpers Ferry may appear to have progressed in a unilinear and uncontested
fashion. It is easy to step back and see the major changes over a half a century follow a smooth
progression. But while change was being proposed it was sometimes contested and delayed.
Batties had to be fought within the NPS, within the park, and within the community.

The primary purpose of park administrative histories is to document the changing NPS
management of a site to the present day. They serve other purposes, as well. One of these is to
illuminate the choices that bring us to the experience of Harpers Ferry that we have today. But
another is to provide the park with case studies to learn from and to inform future decisions and
ways of approaching the resources of the park. The story of how these decisions and debates

played out in the making of the national park follows.

' Catherine Gilbert,, Maureen D. J oseph, and Perry C. Wheetock, Cultural Landscape Report: Lower Town, Harpers
Ferry National Historical Park (Washington, D.C.: National Park Service, Department of Interior, Harpers Ferry
National Historical Park, National Capital Region, 1993).

? Letter, Fritz to Pete, April 25, 1954. CO/HAFE.

* Regional Chief of Interpretation, Region One J.C. Harrington to Witlett, March 4, 1955, Memo “Photographic
Record,” HAFE Correspondence 1955, Box 5 Pt. 1, Entry 405, RG79, NARA (Ph).

* David Blight, *“’For Something Beyond the Battlefield”: Frederick Douglass and the Struggle for the Memory of
the Civil War. " Journal of American History (1989} 75, no. 4:1156-1178; John Bodner, Remaking America: Public

Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the Twentieth Century (Princeton, NI: Princeton University Press,
1992).

3 Bodner, Remaking America, 13.



Chapter 1:

History of Harpers Ferry

Early Settlement at the Ferry

Harpers Ferry lies in the gap of the Blue Ridge Mountains at the confluence of the
Shenandoah and Potomac Rivers. Little is known about the area’s prehistory, although
archeological excavations performed in the late 1980s and early 1990s in Lower Town
indicate that American Indians inhabited the region on a seasonal basis for at least several
centuries before European contact.' In 1733, Lord Fairfax, proprietor of these lands,
allowed Peter Stevens to establish a ferry crossing on the Potomac River. Stevens'
appearance in the region was part of a larger migration to the lower Shenandoah Valley
and western territory by German, Quaker, and Scots-Irish from southgastem
Pennsylvania and the tidewater region. They sought new agricultural and commercial
opportunities and Stevens’ ferry facilitated travel through the Blue Ridge Mountain
region.’

After a fourteen-year tenure on Lord Fairfax's land, Stevens soid Robert Harper
his log cabin, corn patch, and ferry equipment. Harper also recetved three additional
patents from Lord Fairfax that allowed him to control lands on both sides of the Potomac
River for his ferry operations. Harper originally occupied Stevens’ cabin, but he later
constructed his dwelling one-mile down the Shenandoah River near his grist mill and saw
mill. He subsequently built a tavem at the rivers' confluence, but he died in 1782 before

completing it. His property was divided between Sarah Harper, the only child of his



brother Joseph, and Robert Griffith, a relative of his wife. Sarah Harper married into the
Wager family and they owned what later became the town of Harpers Ferry.”

Thomas Jefferson traveled through northem Virginia in October 1783 to
document the region’s resources. He stopped at Harpers Ferry, sat on the cliffs adjacent to
the Shenandoah River, and remarked in his Notes on the State of Virginia that the view
was "one of the most stupendous scenes in nature."* George Washington was also
enamored with the region, but for a very different reason. From the end of the French and
Indian War, Washington speculated on land along the Potomac River. He became deeply
involved in the affairs of the Potowmack Company and dedicated himself to improving
navigation along the river. Such improvements, he believed, would attract trade to the
ports of Alexandria and Georgetown and would create economic growth in the new

Federal City and the Potomac Valley region.’

The Early Armory Town

Prior to the American Revolution the colonies relied on England for their supply
of weapons, although during the war France became the major supplier. During the 1790s
the new nation was in a precarious situation. Spain claimed territories on the southern and
western border, holding Fiorida and the Louisiana Territory. England, still hostile to the
newly independent United States, controlled the entire northern border with its Canadian
possession. The English government in Canada often supplied American Indians with
arms and encouraged them to attack nearby settlements in the United States. In 1794,

England and the United States signed a treaty of peace, but the French claimed that the



treaty violated the Franco-American alliance of | 778. Tensions grew between France and
the United States and Congress prepared for new hostilities.®

In 1794 the United States Congress legislated the establishment of armories for
the manufacture and storage of arms. President Washington urged Congress to place an
armory at Harpers Ferry. He received endorsements from Georgetown and Alexandria
merchants who stood to profit from hinterland trade.” Washington noted that Harpers
Ferry was the "most eligible spot on the whole river in every point of view., " The U.S.
Congress sent French engineer Etienne Rochfontaine to study the site; he disagre.ed with
Washington’s assessment. He claimed that the area lacked convenient grounds for arms
manufacturing and the lands tended to flood. Therefore, Rochfontaine concluded that
water powered manufacturing would be unpredictable. Washington 1gnored the
engineer’s advice and proceeded to acquire the lands necessary for construction of the
armory. The Wager family managed to keep a six-acre portion, known as the Wager
Reserve, adjacent to the anmory grounds, and they received the right to monopolize
mercantile trade. The Wagers also retained a 3/4-acre ferry concession aleng with the
rights to transport all traffic across the Potomac.”

Congress appropriated funds in 1798 for the development of federal arsenals and
armories at Springfield, Massachusetts, and Harpers Ferry, Virginia. Construction of the
Harpers Ferry armory began in 1799, although the lack of skilled mechanics and laborers
continually beleaguered the govemment. A temporary force of 100 soldiers under the
command of Major General Charles C. Pinckney was stationed at Harpers Ferry to
protect the town from possible invading forces. The soldiers also provided necessary

labor for the armory canal construction. '’
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Early manufaémring proceeded slowly since the new manufacturing
establishment was continually besieged by problems. While workers had completed the
armory canal by 1802, it often leaked, thus slowing production. Poor health conditions
continually plagued armorers and their families. The govemment did not provide all of
the necessary housing needed to accommodate its workers, and by prior agreement
between the U.S. government and the Wager family, armorers could not construct
dwellings on the Wager Reserve. Since inland areas were too hilly or mountain-like for
construction, most workers erected their homes in the low-lying river banks along the
Shenandoah River. These areas harbored various diseases, and inhabitants were afflicted
with many of these maladies.'!

Thomas Jefferson commissioned the Lewis and Clark expedition in 1803 and
much of the equipment for the venture was made or procured at Harpers Ferry, including
rifles, tomahawks, knives and a collapsible iron canoe. By the turn of the century the
town had developed quickly and an observer described it as consisting of a post office
and about 15 houses.'? lBy 1810 it had "a good tavern, several large stores for goods, a
library, one physician, and a professor of the English language.""’ The town’s population
increased to 700 people and included 197 armory workers and 12 workshops. The
privately owned parcel adjacent to the armory, the Wager Reserve, developed into a
profitable commercial area. The Wagers constructed the Harpers Ferry Hotel in 1803, and
they eventually leased the structure to various innkeepers. While the armory developed
on the Potomac side of the town, the area along the Shenandoah shore contained stables

and was used for grazing by the armory horses. Houses were scattered throughout the
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town, and Harpers Ferry developed in what appears to be a haphazard fashion,
conforming to the area’s topography rather than to any formal plan.'*

West of the commereial district, private manufacturing developed with the
exploitation of water power on Virginius Island. Virginius Island did not convey to the
United States in 1796, nor did the Wager family control it. The 1751 land grant to Harper
did not include the island and, therefore, the government and the Wagers could not claim
it. Since neither entity could claim ownership, squatters inhabited the site and eventuaily
Armory Superintendent James Stubblefield acquired the land. He subdivided and sold the
Virginius Island, making a substantial profit. Sparsely inhabited in the 1820s and early
1830s, the 1sland developed as a mill village and contained industries that supported the
armory operations and inciuded enterprises like a machine shop, saw mill, oil miil, grist
mill, and tannery. The industries focused on local markets, both domestic and armory-

related, making machinery, tools, and replacement parts for the latter.'

John Hall and the American System of Manufacturing
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