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BLUE RIDGE HIGHLANDS


Reynolds Homestead (also known as Rock Spring Plantation)

463 Homestead Ln., Critz; (276) 694-7181; https://www.reynoldshomestead.vt.edu/; admission; house tours available weekends, Apr through Oct 1 p.m. to 4 p.m.

Virginia is a state shaped by the tobacco industry, a product that was the economic impetus for English settlement in the 17th century. Even today the Tobacco Region Revitalization Commission exists to serve the tobacco-dependent communities that are still working to recover economically after the fall of “Big Tobacco” in the 1990s. Here at the Reynolds Homestead the story of one of the tobacco industry’s 20th-century titans is told. The plantation was the birthplace and boyhood home of R. J. Reynolds who would found the R. J. Reynolds Tobacco Company and produce iconic brands such as Camel cigarettes. Designated a National Historic Landmark in 1977, the house and site are today managed by Virginia Tech’s Office of Outreach and International Affairs as a continuing education and regional cultural center for the university and the community.


[image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]


Rock Spring Plantation (the name of the Reynolds Homestead) was first developed in the early 19th century, when Abraham Reynolds built a log cabin on-site (no longer extant). His son developed the plantation landscape, erected the two-story brick Federal-style home with hipped roof in the years 1843 to 1855, and raised a family of 19 children, including Richard Joshua, or R. J., who lived here until he was 24. Outside of the house proper is the Reynolds family cemetery, but it is not the only cemetery on-site. Like many Virginia plantation houses, the enslaved population often lived and worked in close proximity to the owners, but were buried in their own cemeteries far from the plantation house. Virginia Tech, the current managers of the property, are working to document the biographies and lives of some of the people enslaved here at the Reynolds Homestead, including Kitty Reynolds. Kitty exemplifies the complex, close relationship that some enslaved people had to their enslavers. Born on a nearby plantation, Kitty married Anthony Reynolds, a man enslaved at the Rock Spring Plantation. Coming to Rock Spring Plantation, Kitty served the Reynolds family in multiple ways—as a midwife and child caretaker—but even after Emancipation, she remained in close contact with the Reynolds family. Although her portrait hangs in the kitchen, the difficulties in documenting the genealogies of enslaved people is seen in the cemetery here—fieldstones, often without inscriptions, mark gravesites. Some burials have no markings aboveground at all. The work can take years and decades, but most historic plantation sites in Virginia are engaged in this effort, from Monticello to Montpelier and many others including the Reynolds Homestead and even colleges such as the University of Virginia and Sweet Briar College.

The Reynolds house and remaining outbuildings have been restored, including a brick milk house, a log icehouse, a log granary, and a reconstructed tobacco barn. When R. J. was growing up here, there was also a store and a tobacco factory, but both are gone.
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Monument Avenue Historic District, see entry on p. 25.








CENTRAL VIRGINIA


Camp Rapidan (Camp Hoover)

Shenandoah National Park, Syria; nps.gov/shen/learn/historyculture/rapidancamp.htm; special tours offered during late spring to fall via the National Park Service; free admission

One million visitors travel Skyline Drive every year—an example of a well-loved and well-known National Historic Landmark, located in Shenandoah National Park. But, unknown to most visitors, there is a second National Historic Landmark within the boundaries of Shenandoah that affords a unique look at the life of Depression-era president, Herbert Hoover.


[image: chpt_fig_004.jpg]


During the 1920s, the US Congress began identifying large swaths of land east of the Mississippi in order to create new national parks that would match the grandeur of the earliest parks out west. Congress established the first and second national parks east of the Mississippi in 1926: the Great Smoky Mountains in Tennessee and North Carolina and Shenandoah in Virginia. According to the National Park Service: “In 1929, President Hoover built a rustic getaway on a trout stream high up in Madison County, inside the park’s boundary, introducing many influential visitors to the pleasures of the Blue Ridge.” When Hoover left office four years later in 1933, he donated the camp to the people of the US, through the administration of the National Park Service.

Virginia is the home to seven American presidents—more than any other state in the Union—but it was also the summer retreat home of Herbert Hoover, the 31st US president. Born in Iowa, Hoover intended Camp Rapidan as a summer getaway from the stresses and steamy heat of Washington, D.C., and the relentless work undertaken to try and alleviate the Great Depression. Although you can hike to the camp, it is a four-mile walk with stream crossings across the Mill Prong and Rapidan Rivers (with waterfalls), and therefore the National Park Service offers transportation and ranger-led tours of the camp during the warm weather season. Originally built by the US Marines, there were 13 buildings on-site, although only 3 remain. Hoover intended Camp Rapidan to become the “official” presidential retreat, but Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who disliked Hoover intensely, moved the retreat to Maryland, giving title to Camp David, which is still in use today.

Camp Rapidan features the president’s cabin, the Brown House (in opposition to the White House), historically refurnished to its 1929 appearance. A recently completed exhibit, located in the historic Prime Minister’s Cabin, offers visitors insight into the Hoovers’ lives and their time at Rapidan Camp, as well as Herbert C. Hoover’s Depression-era presidency. You can spend time on the large patio overlooking the river and have a snack if you’ve brought one. Reservations can be made up to six months in advance if you want to join a ranger-led and van tour. If not, and you want to walk, the check the website for information about open days to visit the interior and see the exhibits. The hike starts at mile marker 53 on Skyline Drive. Park in the Milam Gap lot, then cross the parkway. The trail, called Mill Prong–Camp Rapidan Trail, picks up on the other side of the crosswalk. You’ll quickly come up to a park post and take a left to start the trail. Check in at the Harry F. Byrd Sr. Visitor Center at mile marker 51 on Skyline Drive for maps, snacks, restrooms, and needed supplies before your walk.




Carter Glass House

605 Clay St., Lynchburg; (434) 845-7301; possible to visit interior of house during business hours, Mon through Fri

In 1976 the US was deep in the spirit of celebrating the Bicentennial. Much of the buildup to this year included identifying historic assets, undertaking preservation work, and creating new educational activities around the founding of the country. All communities—small and large—wanted to be a part of this moment, including the small city of Lynchburg, Virginia. Founded on the banks of the James River in 1786, in the 19th century the town was a major access point for commercial activities, including shipping tobacco. Manufacturing became big business by the end of the century, and the historic city core was built in a variety of architectural styles common to the Victorian age. Many of these buildings have recently been revived, restored, and revitalized, attracting residents and visitors to its hilly streets.
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Integrated into this period of Central Virginia history is Carter Glass (1858–1946), a lifelong Lynchburger who held a number of influential political positions and who chose to live in the Court House Hill area, overlooking downtown. The house that became a National Historic Landmark in 1976 is actually only one of three house sites associated to Glass in Lynchburg, but it is the one he lived in for most of his adult life outside of his home and work in Washington, D.C. During his productive years working in state and federal government, Glass was a US congressman, senator, and treasury secretary. He is known for championing the Federal Reserve System and the Glass-Steagall Act, which limited banking activities, and likewise known for his antagonism toward Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal act. He was also a segregationist and advocated removing the vote from African Americans during the odious period of American history known as Jim Crow. Despite this, in 1924, Glass was on the cover of Time.

The house Glass purchased in 1907 was already historic, as it was built in 1827 by John Mill, a lawyer and architect. The house features a hipped roof, classical detailing, and a portico (or porch) with Ionic columns. The house passed out of private ownership after Glass’s death and was purchased by the St. Paul’s Episcopal Church—the oldest Episcopal parish in the Hill City that today uses the house as its Parish Hall (or administrative offices). Glass was born in a house, also downtown, of which a Virginia Historical Marker exists close to Monument Terrace. In addition, the other house associated to Glass is called Montview, which is now part of Liberty University’s campus and where the Rev. Jerry Falwell is buried. Although today located within Lynchburg city limits, at the time, Montview was located in Campbell County and was considered Glass’s country house.

While Glass is remembered nationally for his work for the federal government and his long service (the list is too extensive to include here), locally he is also remembered for his contribution to the city’s long-running newspaper, the Lynchburg News. Glass became a reporter and editor and eventually purchased other city newspapers, coalesced into one publication: the Lynchburg News & Advance, published to this day. Carter Glass Memorial Bridge over Route 29 from Lynchburg to Amherst is named for him. Another entry on the National Historic Landmark list, that of Robert Russa Moton High School, makes the perfect response to the deeply racist political and social views of Glass and of the Lynchburg News & Advance, which kept African Americans’ photographs and news out of the paper until the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s.




Egyptian Building

1223 E. Marshall St., Richmond; maps.vcu.edu/mcv/egyptianbldg

Right around the corner, and in fact, abutting the rear of Monumental Church is one of the best examples of 19th-century Egyptian Revival architecture in the US. Surrounded by concrete and glass modern structures for the hospital and university that currently own and use the building, the imposing Egyptian-styled structure stands as a testament to the many sources of inspiration of the Victorian era. Americans of the 19th century weren’t afraid to look far and wide for architectural sources and for the decorative arts—they could pull from places as far afield as Old England, Italy, Morocco, or Egypt and design buildings that called upon ancient history, as applied in a New World setting. In this case the medical department at Hampden-Sydney College, later renamed the Medical College of Virginia (now part of Virginia Commonwealth University), chose the Egyptian Revival style to reflect the building’s use as a space for medical education.
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Egyptomania, the revival of interest in all things Egyptian, had occurred at the turn of the 19th century, after Napoleon invaded Egypt and rediscovered many ancient treasures, such as the Sphinx. Napoleon sponsored a scientific expedition, and a member of his army was deep in the work of deciphering the Rosetta Stone—the key to unlocking hieroglyphics. Images and ideas about Egypt spread throughout the West in the form of prints and books. Medical students were interested in Egypt, too, because the architect of the Great Pyramid at Giza, Imhotep, was also the world’s first named physician. Egypt, therefore, gave rise to modern medicine in the Western world. The college’s medical board chose Philadelphia architect Thomas Somerville Stewart for his Egyptian Revival design, which stands imposing on a small mound. The modern temple of learning opened in 1846.

If you study ancient Egyptian architecture in an art history survey class, you will find many elements brought together here. The building has deep porches, called porticos, on each side, with monumental columns within that are decorated with lotus capitals. The shafts of each of the columns are designed as bundles of reeds, which represent the Nile and its life-giving force. Reeds also signify papyrus, which is the plant material Egyptians used to write on after flattening, including for their Book of the Dead. Although the Egyptian Building was constructed of brick, it was covered in stucco in a sand color, which reminds viewers of the landscape of Egypt outside of the Nile delta, and of the sandstone blocks used to construct temples and pyramids. Below the structure at street level, the Egyptian Building is surrounded by fencing that ends with obelisks. The interior of the building is highly decorated with the symbols and colors of ancient Egypt.

This building, considered the oldest medical college building in the South, originally held medical lecture halls, a dissecting room, an infirmary, and hospital beds. Today it continues as classroom space for Virginia Commonwealth University.




Exchange Building

15 W. Bank St., Petersburg; (804) 835-9630; petersburgpreservationtaskforce.com/museums/the-exchange-building; Thurs through Sat 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.; admission charged

Located on the Appomattox River, Petersburg is a historic city directly south of Richmond. Sometimes overlooked due to the richness of the state’s heritage, Petersburg offers a full day or more of touring and sightseeing, especially for those with an interest in architectural history, African American history, and Civil War history. The city is surrounded by battlefield parks, but within city limits is Petersburg’s Old Town, the oldest section of the city and a National Historic District containing more than 174 buildings of interest. Here you can find historic houses and churches from the 18th and 19th centuries, as well as a railroad depot, the Appomattox Iron Works, City Market, and the Exchange Building—these last structures part of the economic development of the city with regional impact.

The Exchange Building, the only National Historic Landmark in Petersburg, is a two-story, five-bay building with a hipped roof that served as a center for trade in the mid-to late-19th century, when tobacco and cotton were sold at auction. The Greek Revival design of the building, with its Doric order of columns on the portico (the Doric order is the earliest, simplest form of Greek architecture) under a pediment, must have provided a feeling of solidity and refinement to the messy practice of commodities trade—which here also included the sale of human beings. Conceived as a meeting place for merchants, the Exchange Building was designed by a New York architect. The building has open bays on both sides of the first floor, just as a temple to the Greek gods looked in Athens. Here the bays allowed access for goods for sale. There is also a central circular room under the dome. The Exchange Building has national significance due to its almost unaltered appearance, despite the fact that in the 20th century the building was used as a bank, as a police court, and for shops.
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The success of Petersburg as a center for mercantile trade translated into the city becoming one of the major supply centers for the Confederate Army during the Civil War. For many years, the Exchange Building held the Siege Museum, a city-sponsored entity, where visitors learned about the longest siege in American history—the 10 long months of 1864 into 1865, when the Union Army pressed in on the Northern Army of Virginia in Richmond and Petersburg, ultimately forcing the Confederate Army to retreat west to Appomattox and surrender. But, in 2018, after a massive financial free fall for Petersburg, the city eliminated the Siege Museum from its municipal funding, and a group of volunteers called Petersburg Preservation gathered to create a new museum and visitor center in the Exchange Building, which would focus not just on Civil War history, but the history of Petersburg as a whole, from the Native American presence to today.




Five Forks Battlefield

9840 Courthouse Rd., Dinwiddie; (804) 732-3531; nps.gov/pete/learn/historyculture/five-forks.htm; free admission; open 7 days a week 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.

The name Five Forks refers to the intersection of four roads at the site where one of the last battles of the Civil War took place on April 1, 1865. Today, overlooking these crossroads is a single cannon and a small monument with the National Historic Landmark bronze plaque. The battle is part of the Siege on Richmond and Petersburg (see related entry, Petersburg Breakthrough Battlefield). The 37-mile line around Petersburg had been broken by the Union Army, when Lt. Gen. Ulysses S. Grant attacked Gen. Robert E. Lee’s Northern Army of Virginia here at Five Forks, capturing the last functioning rail line into Petersburg, thus effectively cutting off the Confederate Army from supplies and the city’s residents from the outside world. The siege was over and Lee ordered evacuation of both Richmond and Petersburg on April 2, the last strongholds of the Confederate Army in Virginia, and of the Confederacy itself.
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These last desperate days of the long, appalling Civil War saw attempts by Lee to halt the progress of the Unionists. Lee ordered Major General George Pickett to “hold Five Forks at all hazards. Protect road to Ford’s Depot and prevent Union forces from striking the Southside Railroad…” General Philip Sheridan led the Union Army here and had double the number of men in uniform. The Confederates dug in, hastily building defenses comprised of logs with dirt built up in front, along the White Oak Road. Sheridan led a cavalry charge, and the Confederate forces were overtaken. Sheridan knew, after 10 months of the stalemate, that the end was near, and he was ready for it, later saying, “I was exceedingly anxious to attack at once, for the sun was getting low, and we had to fight or go back…” Gen. George Custer was here, as was Robert E. Lee’s son, Rooney. This battle, sometimes called the “Waterloo of the Civil War,” pushed Lee and the Army of Northern Virginia farther west toward their fate at Appomattox Court House—the final campaign of the war—with Grant and the Union Army in close and constant pursuit.

Five Forks Battlefield is




Jackson Ward Historic District
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James Madison’s Montpelier
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James Monroe Tomb
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John Marshall House




[image: chpt_fig_015.jpg]







Maggie Lena Walker House (Maggie L. Walker Historic Site)
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Main Street Station and Trainshed
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Monument Avenue Historic District
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Monumental Church
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Petersburg Breakthrough Battlefield (part of Pamplin Historical Park & the National Museum of the Civil War Soldier)
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Robert Russa Moton High School (Robert Russa Moton Museum)
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Sayler’s Creek Battlefield (Sailor’s Creek Battlefield State Park)
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Scotchtown
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Shack Mountain
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St. John’s Episcopal Church (Historic St. John’s Church and Visitor Center)
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Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello
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Tredegar Iron Works
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Tuckahoe Plantation
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University of Virginia Historic District (the Academical Village)
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Rotunda, University of Virginia
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Virginia State Capitol
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Virginia Governor’s Mansion (the Executive Mansion)
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White House of the Confederacy (part of the American Civil War Museum)
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I did not foresee this twist when I began to write this book, and it was a sad thing to watch and experience. I live close to, and use regularly, several National Park Service sites, including Shenandoah National Park, the Blue Ridge Parkway, and Appomattox Court House National Historical Park. Not being able to access updated historical information for this project drove home knowledge of the importance of the Department of the Interior and the National Park Service to the US. Americans and visitors are fortunate to have these places to visit, enjoy, and learn from. It is the very nature of a federal program that the historical documentation of each park, landmark, or historic site, completed by professionals over the course of many decades, is available for free to anyone. I acknowledge and thank the men and women who have served both nature and culture for more than 100 years through the National Park Service and its many programs, including the National Historic Landmarks Program. The National Park Service and its programs are not perfect (and neither is this book), but our country and our world would be much poorer without them.
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