
Eric Wilson
Executive Director, Rockbridge Historical Society

Director for History, Virginia Association of Museums

RockbridgeHistory.org

Bridging History and Nature
The Forests, Farms, Families and Flags

of Rockbridge County





Thanks to Partners in the Event
and Interpretive Support

National Park Service
Shannon Moeck, Park Ranger, Interpretation, Cedar Creek & Belle Grove NHP

Virginia Natural History Museum
Dr. Joe Keiper, Executive Director; 

Director for Science Museums, VA Association of Museums

Rockbridge Area Conservation Council
Barbara Walsh, Executive Director

Friends of Natural Bridge
Anne Herring, President



Thanks to Hosts and Continued Leadership

Natural Bridge State Park
Jim Jones, NBSP Park Manager & Head Ranger
Mathew Jackson, NBSP Education Specialist
Victoria Ferguson, NBSP Manager Monacan Indian Living History Exhibit

Department of Conservation and Resources
Christen Miller, Environmental Manager

Virginia Conservation Legacy Fund
Tom Clarke, President and CEO

Rockbridge Historical Society
Stephen D. Beck, President
Mary Harvey-Halseth, Vice President, Educational Outrea



Natural Bridge and the Valley Road – Johnson, 1860



What do you see here?
Nature?  Social Histories? Tourism? Preservation?



Borden Grant, 1739



Great Valley Road, Mountain Ridges
Jefferson-Fry Map (1751)



Key Sources: RHS Proceedings Vol.IX:
Gen. John Knapp: “Rockbridge Trade and Transportation: First 100 Years”

Dr. Todd Lowry: “ Virginia Forest and the Pioneer Tradition”



Thomas Jefferson’s First Survey of Natural Bridge:
Inside Back Cover, Memorandum Book, 1767



Thomas Jefferson: Landlord of the Rock Bridge
(Caleb Boyle, 1801)



1767 Notes/Sketch of NB
Jefferson’s Noteook



Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia (1787)
“The most sublime of Nature’s works”



19th century Romanticism: Visual and Poetic Sublime
Awe as Excitement, Terror, Marvel



Cornelia Jefferson Randolph (Jefferson’s Granddaughter) 
to her sister at Poplar Forest, August 17, 1817

My Dear Virginia August 17   1817

We are return'd from the natural bridge more 
anxious to see it again than we were at first, 
because in the first place it far surpass'd our 
expectations, & in the second we saw it under many 
disadvantages, which will be removed when we go 
again, & grandpapa has promis'd that we shall; our 
trip was attended with disasters & accidents from the 
time we set off untill we return'd again…



Cornelia Jefferson Randolph (Jefferson’s Granddaughter) 
to her sister at Poplar Forest, August 17, 1817

… The mountain was the wildest most romantic looking place I 
ever saw; the trees remarkably large & tall & no under-wood so that 
you could see for a great distance around you. I saw there oaks 
chesnuts & poplars, & spruce pine, which I never saw before it is a 
beautiful tree. I wish we had it at Monticello.

We found a rasberry which is better even than the garden 
rasberry having a fine flavour & the seeds being so small that you 
scarcely percieve them.  The bushes were quite full of fruit tho it was 
so late in the season, they are a bright scarlet & the bush has no 
thorns, the people in the neighbourhood call'd it the mountain 
raspberry.  Grandpapa remember'd that they had had them at 
Shadwell for many years under the name of the mountain 
strawberry, but they had never born there…



Cornelia Jefferson Randolph (Jefferson’s Granddaughter) 
to her sister at Poplar Forest, August 17, 1817

The mountains here are of entirely a different 
shape from those in Albemarle they are not round & 
regular as ours are but some are these long ones & 
others are shap’d like sugar loaves, one that we saw the 
sides seem’d quite as perpendicular as those of a sugar 
loaf, I suppose it must be impossible to climb up it…



Cornelia Jefferson Randolph (Jefferson’s Granddaughter) 
to her sister at Poplar Forest, August 17, 1817

We went to the bridge tho’ it was showery all day, about two or three 
hundred yards from the bridge Patrick Henry a mulatto man lives, on 
the land of the widow Ochiltree.

He keeps the key of the shot tower & generally goes with 
persons who go to see the bridge he went with us, we knew the instant 
we were on the bridge & I cant conceive how any one can go on it 
without knowing, for you see the sides of the precipice; on looking down 
it has very much the effect on your head that looking down a well has, 
we stood on the edge & look’d down with perfect safety, & afterwards 
look’d out of the shot tower window.

It is impossible to judge of the height from the top but when you 
go down & see how large objects are which you thought quite small 
you are astonish’d.



Baltimore ‘Fancy Chair’ (1840s) – Painted with Natural Bridge
Margaret Junkin Preston (RHS Collections)



2013 – Lewis and Clark Legacy Trail Project



The Corps of Discovery
* What would they have seen?

* What would they take out, and bring back?

* Who do they interact with?

* What does an emerging natural or national frontier 
look like, offer, resist?

*How far does Virginia, Louisiana, United States, 
North America extend?

* What’s life like when you return?



William Clark stayed at Eagle Tavern (Rockbridge Building, 15. S. Main.)
Dec. 4, 1809, on way to meet Jefferson at Monticello 

to debrief about Expedition Journals after Lewis’ suicide



1814: Great Natural Bridge to Monticello



Natural Bridge and the Valley Road – Johnson, 1860



Town and Country: Lexington’s Main Street, Greenspace, Farms
1849, Seth Eastman (looking South to Lexington from VMI)



Scale and Symmetry
Human Nature & Natural Sublime
Michael Miley, 1880s



Closeup of Miley’s Miniatures: Cedar Creek, Wooden Walkway
Compare to colored print, Cornelia’s letter



Natural Bridge 1917, Male & Female Tourists (Gilliam Scrapbook W&L)



Vertical Framing
Halo Effect

Natural Bridge 1917



1898: ‘Colored Baptism’ at Cedar Creek
cf. published account by daughter of Col. Parsons (Pres. N.B. Forest Co.)



Rockbridge’s other Icons: House Mountains & Saddle
w/neighboring Farmland, dotted Families





Matthias Rapp (RHS Program, April 8)



Rapp’s Mill:  est.1836   (photo 1897)





Country, Town, Transportation, Industry: Jordan’s Point 1870 –
(painted by James H. Waddell, RHS Collections, Loan to Brownsburg Museum)





Michael Miley: Jordan’s Point, House Mountain, East Lex Railyard



Lexington Home of Michael Miley (previous photo of JP, Maury, House Mtn, Railroad)
Keeper of Tropical Greenhouse; Annually pride in his ‘first tomatoes in Lexington’



1877 Jordan’s Point: Natural Crossroads, Travel and Industry



Lexington (1877)



1891 Lexington Development Company



1891 Development Plan, Lexington (closeup)
Intensely subdivided West and North



Walker & Wood Brothers: 1911
From Farm (Walker’s hog & cattle farm near Walker St.) to Town (Main St. butcher shop)



Walker & Wood Brothers Sanitary Meat Market
(aka Willson-Walker House, aka Macado’s)



Harry Lee Walker
Farmer, Entrepreneur, Mason, Deacon of First Baptist

Pillar of Black Business, Religious Fraternal Communities 
One of Lexington’s most prosperous businessman (with meat contracts to VMI, W&L)



Eliza Bannister Walker: Singer, Poet, Activist



Eliza B. Walker’s Political & Spiritual Poems (1920s)
SPIRITUAL POEMS: 

“I’M GOING TO FOLLOW JESUS”

ACTIVIST POEM: “YOU CAN’T LIVE ALWAYS”

FUNDRAISER FOR ORPHANAGE & OLD FOLKS HOME



Eliza Walker’s 1920 Ad Campaign (DC): Buy a Memorial Block 
for Lexington Old Folks Home and Orphanage



Eliza Bannister Walker, with Violet, Virginia, Annie
Orphanage Fundraising Postcard for WW1 Soldiers (1918)

Front Porch of Walker Family Farmhouse (near Sheetz/ Walker St.)



Rural Families, Country Schools
Collierstown Graded School 1907-8



Orchard, House Mountains, House: Collierstown, early 20th cen.



Forests, Farms, Families and …

Flags

*Flags as Symbols of Place, Tradition, of Value

*Flags mark personal, family, community identities

*Flags – of place, politics, people – always shift over time

*Flags are fundamentally raised in relation to other

Symbolic ‘Standards’



Flags of Rockbridge
How have they changed over Four Centuries?

What do they signal?

How and Why do they matter: 

whether flown here, or beyond?

Key Distinction:
Civic/ Political/ Jurisdictional Flags

Military Flags/ Institutional Flags



“Lexington’s Flag Flap”
Documentary (30 min)

https://tinyurl.com/LexingtonFlagFlap

Note: this documentary was filmed in 2012

Pre-Charleston

Pre-Lee Chapel re-placements

Pre-‘Billboard Hill’ & Interstate Flags

Pre-SCV v. MLK parades…

Contexts keep shifting. 



Key References:
Lexington Civic Flag Ordinances (1993, 2011) 

& Federal Legal Appeals



1739 Borden Grant: Union Jack (1707-1776)



1776: General Washington’s Grand Union Flag 



1750: George Washington surveyed Natural Bridge
1796: President Washington gave 100 shares of James River Canal Stock

to Liberty Hall Academy, soon re-named Washington College
1844:  ‘Old George,’ carved from a log found floating in North (Maury) River

is placed atop Central Colonnade, now Washington Hall, facing Lee Chapel



Rockbridge’s ‘First Flag’ (County Founded 1778)

1777 Continental Congress: 
Resolved: that the flag of the United States be thirteen stripes, alternate red and white; that the 

union be thirteen stars, white in a blue field, representing a new constellation



15 Star US Flag (1795-1818) 

17 states during Lewis and Clark Expedition (1803-1806)
20 states when finally changed (well after War of 1812)



‘Star Spangled Banner’: 30x40’ Garrison Flag at Ft. McHenry
sewn in 1813 by Mary Pickersgill, with her daughter, 

two nieces, two African-American servants



27 Star – 1845 (eve of Mexican War) 
(when RHS’ Campbell House Built)



‘Stars and Bars’: 1st National Flag of CSA
7 star pattern; March 4, 1861; 13 stars in Dec.1861

VA becomes 8th state to join CSA, seceding April 17, 1861



2nd National Flag of the CSA (May 1, 1863)
13-Star ‘Southern Cross’ represents 11 states then in Confederacy,

plus KY and MO, despite their failed efforts to secede



3rd National Flag of CSA
(March 4, 1865, one month before Appomattox)

addition of red stripe diminishes white field, in battle



Battle Flags, not Jurisdictional Flags

STONEWALL BRIGADE: 5TH VA INFANTRY CONFEDERATE NAVAL JACK



35 Star Flag (1863-5)
West Virginia becomes 35th state during Civil War 1863

‘Hunter’s Raid’/ VMI Burned/ Margaret Junkin Preston Journals: June 1864



44 Stars (1891)
(Buena Vista Founded 1892)



1912 Executive Order (Taft): 
Officially standardizes flag pattern for governmental use,

restricting local, customary use, variations.



Range of Symbols and Patterns: Shifts over Time, and Place



48 Stars 1912- 1959 (RHS Founded 1939) 
(consistent pattern through WW1, WW2, Korea)



50 Stars 1959 - ???? 
Lexington formally incorporated as VA City (1966)

(above) US Flag raised at WTC, now in National 9-11 Memorial Museum, NYC



Official Flag of the Commonwealth of Virginia: 
Variations and Continuity

Who is the Tyrant?



Virginia Flag: 
Adopted April 30, 1861 (Secession Spring)

Still the official pattern today



Rockbridge Rifles Flag: Nov. 7, 1859
3 weeks after John Brown’s Raid on Harper’s Ferry

18 months before Virginia State Flag adopted



Blue Ridge Division – U.S. 80th Infantry
WW1 ‘Doughboy Helmet’ with Blue Ridge Insignia– 1918



Confederate Naval Jack: D-Day, June 6, 1944
Flown on USS Herndon, Lead Destroyer, Normandy Invasion,

Admiral Granville Moore, USN, Lexington, VA



Confederate Naval Jack: D-Day, June 6, 1944
Flown on USS Herndon, Lead Destroyer, Normandy Invasion,

Admiral Granville Moore, USN, Lexington, VA



1960s 4th of July Parade: See 13-Star ‘Constellation’ Pattern 
on Patriotic Bunting (consider, too, Lexington’s MA namesake)



Political Histories and Natural Histories
Sen. Warner and Gov. Dalton: 1980 W&L Mock Con









Proposed Lexington Flag, 1976  (RHS Collections)
offered to Lexington Bicentennial by Dennis Dixon



RHS Logo: Designed 2017



To return … What do you see here?
Nature?  Social Histories? Tourism? Preservation?



How do we represent nature?
How do our forms to do so change over time?



NB National Historic Landmark -- 1998





NBSP: Monacan Indian Living History Exhibit



RHS ‘Lewis & Clark Discovery Trunk’
One of 12 granted by Lewis & Clark National Trust (2013)



Rockbridge Students meet Lewis and Clark …
… through Nature and History



RHS Science and History Curriculum Unit on Hurricane Camille
Buena Vista (8-20-1969)



Mother Nature wrecks the Maury
RR Tracks post-Camille (1969)





RHS’ Legacy and Rockbridge Themes: 
History, Community, Nature, Art, Industry, Education



RHS’ New Stories: Walk in the Footprints of History 
THE RIGHTEOUS AND RASCALS OF ROCKBRIDGE

rrRockbridge.org



How do we tell the Stories?
Of our Citizens? Of our Cities and County?

Of our Social and Natural Histories?



RockbridgeHistory.org


