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AS PART of national bicentennial celebrations in 1976, a 

group of riders cycle along the TransAmerican Bicycle Trail, 

stretching from Yorktown to Oregon. (photo courtesy of Ad-

venture Cycling)

The ‘Bikecentennial’ 
Revisted

Rockbridge - 

This feature is written by Eric Wilson, execu-

tive director of the Rockbridge Historical So-

ciety, and co-chair of the Rockbridge-VA250 

American Revolutions committee. 

The formal name – a tongue-twister, which 

doesn’t yet even register in spellcheck – is 

semiquincentennial (that’s half-500th, if the 

mental math helps).  The clearest cue – its own 

long mouthful – would be “250th Anniversary 

of the American Revolution” (if somewhat 

reductive in its own singular signaling).  The 

sleek-but-still sweeping cue you’ll be seeing 

frequently in the years to come – VA250, or 

Rockbridge-VA250: American Revolutions 

– registers our local complement. It also af-

firms connections across the commonwealth 
that bridge the past, present future: not just a 

moment in time, but continued stretches of re-

membrance, and reflection.
For the past three years, I’ve been work-

ing with local, state, and national partners to 

organize and plan a range of different com-

munity engagements to commemorate this 

era, its ideals, and its limits through a range 

of experiences, with and beyond historically 

grounded educational efforts.  Our national 
committee has come to more inclusively call 

this “A Revolutionary Decade,” or “A Revolu-

tion of Ideas,” to frame that diverse and often 

disjointed process to establish new and lasting 

political and cultural forms and legacies.

But the question of what to commemorate, or 

what to celebrate, prompts its own important 

considerations, no less than when and how.  

This is particularly important when thinking 

about local historical contexts, as well as more 

authentic “community narratives” that signal 

values and distinctive assets today, not just the 

1770s – and why they may still, or should mat

ter.

This weekend, for instance, brings a glob-

ally recognized day in Massachusetts, the 

250th anniversary of the Battles of Lexing-

ton and Concord on April 19, 1775, regionally 

observed each year as Patriot’s Day.  In ad-

dition to recalling “the shot heard round the 

world,” Saturday’s hallmark date serves as a 

fitting 2025 “launch date” for communities 
and organizations across the country to target 

Independence Day 2026, when patriotic spirits 

and public gatherings will be in full, varied 

display.  Replica Liberty Bells, quill pens, and 

13-circle-starred flags will duly wave on July 
4, 2026, here and across the country.  

Getting to Lexington

Historically, here in Lexington, Virginia, 

that inaugural event holds unique charge, 

given our own purposefully chosen name-

sake.  As a growing settlement in the Shenan-

doah Valley, the town was officially formed 
in 1778, three years after that already iconic 

battle.  That strategic, wartime measure pro-

vided a legal, administrative, and commercial 

center for the state’s frontier, still several years 

ahead of becoming a proper nation.  

Geographically, Lexington’s position at the 

crossroads of the Great Wagon Road and the 

North River placed it conveniently in the heart 

See VA250, page B2

FIFTY miles of national Route 76 – established in the bi-

centennial year – run through Rockbridge County: from 

Natural Bridge and Plank Road, through Main Street, Lex-

ington, up South River to Vesuvius before climbing to the 

Blue Ridge Parkway. (photo by Eric Wilson)

‘Our Common Cause’
Local Committee Gets Ready For Anniversary Celebrations

RHS Program

 Slated For May 4
On National Ride a Bike Day - Sunday, May 4 - 

wheel back into time with a public program hosted 

by the Rockbridge Historical Society, titled “The 

Bikecentennial in Rockbridge: 500+ Years of His-

tory along 50 miles of Route 76.”  

Gathering at 2 p.m. in the Lylburn Downing Mid-

dle School cafeteria, you can steer further into the 

local, state and national past, guided by Virginia 

Tech history professor and director of the Bike 76 

VA Project, Tom Ewing. 

If you or your kids come by bike, you can even get 

See Bikecentennial, page B4

THE ROCKBRIDGE-VA250 steering committee met last week to advance local planning for 

commemorative community events. Pictured are (from left) Co-Chairs Sheryl Wagner and 

Eric Wilson; with Jennifer Bell, Spencer Suter, and Kristina Ramsey representing Lexington, 

Rockbridge and Buena Vista, respectively. (photo courtesy of Lexington Rockbridge Tourism)

 HIGHLIGHTING the VA250 conference in Williamsburg, a colonial fife and drum regiment introduces Ken Burns’ new documentary “The American 
Revolution.”  (photo by Brian Newsome, Colonial Williamsburg Foundation)
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VA250

continued from page B1

of new Rockbridge borders 

that were jointly carved from 

the lower half of Augusta and 

the top half of Botetourt coun-

ties.  Named not for a British 

Lord (as those “precedent 

parents” were), “Rockbridge” 

simultaneously took its cue 

from a natural formation, 

Natural Bridge, which had 

not incidentally purchased 

four years earlier on July 5, 

1774, by Thomas Jefferson.  
The young lawyer and bud-

ding politician may have had 

a thumb on the naming com-

mittee, as soon-to-be wartime 

governor from 1779 to 1781.  

But the nominal, symbolic 

designation seems apt for its 

association with the author 

of core principles of natural 

law, who played a signal role 

in Philadelphia when draft-

ing the words of many others 

into a shared and still familiar 

chorus: declaring the aspira-

tional ideals – often just fully 

beyond us, but collectively 

aspirational – of “life, liberty, 

and the pursuit of happiness.” 

Our “Common Cause”

Since the VA250 Com-

mission was established in 

2020, our annual conferences 

in Colonial Williamsburg 

have been titled “A Common 

Cause,” with 40 states and 

over 400 local committees 

attending.  These intensive 

meetings have provided a 

collective opportunity to ar-

ticulate and settle on shared 

vocabularies and priorities, 

sustainable organizational 

and civic networks, as well 

as more specific collaborative 
planning and projects within 

and between our distinct con-

texts and goals. 

In 2020, Gov. Ralph 

Northam appointed Terry 

Austin (this area’s 37th Dis-

trict delegate to the General 

Assembly) as founding chair 

of the Virginia American 

Revolution 250 Commission. 

On March 25, Austin articu-

lated the Commission’s goals 

here at the chamber of com-

merce’s State of the Commu-

nity Breakfast. In describing 

the initiative’s purpose, Aus-

tin affirmed that “the 250th 
anniversary of American 

Independence is more than 

a commemoration. It is an 

opportunity for communities 

across the commonwealth 

and the United States to come 

together in support of our na-

tion’s founding, our long and 

storied history, and the future 

opportunities that lie ahead. 

The VA250 Commission’s 

slogan is ‘America. Made in 

Virginia.’ And this anniver-

sary serves as a powerful re-

minder of Virginia’s pivotal 

role in shaping our nation’s 

past and future.”

Locally, Rockbridge-VA250 

is co-chaired by Sheryl Wag-

ner, executive director of Lex-

ington & Rockbridge Area 

Tourism, and myself, the ex-

ecutive director of the Rock-

bridge Historical Society, as 

both of our organizations’ 

broader missions provide rep-

resentative umbrellas to this 

area’s distinct jurisdictions.

Our steering committee in-

cludes three governmental 

staff members: Jennifer Bell, 
finance director for Lexing-

ton; Kristina Ramsey, direc-

tor of economic development 

for Buena Vista; and Spencer 

Suter, Rockbridge County ad-

ministrator.  We met together 

last week to identify members 

for a broader advisory com-

mittee that will help recruit 

other community members 

and organizations to help to 

plan events in the coming 

years. 

On the same day that Del-

egate Austin was advocating 

for the importance of VA250 

to a range of local affairs, Co-

lonial Williamsburg staged a 

special event for the VA250 

conference.  Over 4,000 peo-

ple gathered on the Governor’s 

Palace Green for the public 

premiere of “The American 

Revolution,” the forthcom-

ing documentary co-directed 

by Ken Burns, often heralded 

as our generation’s greatest 

“American Storyteller.”

In the months following its 

release this November, RHS 

plans to serially screen se-

lected episodes from this six-

part, 12-hour series, along 

with other feature films and 
children’s movies that pro-

vide portals into those revo-

lutionary efforts and ideals, 
and how they extended and 

evolved through the Civil 

War, and Civil Rights move-

ment, and today.

In Burns’ newest epic 

chronicle, the grounding, 

purposeful chords of a “Com-

mon Cause” are harmonized 

in varied keys through the 

voices of over 200 first-person 
narrators, combining those of 

celebrated actors, as well as 

everyday American, African 

American, and Native Ameri-

can descendants.  Indeed, the 

ethnic and cultural diversity 

of colonial and contempo-

rary experience, along with 

those of women and other 

historically underrepresented 

groups, has been a hallmark 

of this these commemorative 

and civic visions from the 

start.  

Before the outdoor screen-

ing, Burns noted, “We feel 

history is the greatest teacher. 

Mark Twain is supposed to 

have said that ‘history does 

not repeat itself — which 

of course it doesn’t — but it 

rhymes.’  So we are always 

interested in the way, after we 

finish a film, that we lift our 
heads up from our desk ... and 

then we see and are thrilled by 

the ways in which it rhymes.”

Events To Come

Locally, plans are already 

building toward community-

wide events that herald July 

4, 2026, and Jan. 24, 1778, as 

nationally shared and locally 

distinctive dates.  The for-

mer acknowledges the Dec-

laration of Independence by 

the Continental Congress in 

Philadelphia, while the latter 

heralds the legal organization 

of Rockbridge and Lexington 

by the Virginia General As-

sembly.  

In gradual ramp-up – mind-

ful of the need to “save some 

powder” for an engaging, sus-

tainable run of events, span-

ning five years – a prologue of 
sorts kicked off local efforts 
at Natural Bridge on July 5, 

2024, the 250th anniversary 

of its purchase by Thomas 

Jefferson.  Last month, an-

other teaser of things to come 

was brought to another corner 

of the county, with RHS’ pro-

gram about the deadly raids 

at Kerrs Creek illuminating 

new contexts of this area’s 

growing frontier, and local re-

percussions of the French, In-

dian, and British Wars, from 

the 1750s through 1770s.  

Continuing that march, an-

other RHS program this fall 

will center on Dunmore’s 

War.  Also fought on the 

Virginia and Pennsylvania 

frontiers in 1774, that lesser-

known conflict is sometimes 
called the “last colonial war.” 

Importantly for Rockbridge-

VA250, that royal campaign 

involved a number of local 

men in the Virginia militia, 

before many of them, and 

their descendants, would turn 

to fight against Great Britain 
to establish a new American 

republic, later that same de-

cade.  

In complement to that pair 

of programs, you can explore 

to the run-up and thickets of 

these “Revolutions of Ideas, 

and Arms” alike, through a 

free exhibit at the RHS Mu-

seum in October, “Give Me 

Liberty: Virginia and the 

Forging of Nation,” loaned by 

the Virginia Museum of His-

tory Culture, in another local 

and state alliance.

In even wider and interactive 

reach, a program bridging his-

tory and recreation will look 

back to 1976, as the “Bike-

centennial” rode across the 

continent, and right through 

Rockbridge along 50 miles of 

Route 76, which was estab-

lished to more permanently 

mark those years in both the 

20th and 18th centuries. (In a 

related vein, and older wheels, 

News-Gazette editor Darryl 

Woodson noted the bicenten-

nial arrival here, that same 

year, of covered wagons that 

parked and circled-up on his 

family farm at Fancy Hill).  

Yet another set of wheels 

beckons in the coming years, 

with the VA250’s celebrated, 

cutting-edge “Mobile Mu-

seum” providing another ac-

cessible portal to the past, for 

all ages.  With the Virginia 

Department of Education, 

VA250 has also set a goal to 

have this ‘history-mobile’ 

visit all 341 middle schools 

across the commonwealth, 

because the state’s seventh 

grade civics curriculum 

provides a vital touchstone 

lasting well past the com-

memorative calls of colonial 

fife, drum, and musket.
In additional to these edu-

cationally grounded op-

portunities – for both local 

schools and the general public 

– Rockbridge-VA250 is plan-

ning to organize a lively se-

ries of events and experiences 

that will involve live music, 

and the performing and vi-

sual arts.  With our flanking 
mountain ranges and rivers, 

recreational organizations 

will have inviting opportu-

nities to partner.  Other pro-

spective community events 

include Buena Vista’s annual 

Labor Day festivities, cer-

emonies on Memorial and 

Veterans Day, Lexington’s 

Freedom Food Fest, as well as 

“America’s Potluck” on July 5, 

2026 (staged by Made by US, 

a growing, national youth-

advocacy group organized to 

promote cross-generational 

civic engagement). We will 

count on churches schools 

and community centers – as 

well as city, state, and na-

tional parks – to host different 
events, as the 1976 bicenten-

nial so successfully did.

The impact and lasting in-

fluence of these gatherings 
will depend on the partici-

pation and contributions of 

both seniors and schoolchil-

dren.  Through its impressive 

audience-sourced data, Made 

by US has emphasized that 

while Gen-X and Millennials 

may now be at the organizing 

heart of such public history 

and non-profit ventures, Gen-
Alpha and Gen-Z, no less than 

a continued core of Boomers, 

will be vital to these civic en-

terprises, in this moment, and 

for decades ahead.  

To learn more, or to ask 

about volunteer opportunities 

for organizations and individ-

uals, contact Director@Rock-

bridgeHistory.org. Stay tuned 

for a new web portal we are 

developing that will provide 

“planning toolkits” for your 

own creative initiatives, and 

digital resources that allow 

you to explore the long arc 

of “American Revolutions” 

in our ever-evolving national 

and local contexts.

SEVERAL community-made quilts produced for the 1976 bicentennial still hang today in the 

Visitor Center. Their diverse panels represent distinctive historic and natural sites, religious 

and civic landmarks across our area, signaling that the celebrations ahead will also continue 

to reflect present perspectives, not just the past, in creative ways. (photo by Eric Wilson)
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SERVICE GUIDE

Commercial &

Residential

(540) 300-7039
www.LambertCleaning.com

ALL UPHOLSTERY WORK
by appointment only.

540-319-0548
by Greg Burnette

GreG Burnette upholstery

All Upholstery Work!
Sofa - Chairs

Call for appointment only

Rockbridge Baths Chiropractic

Anna Occhiuzzi-
Chittum, DC

Accepting new patients, most cases same day 
appointments. We accept Medicare assignment.

Call for an appointment

We can help with . . .
✦ Low Back Pain/Sciatica

 ✦ Neck Pain   ✦ Headaches  ✦ Migraines

Call for consultation - 540-537-7384
145 Mountain River Dr. (right off of Terrell Drive)

Rockbridge Baths, VA

Bolen’s Moving
General Household Moving Services

Hugh Bolen

540-570-6263

MOORE’S  PLUMBING

Big & Small Jobs
Over 10 Years Experience

Brian Frazier

540-460-5425

Brian@mooresplumbing.net

Lexington, VA

Shaner’s Greenhouses
Since 1843

Mon.-Sat. 8:00 - 5:00
600 Greenhouse Rd. - Lexington, VA    (540) 463-2823

Shaners1843@gmail.com

Vegetable and Flowering Plants
Herbs, Geraniums, 

Hanging Baskets and much more.

Family Owned
Site prep for RTO buildings - Brush Cutting
New/Old Driveway Repair, and much more

Licensed & Insured

GOLD PACKAGE: Full detail in/out -Interior carpeting & 
upholstery steam-cleaned -Leather conditioning -Wax

SILVER PACKAGE: Full detail in/out -Interior carpeting & 
upholstery steam-cleaned -Leather conditioning

BRONZE PACKAGE: Outside only -Hand-wash & 
hand-dry -Wheels cleaned -Tire shine

Bikecentennial
continued from page B1

a free tune-up in the parking lot, or expert tips 

on bike safety, after Ewing’s slideshow and 

introduction to his 30-episode podcast (see 

bike76-va.vt.domains for links and related 

resources).  More informally, enjoy a chance 

to compare favored routes – whether riding or 

driving the byways of Rockbridge – on and 

along the historic trail segments that wind 

their way through our county, from Natural 

Bridge, through Main Street Lexington, to the 

crest of the Blue Ridge Parkway.  

Throughout the area, the Valley and Virginia 

– and stretching across the nine-state, 4,200 

mile TransAmerica Bicycle Trail established 

and named for its 1976 origins – black and 

white roadsigns with a bicycle logo still mark 

that route today.  Those signs don’t merely sig-

nal directions, but invite you to travel back in 

time.  For many, those imaginative journeys 

traffic through lived memories five decades 
ago. They can also wind through the many 

turns of two-and-a-half centuries of national 

histories that point back to 1776.

As Ewing emphasizes, “U.S. Bicycle Route 

76 brings cyclists into local communities, in-

cluding long distance cyclists and day riders 

from the region, in ways that allow them to 

explore historical sites while also engaging 

people and businesses along the route.  In this 

sense, a bicycling route is different from auto-

mobile routes, which direct traffic away from 

population centers (interstate highways and 

the  Blue Ridge Parkway) or the Appalachian 

Trail, which mostly avoids cities and towns.”

He further reflects on the value of the original 
research that he and his students have under-

taken to provide accessible digital resources, 

as well as new ways of thinking about com-

munities, through time: “Researching, writing 

and recording the podcast and posting weekly 

essays to our website has revealed traces of 

history that weren’t readily visible to those 

traveling through these regions, making it pos-

sible to historically connect eras and topics.

“Throughout this project,” he continues, 

“we explore ways that communities devel-

oped across history as well as actions that es-

tablished, enforced or maintained separation 

and inequality. The project also examines the 

promises of liberation, equality and citizen-

ship established in the Revolutionary era and 

the struggle to extend these rights across all 

social groups.”

With May annually proclaimed as Virginia’s 

“Bike Month,” RHS is partnering with Vir-

ginia Tech, the VA250 Commission, and a 

range of local and state cycling organizations.  

Valuable input has come from local riders and 

cycle shop owners, as well as leaders from the 

Virginia Bicycling Federation and Adventure 

Cycling, a leading enterprise which was origi-

nally, tellingly born from the pioneering initia-

tives of the Bikecentennial itself.

On May 14, 1976, an initial group of riders 

set out from Yorktown, heading through Wil-

liamsburg and Richmond, climbing the Blue 

Ridge before wheeling southwest through the 

Valley to the western foot of Virginia, then 

heading to the Mississippi River, and onward 

to the confluence of the Columbia River and 
the Pacific Ocean.  Among the 4,000-plus rid-

ers who signed on to that year’s collective, 

go-at-your-own-pace enterprise, other riders 

set out on routes heading east from Astoria, 

where Lewis and Clark’s Corps of Discovery 

had arrived, at Cape Disappointment.  

The Trail’s originally visioned path doesn’t 

simply connect a series of notable environmen-

tal and historical landmarks.  It also constel-

lates different moments in time: the securing 

of revolutionary freedom on the Chesapeake 

Bay; the exploration and annexation of French, 

Spanish, and indigenous lands in the early 

American republic; and the 1976 bicentennial 

itself.  Fifty years on, the Bikecentennial has 

proved to be one of the unique and sustainable 

legacies of nationwide festivals during the bi-

centennial year, waving flags and gathering to-

gether in the still-near wake of Watergate and 

the Vietnam War. 

Laterally, of the country’s 21,000 historical 

organizations and historic sites, over a third 

were established within just a few years of 

1976.  Today’s VA250 organizers similarly 

recognize that promise and the generative pos-

sibilities that this semiquincentennial iteration 

can hold, not only for historic tourism, but for 

business, arts and nonprofit initiatives
RHS Executive Director Eric Wilson will 

open the program with remarks on how this 

project ties to other local and state initiatives 

and VA250 commemorations, and about de-

veloping plans for a community ride along the 

Rockbridge stretches of Route 76 in summer 

2026.  Perhaps the ride could occur on July 4, 

when Lexington’s annual bike parade brings 

our youngest riders through Main Street, that 

most trafficked stretch of the historic route. 
In setting the stage for Ewing’s tour, Wil-

son will also direct attention to other signifi-

cant roads through Rockbridge history, and 

the journeys that residents have visitors have 

taken: from the earliest migration paths of Na-

tive American peoples in the Valley, through 

the age of turnpikes, “The Negro Motorist’s 

Green Book,” and the “flyover” changes that 
have come with interstate and air travel.  

During Q&A, comments are particularly 

welcome from attendees who’ve ridden the 

route individually or in groups in the “Summer 

of ‘76,” as well as those who have welcomed 

other riders to stay at their homes, or served 

them at their places of business, since and still.  

As with other initiatives being pursued by 

RHS, this collaborative event connects with 

other community and university partners to 

develop creative initiatives to learn about his-

tory.  But these ventures also provide distinc-

tive opportunities to engage with history in 

different ways – individually and communally 

– through performing and visual arts, through 

foodways traditions and genealogical inquiry, 

outdoor recreation, and visits to Virginia’s cel-

ebrated historic sites.  

For more, see RHS’ Facebook and Instagram 

pages.

“EYE CANDY” by 

W&L’s David Allen 

Wells was one of 12 

photos he displayed 

at the Nelson Gal-

lery last month. 

W&L’s Wells Had Photography Displayed
David Allen Wells, custodian at 

Washington and Lee University, re-

cently had his photographs displayed 

in the Nelson Art Gallery in downtown 

Lexington. Wells’ photos were featured 

in the March exhibit, “Emerging Art-

ists.”

The exhibit showcased 12 of Wells’ 

photos, which capture a range of sub-

jects from his three children to spiders 

in his organic garden. Many of the pho-

tos are shadow and light photography 

and attempt to catch something an aver-

age passerby may not notice.

Wells’ love of photography began dur-

ing a U.S. South geography trip through 

Emory & Henry University, where he 

switched from his habit of drawing na-

ture to photographing it. He has used 

his photography to capture moments in 

time with his family and nature and to 

connect with God. For Wells, photogra-

phy is a passion, hobby and therapy that 

helps him spread wholesome truth and 

wonderment.

“I have been desiring to exhibit my 

photographs for many years,” said 

Wells, “so to be able to at Nelson Art 

Gallery is a dream come true, espe-

cially since my kids and I used to live 

adjacent to the gallery and spent a con-

siderable amount of time enjoying the 

art on Washington Street.”

Wells is in his sixth year working 

for W&L. He previously worked with 

Young Life as a student-staffer, intern 

and area director and has worked in 

the mental health field. Wells earned 
a bachelor of arts in geography with a 

focus in environmental science from 

Emory & Henry University, where he 

played on the football team, was a resi-

dent adviser and served with the Bonner 

Program.


