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The Shenandoah Natural History Association

The Shenandoah Natural History Association is a private, nonprofit corporation whose purpose is to provide overall support for Shenandoah National Park. We achieve this primarily through the education of the park visitor, because we as visitors learn more about the park, our appreciation of it and involvement with it grows as well. The association provides maps, pamphlets, field guides, trail guides, and books on the human and natural history of the Blue Ridge region. Profits are channeled back into Shenandoah primarily through support of the park’s interpretive division. Membership in SNHA is open to the public and offers the opportunity to personally support the park. Information on membership categories and benefits may be obtained by writing to Shenandoah Natural History Association, Rt. 4, Box 348, Luray, VA 22835.

Shenandoah offers much for our enjoyment as park visitors—vistas, hiking trails, plant and animal study, the opportunity to learn about the interrelationships within the natural world, and our place in that world. The stories of man’s life in these mountains and Shenandoah’s development as a national park are fascinating ones. This book explores those stories and invites the reader to become a participant in them.

It is appropriate that the natural history association initiate the production of this history as part of Shenandoah’s 50th anniversary: Darwin Lambert was one of the new park’s first employees and has maintained a deep interest in our mountains. The Park itself is entering into a new level in its transition from farmland to forest—as the effects of man’s early stewardship fade and forest regrowth proceeds, an important part of Shenandoah’s past might easily be forgotten. We hope that this book will help to celebrate that past, and remember it.

An anniversary such as this also provides the park, and those of us as park supporters, an opportunity for a healthy bit of introspection—a chance to examine our past, and perhaps plan our future in light of it.

Lynne Overman, Chairman
Board of Directors
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When the last Red Man shall have perished and the memory of my tribe shall have become a myth among the White Men . . . and when your children’s children think themselves alone in the field, the store, the shop, or in the silence of the pathless woods, they will not be alone. . . . When [these places] are silent and you think them deserted, they will throng with the returning hosts that once filled them and still love this beautiful land.

—Chief Seattle

Now when the angels come
To take my soul to rest
  They will find it in the park.

—John T. Nicholson

There on the crest where the strong winds blow,
By the trail that only the trampers know,
Scatter my ash like the driven snow
    On the peak of Marys Rock.
Fear not that I shall haunt the way,
To frighten the tramper at close of day,
For a word of cheer I will bring if I may
    On the peak of Marys Rock.

—L. F. Schmeckebier


Foreword

My grandfather built a cabin at Skyland several decades before that area became a part of Shenandoah National Park. This was Richard Evelyn Byrd, a lawyer and Speaker of the Virginia House of Delegates, 1908–14. He suffered from hayfever and spent each August at his cabin on the Blue Ridge along with his lawbooks. The only way to get there was by horseback or buckboard over a dirt road from the valley below.

When my mother and father were married in 1913, Richard Evelyn Byrd gave them the cabin, which he called Byrd’s Nest, as a wedding present. My mother and father spent their honeymoon there in 1913, as did my wife and I in 1941.

As a boy, I went to Skyland frequently with my parents, and through the years I have climbed Old Rag Mountain many times, as have my three children and my nine grandchildren. My father’s last climb was at age 74. As a member of the Virginia Senate, 1948–65, I had various legislative colleagues as my guests at Skyland and would test their mountain climbing abilities—which, I might say, were not as formidable as their poker-playing skills.

Through the years Shenandoah National Park has meant much to me and to our entire family, but it was especially dear to the heart of my father, who—along with George Freeman Pollock, William E. Carson, and several others—was instrumental in establishing the park. It was the first national park ever to be formed entirely from land that had all been lived on and used by private owners. My father led the effort to raise a million dollars from private sources to purchase the land, and the Virginia legislature appropriated another million. Harry Flood Byrd, Sr., was then governor of Virginia.

The land-acquisition program for the park—an undertaking over an eight-year period of vast proportions and many difficulties—was launched by a newly established state commission, Conservation and Development, under the able and enthusiastic leadership of its chairman, William E. Carson of Front Royal, who devoted many years of his life to the park. Senator Byrd, Sr., encouraged President Franklin D. Roosevelt to extend and develop the Skyline Drive, which now runs 105 miles through the park along the crest of the mountains. Trails lead from the Skyline Drive into the mountains. Much of the park is more than 2,000 feet above sea level, and it has about 60 wooded mountain peaks, the highest being Hawksbill at 4,049 feet. The park was dedicated July 3, 1936, by President Roosevelt. On its 50th anniversary in 1986, Governor Gerald L. Baliles and I were the principal speakers.

Senator Byrd, Sr., paid for the building of four hiking shelters within the park. The first, Byrd’s Nest Number 1, was at Old Rag in 1961. The others were Hawksbill, Marys Rock, and Beahms Gap, in 1962, 1963, and 1965, respectively. The delightful and able Conrad Wirth was director of the National Park Service when Senator Byrd told him he would like to pay for the construction of a shelter at Old Rag. Director Wirth was enthusiastic. A year later, when the work had not been started, Senator Byrd phoned Wirth to find out the problem. Connie Wirth was succinct in his reply: “Senator, we haven’t got your check yet.” My father sent the check immediately and commended Director Wirth for not proceeding until he had the funds on hand: pay-before-you-go.

During its 50-year life, Shenandoah National Park has attracted an estimated 85 million visitors. Annually, now, approximately two million persons enjoy the beauty, the sereneness, the wildness of this park in the heart of the Blue Ridge Mountains. It means much to the heavily populated Washington, D.C., metropolitan area, most of whose residents are within a two-hour drive of the park. Through the years, the natural beauty of the park has been preserved. As a United States senator I authored legislation in 1976 to designate 80,000 acres of the 200,000-acre total as wilderness area. The legislation specifies that the trails to Old Rag Mountain be kept open.

This book is a definitive history of Shenandoah National Park. It traces the history of the area from the Indians 12,000 years ago, as well as the early settlers of the Piedmont, the Shenandoah Valley, and the Blue Ridge itself. It is a book a mountain lover can enjoy. It captures the majesty and the beauty of the mountains. I echo what my father wrote in 1951:


There is something in the mountains that brings to one a contentment and peace of mind—that gives to every mountain lover a happiness that should be treasured.



Harry F. Byrd, Jr.
United States Senator, 1965–83


Ha’nts: Author’s Opening Statement

The human story of Shenandoah National Park was in crisis when I became aware of it in 1934. I was an 18-year-old file clerk from the sparsely settled Great Basin, cooped up in a Washington office all day and in university classes at night, feeling desperate to escape the crowded city. One Saturday when the half day of work ended, I fled on my bicycle. I reached Blue Ridge forest as darkness thickened and spent the night rolled in a blanket beside a trickling stream. The place seemed wild and remote, but at dawn I saw smoke rising from a stone chimney. Imagining an angry mountain man, I hurried quietly away.

During the next week I learned the Shenandoah situation. Congress had authorized this national park in 1925 to provide the very escape from crowding that I’d sought. There’d been unending difficulties, and the park still wasn’t established. Virginia had finally condemned the all-private land, but the U.S. government couldn’t accept it because a resisting landowner had taken his case to the federal courts. This landowner was a mystery, becoming a regional myth. A giant physically and maybe in strategic initiative, he’d come from secret depths of the Blue Ridge, but his puzzling address was a town in Pennsylvania. The U.S. Supreme Court would soon be listening to him.

Though the park-land was thus in uncertain status, the 80-mile-long “park,” occupying the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia at a width of two to ten miles between Front Royal and Waynesboro, already had 34 miles of Skyline Drive. This drought-and-depression-relief project, ordered by President Herbert Hoover while riding horseback with the National Park Service director near Big Meadows, was being extended in length by President Franklin D. Roosevelt. FDR, after inspecting by car, had further provided a thousand Civilian Conservation Corps boys to prepare the area for visitors.

The 180,000 or so acres were rich in mountain scenery, dashing streams and waterfalls, young forest cover, wildflowers, grassland, and birds. Larger wild mammals were absent, but there were bobcats, foxes, and smaller creatures. The park was to represent the Southern Appalachian Mountains in pristine condition and to offer abundant opportunities for “outdoor life and communion with Nature.”
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In some views it was falling short. Though incredibly scenic and partly wild, it had been diversely exploited for more than two centuries and still had a year-round population of approximately five hundred families. The forest was anywhere from second-growth to seventh-growth—spindly. The Skyline Drive (only the central section was then open) traversed more pasture than forest, and the animals seen along it in 1934 were nearly all domestic beef cattle. From your car you could easily see log cabins with families living in them.

Leading advocates of the park tended to feel embarrassed by the omnipresent signs of human use. But typical visitors were mesmerized by the tremendous “panoramic views” of valley, piedmont, and mountains from the Skyline Drive in its largely open setting. Far from resenting the human use, most visitors were intrigued by the people of the cabins. There was speculation about which myth of origin to believe. Had there been a mass migration from the highlands of Scotland? Or a mass desertion of soldiers, including Hessians, from the British army during the Revolution? What would these people do if they were ousted from their longtime homes? Nearly everyone supposed the park-land had always been the domain of the mountain residents (who did not mostly originate in either of the ways supposed), but in fact most of the land and resources had been owned and used by piedmont and valley planters, farmers, and businessmen from the beginning of the white era.

The whole situation pulled me. I applied for transfer to the new park—if and when it got established. My study of botany at the university became a spring, summer, and fall of collecting Blue Ridge wildflower specimens while also getting acquainted with mountain people. Weekends and all my annual leave were spent with the Newt Sisk family; the Sisk youngsters were good guides to where flowers were blooming.

Shenandoah National Park was officially established the day after Christmas 1935. National Park Service funds became available March 1, 1936. That morning I woke up in first light at the Sisks’ and hurried down to Luray to be sworn in and start setting up the NPS files and accounts. Though I soon resigned to write and sell the park guidebook (1937), I’ve kept watching the Shenandoah show ever since, mostly from home alongside the boundary or briefly again from the inside as seasonal ranger or as researcher-writer under contract.

Removal of the mountain people, to return the land to nature’s ways after more than three hundred years of heavy exploitation by white people, was an episode rare in history. Rare, too, is the half-century regeneration of wilderness. Where else has the supposedly inevitable trend of civilization, toward more and more consumption of earth’s resources, been so completely reversed by democratic decision on so large an area? Where else has nature been so protected in re-creating wild forest populated by its native wildlife and rebuilding soil where erosion had destroyed it? The episode has worldwide significance. It shows that civilization can lastingly halt human consumption of some resources. It suggests that earth need not ultimately become a wasteland, as many people have feared, but could be saved forever as a beautiful and productive home for humans and other forms of life.
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Old-fashioned snowballs go on blooming a century after the people who planted them alongside their log house have gone. Other domestic vegetation surviving at old house sites includes lilacs, day lilies, snowdrops, daffodils, and periwinkle.
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A hundred graveyards remind us that these mountains were populated by whites for more than two centuries. This gravestone was placed near Overall Run in 1820. (Eileen Lambert)
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A patent for park-land issued by Virginia governor William B. Giles in 1827 to “James Deen” (usually spelled Dean). (Courtesy of John W. “Bill” Wilson)

One day in 1935 I asked Winfield Sisk, age 13, to guide me to the Devil Stairs—the bigger one of the two. He told me the gorges of Little Devil Stairs and Big Devil Stairs “ain’t different in size. It’s the devils that’s different!” He thus introduced me to the realm of haunts (locally pronounced hunts, rhyming with pants), which was an influential part of life in the Blue Ridge, and the rest of early America, too. I laughed with Winfield and imagined a giant moonshiner with a long rifle running his still in one gorge and a dwarfed but oh-so-crafty moonshiner in the other. Winfield said he didn’t know if the devils had been stillers long ago, but he reckoned they’d been some kind of humans.
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Recent-growth forest camouflages signs of human occupation and use.
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The Corbin cabin as it was before park establishment, when George T. Corbin and family lived here. The gracefully tall white pine on the left and the cabin (saved as a hikers’ shelter) seem little changed to this day, but the root cellar (roof on right) is gone and most boulders are hidden now by vegetation. (Anonymous)

After researching and writing a detailed administrative history of the park (1979) for policy and management purposes, I started digging deeper into the prepark past. It soon appeared likely that Shenandoah has more human history—in both variety and years—than any other national park. In cooperation with Shenandoah Natural History Association, my goal became an integrated telling of the whole human story here, beginning with the very first people. The tough problem was how to experience deeply what had happened before I came in—that far past, that old living and changing reality. In a section on Sources and Helpers I credit old documents, secondary studies, and living helpers. I can’t similarly credit the haunts; many of them have been nameless anyhow.

Time and again, though, when I might have trimmed the story to a narrow line, the haunts have reminded me that people did just about everything in the park-land that people have done anywhere. They loved and raised families, prayed and played, hunted and gathered, knapped flint and mined minerals, deadened and felled trees and burned forests and meadows, made pottery, produced lumber and charcoal and other wood products, raised and processed crops and livestock, built wigwams and cabins and roads, founded missions and schools, fought battles, tried to govern themselves, felt longings and fears, pleasures and pains, and developed individual personalities.

Haunts of the most ancient people have been hard to stir up, but living intermediaries have helped. So, too, has standing where the spearpoints were found, holding a handful of jasper chips and maybe a broken point in my hand, and knowing that a pattern of posthole stains testifies to a structure many thousand years old. I tried this method successfully several times.

The haunts and myths of later Indians come more easily. Quite a few of us have found projectile points in and around the park. From childhood on we’ve heard of whites captured by Indians or living with Indians as traders. There are local myths of white families with Indian blood. We can accept tales of Indian hunters encircling elk herds with flames in the grass and brush, thus concentrating them for easier killing. The difference between fact and myth becomes not “true or false,” but “habitually or rarely.”

Indians who had Shenandoah villages before the white settlers came left before there could be acquaintance with individual personalities. Anonymous haunts have tended to come in the quiet forest—particularly when I’ve sat for a while among the small boulders of a burial mound. Our last Indians come to life much more strongly, though, in a remarkable individual. The story of the Medicine Man of Stony Face Mountain (Stony Man) is preserved in the lore of four families. I believe it is based on fact, though the details seem embroidered.

A different myth involving Indians—that some Manahoacs and Monacans living in headwaters of rivers rising in the Blue Ridge had rich mines of gold and silver—was never proved, or totally forgotten. It has meaning in our story because it influenced the attitudes and behavior of explorers and settlers. One of my most vigorous haunts, Isaac Overall, owner of 28,000 acres that now make one-seventh of the entire park, could never stop dreaming of a secret silver mine with no end of riches. He kept prospecting for silver and finding copper instead, but not enough in any one place to justify the cost of mining. I’ve studied documentary evidence of his obsession and its persistence almost through the 19th century among his descendants.

Among other haunts who’ve helped me is Lord Fairfax, who once had a slightly unsure grip on five million acres of Virginia, including more than half the park-land. He haunts Blue Ridge places where I’ve roamed, especially around Mount Marshall and along Gooney Run. He drew my wife and me to remains of the old Fairfax headquarters, Greenway Court, north of the park. Fairfax seems not a stuffy lord to me now, but a warmly human fellow. I regret I can’t say quite the same of Virginia governors Spotswood and Gooch, who quarreled with Fairfax over the land, though in my reading of the facts they were as justified in their behavior as Fairfax was in his.

Other haunts I have feelings from include the mythical-typical planter (establishment gentry) in relation to the mythical-typical German farmer (nonestablishment). Somehow I draw satisfaction from the 19th-century trend that took much rich mountain land from gentry and put it into the ownership of nonestablishment farmers. Another haunt I feel sympathetic with, though reason doesn’t altogether approve, is “the King of Free State Hollow,” Aaron Nicholson. He may actually have been a near-dictator, reigning so strongly in his territory around the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries that—so the myth says—neither sheriff nor revenue officer dared venture in.

The past keeps calling to the present out of the earth itself and through local or family myths and haunts and the living old-timers and from the heavy old books kept in the court houses of eight park counties. The past speaks from stone walls and chimneys now crumbling and from Indian burial mounds and a hundred cemeteries of whites and at least a few of blacks. It survives in the makeup of the forest and as scratches or dimples on the land. The park’s past reaches far beyond the boundary. Bits of it survive in all the lives that ever intertwined with park region lives, in old newspapers and clippings, in regional or family history books, in libraries and the files and displays accumulated by historical societies.

You consider all these things. You study old maps along with not-so-old maps. Indian place names in the park vicinity have faded out, except for a few such as the word Shenandoah itself, and Massanutten, maybe Pocosin and one or two more. The names on maps now usually tell who owned and used the land in the 1700s or early 1800s—Compton Gap, Overall Run, Beahms Gap, Thornton Gap, Hazel Mountain (not hazelnut or witch hazel but a human Hazel), Milam Gap (original site of the small but ultratasty Milam apple), Dean Mountain, Simmons Gap, Browns Gap, Via Gap, two Lewis Runs (one on each side of Lewis Peak, all once part of a plantation), Moormans River, Turk Mountain, and on and on. Most of the names are of British gentry, the big owners for a century or more, though Beahm is German, Brown may be Welsh, Via is French-Huguenot, Turk is Scotch-Irish, and Lewis may be mixed Scotch-Irish and French.

As if playing solitaire, you sort by origins of immigrants or routes they followed to get here, by counties or neighborhoods, by primary occupations, by different periods of time. Then you might shuffle and try different patterns. You go out onto the land again and again and look and listen and imagine. You may hear bits of old blues rising from basic failures of one culture to understand another culture—Indians pushed out by whites, masters and slaves pushing and pulling, the north-south war, the rural and mountain peoples being ousted by urbanites bent on holiday escapes. You catch all the facts and feelings you can and weave them into a pattern.
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A ghost chestnut tree launches new life in a decaying crotch. The American chestnut, once dominant here, was wiped out by an oriental fungus blight, mostly in the 1920s. Chestnut wood has survived half a century but is now decaying. Persistent roots still send up new sprouts. (Eileen Lambert)

Sometimes whole situations come together, complete with the characters of the drama doing what they wanted to do or what they couldn’t avoid doing, or both. Other times every effort fails to clear your confusion. You know that never in a whole lifetime can you have wholly complete and perfect information, so you go ahead as best you can at last and sometimes make mistakes. If you’re lucky, then, a haunt might come in the night and set you straight, or a well-informed reader of your typescript might save you from red-faced apology.

I hope this book will feel haunted—a little—as it tells the unique human story of Shenandoah National Park.

Darwin Lambert
Shaver Hollow  
March 8, 1988  


CHAPTER I

Spear Hunters

The people that Columbus mistakenly named for India, and that English adventurers dreamed would make them rich from gold and silver mines in the mountains, have never fully emerged from myth. But the pace of our learning has stepped up. Recent archeological work in and near Shenandoah National Park—and throughout the East—has shown that descendants of immigrants from northeast Asia used the Blue Ridge 30 times longer than have people of European and African origins in the centuries since Columbus.

The original Americans hunted with spears and ingenious traps to bring in the animals they needed for food, clothing, and shelter. They used trees for housing and fuel and other plants for food, medicines, and ceremonial purposes. Though little is known about the beliefs of these early people, or their languages or social customs, the lasting things they left behind tell us much about the material aspects of their lives. These aspects developed and changed over some ten millenniums before these people hunted with bows and arrows, made clay pots, or raised Indian corn.

The early people came at a time not yet agreed upon but more ancient than 11,500 years ago and possibly as far back as 20,000 or even 35,000 years. They crossed shallow Bering Strait between Siberia and Alaska when a “land bridge” was exposed because so much water was locked up in glacial ice. Many generations must have passed while the people found their ways farther and farther south, through an ice-free corridor in Canada or down the current-warmed Pacific Coast. Ultimately, and perhaps simultaneously, they spread into the western and eastern parts of what is now the United States.

The oldest date with possibly solid evidence of their presence in the mid-Atlantic region—but not yet backed by a consensus of archeologists—is from Meadowcroft Rockshelter in southwestern Pennsylvania. Organic material found in direct association with broken fragments from stone-knapping in the making of projectile points and tools, gave a radiocarbon date of around 18,950 B.P. (Before Present). Meadowcroft is thus one of the oldest dated stone-tool assemblages in the Western Hemisphere.

If the first humans were here that long ago, they confronted the Wisconsin Ice Age in all its frigid fury. The continental glacier had thrust southward deep into Pennsylvania. The Shenandoah-Blue Ridge may have had an isolated mountain glacier. All the higher mountains and the plateaus such as Big Meadows would have resembled the above-timber-line country of today—no trees, just lichens, moss, grass, and other small plants characteristic of tundra. Valley and piedmont would have had extensive grasslands and brushlands, with maybe a scattering of evergreen trees and birches.

Giant animals grazed and browsed. Among those challenging the early hunters were the woolly mammoth, 10 to 15 feet tall at the shoulders; the American mastodon, smaller than the mammoth but much larger than today’s elephant; a ground sloth that could stand on two legs and reach tree vegetation 20 feet above the ground; and an immense bison with a horn-spread four times that of the bison found here much later by Europeans.

These giant animals, especially the species that lived in large herds, were once thought to have been confined to the midcontinental plains, but in fact they frequented the East as well. Mammoths ranged from the icecap to Florida. Though weapons weren’t yet adequate to cope with mammoths, early hunters must have at least tried. Virginia archeologist Floyd Painter wrote of one that got away. Among its bones, which showed no signs of butchering by humans, were “more than eighty bone and ivory projectile points.”

Remains of mammoth and mastodon have been found in the vicinity of the park. Thomas Jefferson collected some of the giant bones and puzzled over them. Shenandoah Valley historian John W. Wayland wrote, “In 1891 parts of the skeleton of a mastodon were found one mile north of Singer’s Glen, by Henry Frank, while digging out an old pond.” On July 25, 1912, Wayland “saw parts of one of the great teeth, preserved by Mr. Edward Funk.”

In the 1960s, Virginia archeologist Elizabeth M. Wilkison studied a jasper quarry and stone-knapping sites along Flint Run, a stream that flows northward from the park’s Gimlet Ridge and Mathews Arm to join the Shenandoah River. She found crude tools of the Flint Run jasper with “heavy patination,” indicating “ages far greater than Paleo-Indian.” At that unknown time—the date may correspond to that at Meadowcroft—the continental glacier’s front was “only about 180 miles north” and giant mammals were still here in Shenandoah. Among the herd animals were caribou and musk-ox, found at least as far south as Saltville, Virginia. Wilkison believed caribou were the most frequent prey of the earliest hunters. The crude spearpoints in use at that time could hardly have coped with mammoths or mastodons.
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Jasper handax-chopper-scraper, found near Flint Run and the South Fork of the Shenandoah River just west of the park, is one of the tools described by Elizabeth Wilkison as heavily patinated and far more ancient than Clovis points. (Wilkison collection, reproduced from Chesopiean 24, no. 3 [Summer 1986])

In the 1970s and 1980s the Flint Run complex, now called Thunder-bird, was studied by William M. Gardner of Catholic University, Washington, D.C., and his associates. They focused most compellingly on 11,500 B.P., when the remarkable invention known as the Clovis point was spreading quickly over both eastern and western North America. This exquisitely crafted spearpoint was sharp enough to penetrate the thick hide of a giant mammal. Many impressive weapons and tools on display at Thunderbird in the mid-1980s were knapped from Flint Run jasper.

The climate had warmed considerably by Clovis (or Paleo) time. Pollen studies show that the Shenandoah Valley had more and bigger trees. There were hemlock and pine in addition to spruce and fir. There were deciduous trees such as cottonwood, aspen, birch, alder, ironwood, blue beech, and already, it seems, a few oak, ash, and hickory trees. Yet extensive grasslands remained, in some places fairly dry, in other places marshy.
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The Clovis point was a technological marvel enabling early people to kill giant, tough-hided mammals of 11,500 years ago. Clovis points are believed to have been used on strong wooden spears that were thrown at close range or thrust directly into the giant beast immobilized in a bog or surprised by hidden hunters. (From Chesopiean 24, no. 3 [Summer 1986])

Though the people used Flint Run primarily because of the jasper, there were other attractions, including good hunting. The Shenandoah River here was shallow, with winding streamlets and numerous islands. There were bogs that might help hold the animals for killing. The weather was least severe in the valley bottom, and campsites could face the sun. The contact among different groups at this attractive location must have approximated a regional congress, with much exchange of information and the year’s best chance for young people to find mates not too close kin to marry.

I like to imagine highly skilled knappers working near the river. They’d use hammer stones to shape the top-quality jasper, then softer instruments of antler or wood to complete and sharpen the improved spearpoints that were being recognized across the land as excellent for bringing down mammoths and mastodons. When the knappers glanced up from their work, they’d watch the women in nearby open places gathering vegetable foods and plants. Or maybe the women would be at the base camp, looking after the children while scraping flesh from hides, making skin bags, or cooking by putting fire-heated rocks inside the skin bags.

Or the knappers’ eyes may have rested on the nearby Blue Ridge that would have more trees now than during the height of the ice age. There would be clusters of pointed spruce, with dark green spires reaching skyward, and areas of dark pines. Yet most of the land was open, unforested still. Perhaps the knappers couldn’t help searching for game animals on the grassy slopes that would become almost endless forest as the climate continued to warm.

Gardner and his associates suggest that the giant mammals were already far along toward extinction, too scarce to serve as a main support for the people of Clovis time. The principal game may have been moose, elk, or deer, and for these animals, too, Clovis points served well. Yet a mastodon or two might still have shaken up the groves and brush patches, or a few long-horned bison might have grazed the open slopes. If either were sighted, there must have been an all-out effort, for such a large animal would support families for a long time, especially over the nine-month winter when meat would stay frozen.

Some of the people may have spent all winter at Flint Run, probably sleeping in the large, skin-covered dome structure indicated by a post-hole pattern in the ground that was one of Gardner’s first discoveries. This structure was rebuilt in 1986, using the kinds of tools and materials the ancients may have used to create this building, possibly the first structure in North America.
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Remains of the oldest dwelling known to have existed in North America, perhaps in all America, were discovered in the early 1970s just west of the park near Shenandoah River, a location easily seen from Gooney Run Overlook on Skyline Drive. The discovery was the first of many significant findings on the Thunderbird site by William M. Gardner and associates. This drawing shows the likely appearance of the structure when it was used by Paleo people between 11,000 and 12,000 years ago. The framework of locust saplings anchored in the ground was probably covered with deerskins in the old days, as Thunderbird archeologists and helpers began covering a rebuilt framework in the 1980s. (Drawing by Steve Bair)

In the 1980s an eruption of scientific studies linked the Clovis people and mastodons in the eastern third of the United States. Articles published during 1984 in Nature (London) and Paleobiology came to grips with the reluctance of some archeologists to believe that Clovis people in the East actually killed and butchered mastodons. Evidence of mastodon butchering—beyond the now-doubted evidence of bone scratching that could have happened when the bones were trampled in sand by later animals—was also presented at the 1985 meeting of the Ohio Academy of Science.

After much study and conversation with archeologists, I find it easier to believe that there was mastodon hunting and butchering in the Shenandoah region than that there was not. I can imagine a whole hunt—without, I think, contradicting known facts. People here must have had plans ready. When news came of a sighting—possibly near Flint Run—everyone was alerted. Mothers would gather their children in the safest places. All the men, including bold teenagers and probably the strongest women, would take up their spears and diverse noisemakers but keep quiet until just the right time.

If the massive creature, towering so much higher than a human, was anywhere near a bog, there would be a stealthy effort to encircle it, leaving an opening on the side toward the bog. At a signal there would be a burst of noise, of leaping and shouting, of waving showy objects, of rushing toward the beast (yet with a readiness to retreat). If the beast fled toward the bog, there would be a fast closing in to keep it from changing course. If it moved in any other direction, a massed effort would be made to turn it.

Quite often, I fear, the mastodon would break through the line and avoid the bog. Maybe it would head for the mountains. The hunt would become a long one, maybe days and nights of following. The mastodon, unless grievously wounded, was unlikely to charge and use its tusks on anyone, or trample the hunters. Probably it would move away from the people, toward the wildest place in sight. But this movement would be anticipated. The hunters would slowly push toward a gorge with cliff walls, perhaps toward a canyon that narrowed like a funnel and was finally blocked by a headwall. The high waterfall of what’s now called Overall Run, halfway up the Blue Ridge inside the park, might do.
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The pattern of the ancient dwelling of Paleo people was preserved through the millenniums as posthole stains (or postmolds) in the ground at the base of the plow zone. The new framework was erected at a different location so as not to disturb the postmolds that are the scientific evidence. Tools of the ancient style, used in the reconstruction, are shown interspersed with text below. The handles of antler or wood were held on with beeswax or rawhide or both. (Drawings reproduced from Thunderbird News, 1985, nos. 2, 3, 4)
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The swiftest hunters hurried ahead and hid in handy crevices or behind immense fallen blocks of rock. Or they stationed themselves on ledges higher than the tall beast’s long tusks could reach. The rest of the party kept pushing from behind. As the canyon’s sides got steeper, the mastodon was less likely to turn. Soon it was moving between cliffs it could not climb.

Suddenly it must have seen the headwall and felt trapped. It whirled, but before it could dash back to attack its pursuers the first spear from overhead penetrated its hide. As it swung toward that assailant, another spear struck, and another. Hunters rushed out from hiding places on both sides and thrust their spears into the thrashing mastodon. The risk of being gored or trampled was feared, of course, but the fear got lost in the surging excitement. The beast was bleeding heavily now, and one Clovis point, at least, had reached a vital place.

The mastodon collapsed. There were shouts of victory. Almost immediately the butchering began. The meat had to be cut up with stone knives into sizes that could be carried all the way back to the mouth of Flint Run. The people were so few that several trips would be needed.

Many archeologists are no longer comfortable with the notion of a clear end to the Paleo period of American Indians followed by a clear beginning of an Archaic period. They tend to see gradual change rather than out-migration of one group and in-migration of another. A few Clovis families could have moved northward, of course, and some new families could have arrived from the south or the west. In this region a smooth shift to a more typical hunter-gatherer lifeway would have been easy enough. Gradually, as the environment became richer with warming weather, more and smaller species of game animals were hunted and more numerous and diverse species of plants were used.

Perhaps with scarcity and eventual extinction of giant mammals and the development of the spearthrower called the atlatl, the superbly crafted Clovis point was no longer needed. In 1986, during rebuilding of Skyline Drive in the park’s south district, National Park Service archeologist Paul Y. Inashima found Palmer Corner-Notched points, evidence that people were there “at least 10,000 years ago.” Kirk Corner-Notched points followed the Palmer points within a few centuries. Analysis of blood residues on both kinds of points showed they were used for hunting animals of the family Cervidae—elk and deer.

About 7500 B.P. the population began growing rapidly, and the people used the mountains more heavily than before. Differences in seasons became marked, so the seasonal movements of the small bands became more definite. Though the quality of stone workmanship declined, with coarser materials such as quartzite more generally used than jasper, the variety and abundance of tools increased almost to affluence. Discarding worn or damaged points and tools and quickly making new ones from common kinds of rock became the normal way—easy come, easy go.
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Paleo people here probably depended mostly on species of the deer family for their livelihood, but almost certainly they sometimes tried to bring down the giant mastodons. Evidence is strong that the people were here long before the mastodon became extinct in the park region. Some scientists believe human hunters caused the extinction of the great mammals of the glacial era. (Drawing by Steve Bair)

There was no agriculture, but hundreds of wild species of plants and animals were helping the people toward environmental and cultural stability. Food-grinding equipment like mortars and pestles came into use. Wild crops ripened over longer periods. When berries were gone in the lowlands, they ripened in the foothills and still later in the mountains. It was similar with acorns and other nuts, and with greens, roots, and seeds. As time went on, some people preferred higher land, while others clung to the rivers for their fish and waterfowl. The abhorrence of incest persisted, making frequent meetings of bands necessary for approved matings. Partly for this social reason—and partly, of course, for economic reasons—networks of trade and technology exchange became more widespread.

Based partly on the extensive archeological studies conducted in the 1970s by Michael A. Hoffman of the University of Virginia, I’m imagining a day in 5500 B.C. near the middle of the park’s south district. The chestnut burrs had split open. Many nuts had dropped, and the women, wearing only moccasins and wraparound deerskin skirts, were bending over, picking them up, and putting them in their baskets. The chestnut leaves had turned yellow, then bright brown. The great trees were still covered with them, though many were drifting down now and looking dull as soon as they touched the ground. A few whole burrs thumped down, and the shiny red-brown nuts teased through half-open cracks. One woman couldn’t resist trying to extract them. The stiff points pricked her fingers and she laughed. The others, hearing, seeing, laughed too.

The laughter stopped abruptly, and the six women—varying from teenage to almost elderly, yet each graceful and healthy looking—stood straight with ears testing. They’d heard something, but none could tell just what. The children had stayed in camp on the black terrace with the elderly women. Had a child screamed? The men had gone hunting, perhaps toward a range-crest meadow, but whether north or south, who could tell? Had a wounded bear attacked them? Or had a tree, uprooted on a distant slope, scraped and screeched against another in falling?

The black terrace is near the site of long-gone Black Rock Springs Hotel, the first commercial recreational development in what’s now the national park. The place attracted people because it was good for warm-season living, offered berries in summer and nuts in fall, had excellent hardwood for spear shafts and tool handles, and was close to brook trout and, most of the time, many elk, deer, bear, and smaller animals. It was cooler than the summer-hot lowlands, yet within easy distance of both valley and piedmont.

The oldest spearpoint found at the terrace is described as “St. Albans-like,” dated about 5500 B.C. Different kinds of stone artifacts found here were butchering tools (scrapers, knives, sharp flakes) and tools for working wood, bone, and antlers (axes, spokeshaves, denticulates). All these tools showed wear, indicating the terrace was a multiple-use center with diverse resources. At least seven of the knives had been hafted—that is, equipped with handles. The stone axes might also have had handles; they weren’t heavy and were probably used to girdle trees and cut sticks.

Hoffman and his associates studied 66 other Archaic sites inside the park, which they located through a survey that covered almost one-third of the park’s acreage. Several sites appeared to have been used for quarrying quartzite for knapping. The sites most favored as warm-season bases were near streams in hollows. Next in preference were flattish uplands. The gaps (or passes) all had campsites used for short stays by small groups throughout many millenniums; they told of a great many crossings of the Blue Ridge.

Hoffman concluded that the highest density of Indian population in the park’s mountains was during the Late Archaic, 2500–1000 B.C. The people had achieved “primary forest efficiency”—that is, they made excellent use of the greatest variety of wild animal and plant species. They had reached “a stable economic adaptation” to the eastern hardwood forest and the open areas within it, which were maintained by the grazing of herds, the cutting and dragging of beaver, and deliberate burning by humans.

The people lived mostly in bands of 20 or 30. They ranged limited territories, moving seasonally. Their dressed-skin garments were prepared with the aid of scrapers, smoke treatments, awls, and needles (of bone?). They probably made some clothing and baskets of plant fibers, but in this climate such items were likely to decay within a few centuries, and samples haven’t yet been found here by archeologists. By 2000 B.C., Inashima says, the users of the uplands were processing nuts and seeds by grinding. Around 1000 B.C. or before, the people acquired a few steatite (soapstone) bowls. Very likely they played a variety of games, chanted, and danced, had puberty rites for boys and girls separately, and sometimes smoked tobacco in pipes.

Burials were often in round graves that may have first been dug as food-storage pits. Occasionally there were bone-bundle burials (more than one skeleton in a bundle); sometimes there were cremations. Archeological digs have disclosed shell beads and bone ornaments with incised designs and sometimes paint. Bannerstones and boatstones, probably used with the spearthrower, have also been found, as well as antler headdresses and other showy accoutrements probably used by medicine men in religious or healing ceremonies. Most of the people were near-perfect physical specimens, strong and graceful. The hunting-gathering lifeway provided healthful diet and exercise.
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Palmer points have recently been found on the main crest of the Blue Ridge near Skyline Drive by a National Park Service archeologist. (Drawing by Steve Bair)
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When our women had filled their baskets and were walking back toward the black terrace, they could hear occasional shouts from children playing and the sharp cracks of quartzite knapping. Another family group had arrived. Already a temporary shelter of poles and numerous twigs had been erected. An elderly man near it looked up briefly from his knapping, and the women recognized him. He went on working, almost soundlessly now, using an antler for pressure-flaking to perfect the roughed-out tool. The new group must have come with broken tools and few supplies. While the hunters had gone for meat and the women for plant foods, the elderly man was hurrying to complete an urgently needed implement. There’d be talk later.

The old dog and most of the children came running to greet the women with the chestnuts. Water was boiling at the established fire, tended by two women too old to walk far from camp unless absolutely necessary. The younger women took over and boiled a skin bag of the nuts, while everyone tried to get into the chatter. The nuts were spread out on fallen leaves to cool before shelling. Later the nutmeats would be cooked further, along with venison or whatever the men might bring.

The Hoffman team studied grassy areas in the park as well as forests. Big Meadows—unusual in having both a reliable water supply and wide, flattish land as high as 3,500 feet above sea level—was found to have been occupied by people during warm weather for some four thousand years, beginning about 3000 B.C. Rings of stones suggest Archaic dwellings. Perhaps the stones weighted down “tents” or helped anchor huts where the wind blew so hard.

Big Meadows artifacts included axes made of Blue Ridge lava rock, soapstone bowls, a few tools of jasper and chert, and a great many tools and debris of quartzite (the blanks probably carried from the Koontz Farm site just outside the western boundary of the park). An art object of slate was found, cut into on both sides by a sharp implement to make a chevron design. Perhaps it was imported from North Carolina, where similar objects have been found.

Big Meadows and some other places in the park may have been kept as open land since the early people-time of mountain tundra. Tree sprouts could have been killed each fall by Indians burning the grass to maintain grazing areas for their “livestock” (which would eat any sprouts that survived the fire), and later by whites who burned and cut brush to maintain grazing for their livestock. These open places with fertile lava soil produced hundreds of different species of plants, adding essentials to the food and medicine supply. One of the products now is blueberries, and it’s likely such berries have been picked by humans at Big Meadows for, say, up to ten thousand summers.

Our women processing chestnuts looked up through the forest canopy of the black terrace—the trees thinned by human use—and saw smoke rising above and to the right of Black Rock Mountain. It boiled higher into the sky. They told each other their men must have found a herd of elk, maybe on grassland near the head of the fall-fall stream—which had one waterfall after another—and were trying to use fire to drive or encircle or at least confuse the animals. Quickly the women gathered the sharpest knives. One with strong muscles and some experience in hunting found her own atlatl and spear.

The woman with the spear dreamed a lot about hunting. Now she remembered an old grandfathers’ story. There’d been a different kind of big deer long ago—caribou—which moved in endless herds along the frigid, near-naked mountain range, eating lichens and moss and the sparse grass. A gathering of hunters had found a massive herd of caribou. Somehow, maybe accidentally, a grass fire started from the cooking fire. The medicine man said the Spirit had made it happen, to provide meat and skins.

A half-circle of flames drove the herd toward the fall-fall canyon. The hunters ran to keep the animals from escaping the trap. Yet hundreds did escape, the story said, because some of the hunters hadn’t been paying enough respect to the Spirit. Other hunters were in good standing, though, so a dozen caribou were killed as they plunged over the first waterfall, and half as many lay beneath the second waterfall, ready for butchering. The Spirit sent cold weather quickly after that, and the people had more meat than they could eat all winter long.

The woman with the spear looked up and saw the smoke much nearer now, billowing from the grassland. She told the other women what she’d been remembering, and they all laughed because they couldn’t believe their men were smart enough or good enough for the Spirit to kill a winter’s supply of meat and skins for them. But still they hurried on to help with the butchering and the carrying. Even if no elk fell over the waterfall, the spearwoman thought, the animals would be confused by the smoke, so at least one spear would fly true and hard from the atlatl. Maybe her own. She’d be thankful for a share of one elk—and for escaping the moons of unending work that went into saving a surplus as large as that of the grandfathers’ tale.

I pull back a little from the imagined people. Let’s say they’re haunts from half-conscious depths, doing what they used to do so long ago and thus giving life to the multiplying data of archeology. A moving picture, even if only in words, may integrate and enliven a thousand dry facts. Though reason may tell us these people are gone forever, we still may feel their presence—and each of the successive ways of life in the long story here—as glow-and-shadow background for the later chapters.


CHAPTER II

The Last Indians

The Woodland woman dug where reddish soil had been uncovered by heavy rain. She thrust the sharpened stick deeper, then pulled and jerked to get it out of the clinging clay. It came suddenly, and she almost fell. A yellowish red blob clung to the stick. Maybe it was what she needed.

There’d been talk of baskets that wouldn’t burn. She’d heard it at camp in the mountains where people from foothill or riverside base camps had come to hunt deer, elk, turkey, and grouse and to gather nuts. Nobody there had actually seen a fireproof basket, but a stranger showed a piece from a broken one. The fragment was reddish tan—as this clay might become when dried.

The woman thought a clay basket would be handier in cooking than a skin bag or a tight fiber basket daubed with resin, which did well enough with cold water but leaked hot water. With digging stick in one hand and a flat stone in the other, she scooped at the clay. Then, impatiently, she dropped the tools. With both hands she clawed directly into the sticky mass. It clung powerfully. She didn’t know whether she had the clay or it had her. It oozed between her fingers but wouldn’t drop. A clay basket—or pot—might be possible.

Archeologists consider pottery the most obvious beginning of the Woodland period—which followed the Archaic, which followed the Paleo-Clovis and whatever was here still earlier. The first pot style in the park vicinity was trough shaped, resembling the soapstone bowl that had penetrated in small numbers but maybe more as a status symbol or for ceremony than for practical use. Shenandoah potting probably started with red clay, the pots sun dried, scratchable with a fingernail, softening when wet, breaking from slight pressure.

About 1200 B.C. there were Marcey Creek Plain pots in the Shenandoah Valley. The clay had been dug and dried, beaten to powder and cleaned of impurities, tempered with ground up soapstone, and only then dampened and kneaded. The early pots—or bowls or pans—were molded of flattened clay sheets. A century or so later pots were more shapely, only the bottoms being molded flat. The sides were formed of clay rolled between the hands, coiled in spirals, and smoothed with a roundish rock held inside and a wooden paddle striking and stroking outside. Baked in a quick fire, the pots got quite hard. Rounded bottoms proved better than flat bottoms for cooking directly in hot coals. Sometimes the wooden paddle was wrapped tightly with cord to roughen the pot’s exterior. These pots were easier to handle, having shallow ridge-and-valley designs that distinguished pots of different times and places.
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Indians called Monacans and Manahoacs lived where the Rappahannock and James rivers head in and near the Blue Ridge mountains, now Shenandoah National Park. Many of the colonists at “James towne” expected to get rich on gold and silver, which these Indians were rumored to mine in large amounts. The ocean and Chesapeak Bay are near the bottom of the map, the mountains at the top, and north to the right. The map shows Virginia as “Discovered and Described by Captayn John Smith,” 1607–10. (From John Smith, The True Travels, Adventures and Observations, 1629)

A type called Accokeek Cord-Marked became common here. Still later, styles were produced that archeologists gave local names, like Page Cord-Marked for a national park county, Keyser Cord-Marked for a nearby farm, and Rappahannock Fabric-Impressed for the river if not the park county. The Page style was tempered with ground limestone. The Keyser was tempered with crushed mussel shells from the Shenandoah River. These round-based pots had somewhat narrowed necks, wide mouths, and slightly flared rims. They were decorated with a cord-marked stick and by incised or punctate designs.
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This rock shelter in the Park’s south district is one of many sites used by Indians for millenniums before Virginia colonists came from Europe. As former park ranger Roy Sullivan shows, a person could sit or lie down here but not stand up.

Styles of pots, as well as styles of stone points, distinguish centuries when different archeological sites had been occupied. The Hoffman group studied 26 Early Woodland sites inside the park, finding no evidence of abrupt change from Archaic customs except in the pottery sherds. Big Meadows on top of the range continued in use, but most of the hunting-gathering camps were in the larger hollows—some of which would later be occupied by Caucasians.

A rockshelter in the park’s south district linked Archaic and Woodland periods in successive layers, showing continual use from about 2000 B.C. to about 1600 A.D. Quartzite boulders deposited by floodwaters just outside the shelter were cracked and shaped into stone tools. The people hunted and gathered nearby. The differing artifacts of three strata strengthen the picture, poorly documented elsewhere in Virginia, of the millenniums-long change from hunting and gathering to a more sedentary life based partly on agriculture. Here, as elsewhere, pottery indicates that people were settling down in villages, as pots, being fragile, don’t travel well. Most of the 112 sherds found in the rockshelter had cord or fabric markings of styles indicating use of these mountains by both valley and piedmont people.

Capt. John Smith of the Jamestown colony identified the Indians of the east slope, at least, of Shenandoah park-land. What he called “Powhatan flu”—now James River—“is navigable 150 myles,” he wrote. “It falleth from Rockes farre west in a Country inhabitated by a nation they call Monacans.” Further, the Rappahannock “is navigable some 130 myles. At the top of it inhabit the people called Mannahoacks amongst the mountaines.” Smith’s information came from Indians nearer the coast, probably Powhatans. They reported that a confederacy of upper piedmont and Blue Ridge Indians was frequently at war with the coastal Indians. The Powhatans apparently played war games, dividing into groups called Monacans and Powhatans and practicing for the next real encounter.

A German scholar named John Lederer (whose explorations will be described in Chapter 3) actually visited these Indians of the upper piedmont and received impressions different from Smith’s. Lederer found the Indians peaceable and surprisingly intelligent. “The faculties of the minde and body they commonly express by Emblemes,” he wrote. “By the figure of a Stag, they imply swiftness; by that of a Serpent, wrath; of a Lion, courage; of a Dog, fidelity; by a Swan, they signifie the English, alluding to their complexion, and flight over the Sea.” Lederer said the Indians had a kind of calendar arranged on a string or leather thong with knots of varying colors, the string being wrapped on “small Wheels.” They worshiped “one God, Creator of all things.” They believed the first humans were four women, who gave rise to four tribes. Marriages must be between members of two different tribes—“for two of the same Tribe to match, is abhorred as Incest, and punished with great severity.” Lederer continued:


Though they want those means of improving Humane Reason, which the use of Letters affords us; let us not therefore conclude them wholly destitute of Learning and Sciences: for by these little helps which they have found, many of them advance their natural understandings to great knowledge in Physick, Rhetorick, and Policie of Government: for I have been present at several of their Consultations and Debates, and to my admiration have heard some of their Seniors deliver themselves with as much Judgement and Eloquence as I should have expected from men of Civil education and Literature.
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Skeleton of Indian woman found by Archeological Society of Virginia excavators in the Shenandoah region about 1969.

Woodland Indians of the East used an astonishing number of wild plant species—at least 130 for food, 275 for medicine, 31 in rites of magic, 27 for smoking, 25 for dyes, 18 in beverages or to flavor food, and 52 for other purposes. Among those found in the park were gooseberries, black-gum berries, crabapples, onions, moss, mulberries, wild peas and hog peanuts, persimmons, grapes, prickly pears (yes, this cactus is native here), many kinds of mushrooms, smilax or greenbrier roots, strawberries, wild sweet potatoes, haw-apples. The Indians used several tree species, not only sugar maple, to make sugar and syrup. They used reeds, grasses, and other fiber plants for baskets and mats, fish traps, and nets.

The native tobacco (Nicotiana rustica) was used throughout the East for ceremonial smoking, often mixed with other plants including sumac. Tobacco wasn’t just smoked but was cast upon the waters or the ground or elsewhere to show respect to the Great Spirit or some lesser spirit such as that of a tree, a peak, or a stream. Medicine men were priests and conjurers as well as herb doctors.

Woodlanders—and most likely their predecessors, too—sometimes used mountain laurel to commit suicide. Hepatica, which produces early wildflowers in the park, was a treatment for coughs; the roots, combined with maidenhair-fern roots, were taken for women’s ailments including leukorrhea. Pipsissewa and its near-relative, spotted wintergreen, had many medicinal uses—to relieve dropsy, rheumatism, female troubles, internal ulcers, and external wounds. Skunk cabbage leaves made bandages for wounds, or the root was powdered and applied to wounds or used against colds and headaches.

Deer was the most important wild animal in the Woodland lifeway, providing most of the meat and clothing. Parts of antler were used as tools in fine-flaking stone points, and antler tips themselves might serve as projectile points. Deerskin might be stretched over a pot or section of hollow log to make a drum. Deer hoofs might become rattles in dances or be boiled to make glue. Sinews and other fibers from deer became thread or cord, sometimes fishnets, sometimes bowstrings. Parts of antlers or bones were made into needles.

Bear fats and oils were used in cooking; the whole hide with fur left on made a good robe or bedding. Thongs of bear innards became bowstrings. Bear claws were ornaments. Beavers were eaten. The skins could make clothing or pouches. A tree-cutting tooth from a beaver could be fastened onto a handle and do cutting for humans. Elk was good food, and the hides made clothes, including moccasins. Most other mammals were also hunted. Raccoon meat was tasty and nourishing, and other parts were useful. Squirrels and rabbits were pleasing food. Turkey was the main bird hunted in the mountains. One big turkey made a feast, and its feathers would be used to wear or to stabilize arrows
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