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ABSTRACT

“In the Bosom of the Storied Blue Ridge Mountains:” Contesting the Future of
American Culture in Shenandoah National Park, 1924-1936

In the early 20th century, as the National Park Service gained traction, legislators in
the east pushed to preserve large tracts of land in the “western” mind. Yet the
forces that converged in the early twentieth century to produce the National Park
movement and to envision what those parks should be were more complicated than
Teddy Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson’s presidencies imply. Theoretically parks for
“the people,” National Park locations, resources, and regulations were often
governed by the social and economic elite. In the case of eastern parks like
Shenandoah, the government acquired land through land condemnation acts, often
at the expense of rural and lower income communities. Efforts at Shenandoah, while
drastic, illustrate how the creation of National Parks sought not only to preserve
land, but also to craft and constitute a particular vision of American culture. Justified
as places where the American public could go to enjoy health and continued
prosperity, these places simultaneously offered lessons in what it should and should
not mean to be an American. In their rejection of mountain culture in Shenandoah,
the federal government defined America’s past, present, and future as a place of
supposed national growth, consumer culture, and economic advancement.

The Yorktown Problem”: Constructing a Cultural Landscape, 1900-1935

The history of the Uniontown community and Yorktown National Battlefield
demonstrates that sites of memory are always contested, and that meaning is not
only inscribed through formal means, such as interpretive signs or government-
sponsored events, but is also appropriated and generated through cultural uses of
sites of memory. Moreover, the founding of Yorktown National Battlefield reveals
that the reconciliationist narrative of erasure applied to Civil War memory does not
always hold. Park administrators made decisions for pragmatic, though not
unproblematic, reasons, guided by their understanding of what makes history and
what is significant in history. Taken collectively, the story of Yorktown and
Uniontown demonstrates that the history and goals of national spaces must
continually be interrogated and revised to ask what has been expunged, and what
needs to be uncovered again to generate a more inclusive understanding of the
past.
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Though I did not intend to write two papers about displacement in National Parks,
my two research projects are related in that they both examine the period of creation in
National Parks, and the subsequent relocation of local populations residing within park
boundaries. Both are representative of my interests in public history, and in the creation
of national sites in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.

My first research paper, “‘In the Bosom of the Storied Blue Ridge Mountains’:
Contesting the Future of American Culture in Shenandoah National Park, 1924-1936,”
stemmed from a lingering question | had concerning an exhibit on display in the park that
discussed displacement of mountain residents. The exhibit explained that park
proponents disseminated caricatured images of mountains peoples in order to justify their
relocation. | found that while researchers, particularly archeologists, have debunked the
myth of the backwards mountaineer found in those images, the question remained why
that platform gained traction in the general public and also what it could tell us about the
United States politicians hoped to build through National Parks. Having worked for the
National Park Service, | knew that the motivations of park founders were rarely as benign
as we might wish, and that many were also motivated by the idea that parks could create
a more productive and virtuous citizenry. Consequently, | sought out primary sources
related to Shenandoah’s founding, particularly newspaper articles and dedication
speeches, as well as numerous “studies” published by sociologists about the mountain
residents during this era, in order to see what those depictions could tell us about popular

culture at that time and the version of the United States park supporters envisioned when
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they constructed National Parks in the name of “preservation.”

While 1 am not sure that | intend to try to publish this paper, it was a useful
research exercise and utilized sources like scientific studies that | had not used before.
Moreover, | think that because Shenandoah was such a large and prominent park, it
provided a working framework for how I understand the National Park movement during
the 1930s when many were coming into existence. | also had the opportunity to present
this paper at the Graduate Research Symposium which was particularly useful practice
for conferences, and a reminder that academic conference presentations are not the same
as interpretive public programs.

Incidentally, my second paper, “‘The Yorktown Problem’: Constructing a
Cultural Landscape, 1900-1935,” also arose from an encounter with a National Park, this
time at Yorktown National Battlefield this past fall. Though it is interpreted as a
Revolutionary War site, it is also home to a National Cemetery because Yorktown
witnessed a battle in the Civil War and remained a Union fort for the war’s duration.
Today the site bears little resemblance to its original appearance when the park was
founded in the 1930s, as at that time a former freedmen’s community still existed
throughout much of what is today a wooded area. Having already been interested in
National Cemeteries as memorial spaces, but further as sites of national discourse, | was
particularly struck by a cemetery that today exists just outside Yorktown’s walls. This
cemetery belonged to the freedmen’s community. In many ways this project brought
together some of my biggest interests in National Cemeteries as well as the legacy of
emancipation in Civil War memory.

Unfortunately, this project was not as straightforward as | had expected. |
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expected the park to have plenty of records related to its own cemetery and that those
records would provide my primary source base. As it turned out, whatever records the
park does have remain in storage. | spent considerable amount of time attempting to
arrange to see the few records that were currently available, to no avail, as | was
redirected from the curator to an intern and despite many emails never given the
opportunity to actually schedule the research visit | had requested. However, by a small
miracle, the National Archives’ holdings of records of Yorktown National Cemetery
happen to be stored in their Philadelphia branch, and | was able to access them over
spring break. Moreover, Swem’s special collections contains three boxes worth of
material belonging to Floyd Flickinger, an early historian and then superintendent at
Colonial National Historical Park, which includes Yorktown. At first these two sets of
records seemed too unrelated to synthesize, particularly because Flickinger’s papers
rarely talk about the National Cemetery and even more infrequently mention the
Uniontown freedmen’s community — even though both were prominently located on the
park’s landscape from the outset. Over the course of this project though | realized that
there was much that could be done to bring these two sources into conversation.

Dr. Corney’s history and memory reading seminar, as well as Dr. Kern’s material
culture seminar both impacted the ways | viewed this project as it developed. Both
changed how I thought about the sources I did have, and how I could use the landscape
itself, and the physical presence of the cemetery as sources even where written records
were lacking. In particular, they gave me new ways to think about information that
seemed mundane, such as internment reports from National Cemetery superintendents

that provided little personal information about soldier burials beyond their name, rank,
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unit, and date of death.

To publish this paper | would certainly want to continue to pursue research in the
National Park’s records. In particular, the intern I corresponded with mentioned there
were records pertaining to discussions of removing the National Cemetery, which would
be extremely useful to my project. Additionally, 1 would like to do more secondary
source reading to provide more national context for what, in its source base, is something
of a microstudy.

Perhaps more importantly though, I also think this project is a potential avenue of
expansion for my dissertation, given | want to look at Civil War memory in national
spaces, and in particular in sites like National Cemeteries. At the moment, | am
interested in potentially comparing Yorktown to two sites | know of, the first at Ft.
Raleigh National Historic Site, which is also interpreted as a colonial space though it was
home to a freedman’s community during the Civil War. Like Yorktown, the local
population still has deep ties to that freedmen’s community. Another site I only recently
learned about while attempting to unearth more information about a soldier whose
gravestone seems to be inaccurate at Yorktown. (It not only misidentifies the soldier, but
also does not mention that his wife is interred with him.) The soldier listed on the grave
stone today actually died in 1865 in Louisiana and was interred at Chalmette National
Cemetery. | had the opportunity to discuss this Yorktown project with the current Chief
Historian of the park that oversees Chalmette, and she informed me that they similarly
had a freedmen’s community outside of their cemetery. In this case, the African
American community provided a docent program touring the battlefield in the 1960s,

adding an interesting layer to ideas of black involvement in Civil War commemoration.
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While this is temporally far beyond my intended scope, it seems that it might be an
interesting site of comparison, especially in terms of the early twentieth century when
African Americans were still largely excluded from national spaces and national memory.
Of course, these two projects are united in their focus on National Parks, and on
their research questions related to local populations displaced by the parks. More broadly
though, I think they both identify the ways in which National Parks can become sites of
consensus and conflict. Even where conflict is not as explicit as burning residents’
homes before their eyes as occurred in Shenandoah, they become sites of rhetorical
conflict and national discourse. Though I had not intended on focusing my research on
National Parks, | am struck by the idea that even before the formal creation of the NPS in
1916, Americans viewed national public spaces as civic sites that could build a particular
citizenry and contribute to a particular vision of the country. Moreover, | am interested
in examining the ways in which cultural use of these spaces allowed for marginalized
groups to imprint their own memories and identities on the nation, and argue for their

place within American society.



“In the Bosom of the Storied Blue Ridge Mountains:”
Contesting the Future of American Culture in Shenandoah National Park, 1924-1936

"This Park, therefore, together with its many sisters which are coming to completion in
every part of our land, is in the largest sense a work of conservation. Through all of them
we are preserving the beauty and the wealth of the hills, and the mountains and the
plains and the trees and the streams. Through all of them we are maintaining useful work
for our young men. Through all of them we are enriching the character and happiness of
our people.”

President Franklin D. Roosevelt, Dedication of Shenandoah National Park, July 3, 1936
“This State is demonstrating that we have a great and honorable past upon which, with
renewed confidence, we may proceed to build an even greater and more honorable
future.”

Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, Dedication of Shenandoah National Park, July 3,
1936

Of the creation of Shenandoah National Park, former resident Estelle Nicholson
Dodson remembered, “We thought it was the finest thing in the world. But that wasn’t
true.”> When news first arrived that an area of the Blue Ridge Mountains in western
Virginia would be converted into a national park, many residents viewed it as a positive
change. Like those already in the West, a park could bring much needed revenue, a new
focus on infrastructure, and a sense of protection to an area often over looked by
government officials. What residents like Dodson could not know was that in the decade
long process of establishing the new park, they would become increasingly unwelcome
within the park and broader American culture. In their efforts to create Shenandoah
National Park, officials hoped to preserve and rehabilitate the natural resources of the

mountains and to enshrine a place that would contribute to their image of the nation’s

future progress by providing a convenient wilderness escape. They conceived of this

! Katrina Powell, The Anguish of Displacement: The Politics of Literacy in the Letters of Mountain
Families in Shenandoah National Park. (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2007), 32.
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future as one characterized by urbanization, participation in mass culture, and
mechanized industry. The park itself, while providing an escape, would also represent a
triumph of American ingenuity in the ability of federal workers to make the rough
country accessible to automobiles and tourists. Mountain residents, dependent upon the
land and engaged in a largely agricultural economy, did not fit this vision. To justify
forced relocation of mountain residents, and to further their arguments of what parts of
American cultural history needed to be preserved and perpetuated, park supporters,
government officials, and sociologists would craft and disseminate an image of the
residents as backwards, underdeveloped, and wholly separate from the modern United
States.

While historians and archeologists have recently undermined these early twentieth
century depictions of mountain residents, rhetoric of the era betrays more than a desire to
dismiss mountaineers as unfit to live on their own. Within the texts published by
commentators studying mountain people and the rhetoric of park creators remains an
underlying argument for the proper state of national culture. In their opinions about the
park and against mountain life, writers assumed that citizens of the United States needed
to participate in a particular culture that was developing along a specific trajectory and
defined by certain boundaries they believed should be universal. Often these boundaries
were defined not by explicit explanations of what should be, but rather through images of
what culture should not be, as demonstrated by descriptions of mountain life. A
reconsideration of the studies that condemned mountaineers, and the arguments made for
the park reveals a vision of the United States that proponents hoped to instill in the

American public by creating a model national park. Mountain culture did not fit this
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vision, and it was imperative to not only prove that point, but solidify the apparent
supremacy of the industrialized culture officials hoped to codify.

Recent studies have begun to disprove the myth of the backward mountaineer that
has held sway over the American imagination for almost a century. Historian Katrina
Powell published one of the most extensive studies of Shenandoah National Park archival
materials, particularly written correspondence between park residents and officials in the
era of its creation. Her 2007 work, The Anguish of Displacement: the Politics of Literacy
in the Letters of Mountain Families in Shenandoah National Park, takes specific issue
with the image of the illiterate mountaineer, illustrating not only that park residents could
and did read and write, but further that they used those skills to combat caricatures of
themselves presented in contemporary media. According to Powell, state and federal
government officials used claims of a large, illiterate mountain population to further their
efforts to displace residents.? Utilizing turn of the century rhetoric of reform that
depicted poor whites, particularly in the post-Civil War South, as “semi-civilized” and
“ignorant,” park proponents convinced politicians and businessmen of the need to
relocate mountain residents based on a paternalistic impulse that suggested not only the
immediate benefits to residents, but also that it was “good for the general rebuilding of
the South.”

Powell also illustrates how the process of the park’s creation was complicated at
best, and at times outright impossible to decipher. Congress had authorized a national

park in the East in 1907, and for more than a decade efforts laid almost entirely dormant.

2 powell, 18.
3 Powell, 22.



In the 1920s, officials took up the cause again, surveying various areas to recommend
proper locations for this new park. By 1924, the Southern Appalachian National Park
Committee and Virginia businessmen had determined the Shenandoah mountain section
would be an attractive location not only because of its natural beauty but also the role it
could play in industrial development in Virginia.* Two years later Congress authorized
the new park, along with a sister park in the Great Smoky Mountains, and another survey
took place in which park officials attempted to persuade residents to sell their land
willingly. This initiated a long process of confusion, misunderstanding, and shifting
authority that culminated with total displacement.®

Virginia utilized the Land Condemnation Act to acquire privately owned property
which the state would eventually donate to the federal government. During this early
period, Powell explains, policy makers did not fully grasp how many people actually
lived in the mountains, as the area had been portrayed as an untouched wilderness in
survey reports. Complicating efforts further, construction of the park’s main road,
Skyline Drive, began in 1931 through the use of easements. Though this project began
four years prior to the park’s official transfer to the National Park Service in 1935,

President Hoover authorized the use of drought relief funds for its production.®

4 Powell, 28.

® Congress’ authorization for Shenandoah and Great Smoky Mountains National Parks stipulated that the
federal government could not acquire the land outright, but rather that it must be either donated by private
landowners or purchased by the states and transferred later. The areas ultimately included in Shenandoah
were attained haphazardly, and administered by various entities in the years preceding transfer to the
National Park Service in 1935. Consequently, policies about land use while residents remained on the land,
in particular, changed regularly making it difficult for residents to comply and nearly impossible for the
Park Service to effectively communicate.

6 Powell, 34. Hoover’s roll in the park’s creation is particularly intriguing. He famously established a
summer retreat in the Shenandoah Mountains called Camp Rapidan. The camp is still standing and park
visitors can tour it in the summer months before snow makes it inaccessible to park vehicles.

9



As Powell skillfully demonstrates, during this period of transformation, park
residents attempted to use resources like literacy to mediate the changes and to combat
their growing reputation as inhospitable and disagreeable. To do so, they drew upon
rhetoric surrounding the park, proving not only their literacy, but their ability to engage
with the culture of conservation and citizenship that would ultimately be used to
condemn them. Powell explains,

Men and women alike represented themselves as sharing values of conservation.

Men volunteered to care for the land and women evoked a sense of community

values. A constant reestablishment of themselves as worthy citizens indicates

their continual battle to be seen by those in authority as citizens with valid
concerns and requests, and who deserved. . . acknowledgment from the
government.’
Perhaps their success in the efforts made it all the more imperative that officials and park
proponents convince the American public that the paternalistic impulse was still
warranted. In the years following the park’s authorization, particularly between 1930 and
1935, conversations evolved that depicted residents of the western mountains as not only
set apart from modern American culture, but in a consistent state of devolution.

Archaeologist Audrey Horning has also taken significant steps to disprove ideas
that mountain residents were unconnected from American culture. Her 2002 article,
“Myth, Migration, and Material Culture: Archaeology and the Ulster Influence on

Appalachia and her subsequent 2004 book, In the Shadow of Ragged Mountain:

" Powell, 89.
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Historical Archaeology of Nicholson, Corbin, and Weakley Hollows, break down early
twentieth century conceptions of mountain residents as of exclusively Scotch-Irish
decent, and provide concrete evidence that many of the “studies” published in the early
1930s that portrayed the mountains as wholly lacking modern culture are not supported
by the archeological record. Horning explains that caricatures of mountain people
evolved from “19™-century writings of local colorists, whose fictional portrayals have
become accepted truth.”® These ideas held the public’s imagination because “the notion
that residents of Appalachia were living an unaltered pioneer lifestyle both appealed to
the curiosity but repelled the sensibilities of America’s new industrial middle class.”®

Horning’s findings refute many of the traditional stereotypes of mountain
residents, such as the idea that they still resided in the same homes their ancestors had
built in the colonial period. They did in fact live in log cabins, but Horning explains,
“these cabins were constructed in the early 20" century [and reflect] a downturn in local
economic conditions.”® Moreover, documentation of the area in the 1930s revealed what
Horning has termed, “successful ecological adaptation,” in the form of “substantial
landscape engineering. . . such as terracing, riverbank stabilization, extensive rock
clearance, and the use of specialized tools.”'! This assertion is particularly significant, as
one of the main argument leveled against residents was an accusation that they were

unable to properly utilize the natural resources surrounding them.

8 Audrey Horning, “Myth, Migration, and Material Culture: Archaeology and the Ulster Influence on
Appalachia,” Historical Archaeology 36, no. 4 (2002): 129.
® Horning, “Myth, Migration, and Material Culture,” 129.
10 Horning, “Myth, Migration, and Material Culture,” 132.
1 Horning, “Myth, Migration, and Material Culture,” 134.
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Further, Horning’s work countered the claim that mountain residents existed in
isolation from modern American culture. Surface collections testified through the
presence of a “variety of goods,” that Shenandoah residents actively participated in
“American consumer culture.” Some examples included, “commercial food and
beverage containers, pharmaceutical bottles, automobile parts; leisure items such as 78
rmp records; and toys, including model trains, trucks, and even a mock ray gun [that]
instantly contradicted the dire portrait of early-20"-century life as drawn by journalists
and sociologists.”*? Though Horning and Powell have both successfully disproved many
of the enduring caricatures of mountain and culture, the question remains: why were
these ideas useful in their time? What was at stake that compelled sociologists and park
supporters to paint such a bleak picture of mountain life? In examining contemporary
sources with an eye to what values their assumptions reveal, it becomes unmistakable that
at the heart of this effort were arguments about the proper future of American culture.
These images of mountain people served as both a foil to and warning for a modernizing
United States, insisting on what kinds of culture the nation needed and how national
parks could help create and sustain that culture.

As newspapers picked up the idea of Shenandoah National Park and reported the
progress of its selection to the nation, they emphasized its proximity to the capital in
Washington, D.C. and the benefits that location could provide to citizens. In an article
with the subtitles, “Committee Seeks Washington’s Share for Great Playground of the

District,” and “By Drawing Tide to Capital, Patriotism Stimulus is Seen,” the Washington

12 Horning, “Myth, Migration, and Material Culture,” 138.
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Post reported that the creation of a park in Shenandoah could help make Washington,
D.C. the “great, predominant capital which has been prophesized for it since earliest
days.” Park proponents hoped that having an exceptional park in the East would stem the
tide of tourism to the West, “bringing the country within the historical influence which
the Capital diffuses,” and “the East and its traditions.” The effect of this redirection, they
claimed, would spread American traditions and revive interest in American history.

Specifying the nature of American history supporters hoped visitors would find in
and around Shenandoah, the article went on to depict the “glory” of Virginia’s significant
past. Describing wanderers meandering through the Virginia wilderness and stumbling
upon Montpelier — located between D.C. and Shenandoah’s northern entrance at Luray —
proponents felt sure that these places had “the spirit of the past locked within [their]
walls,” and that though “there’s a sadness about [them] of glory fled, [they] stand as
embodiment[s] of glory.”** Just by visiting these places, these arguments held, citizens
could absorb a sense of patriotism personified by founding patriots.

Invoking an argument reminiscent of modern studies highlighting the economic
value of parks, the same article also emphasized the fiscal benefits of a park in the East,
asserting that parks in the West were largely responsible for rapid industrial growth in
their respective regions. In case readers were not swayed by the promise of America’s
past, they were sure to support America’s industrial future. “The business men of

Washington,” unnamed in the article, enthusiastically supported this new Eastern

13 “SHENANDOAH PARK’S VALUE AND BEAUTY BEING URGED HERE: Committee Seeks
Washing- Ton’s Share for Great Play- Ground of District. FLOOD OF TOURISTS EXPECTED FOR
CITY By Drawing Tide to Capital, Patriotism Stimulus Is Seen,” The Washington Post, March 28, 1926, 8.
14 “Shenandoah Park’s Value and Beauty,” 8.
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experiment as it would most certainly be a financial boon. Furthermore, creation of a
park in Virginia’s mountains would stimulate the building of roads through Virginia,
necessary to connect its urban east with the more rural west, passing through sites like
Montpelier, and generating infrastructure to ensure a vibrant future.®

Once Congress settled on Shenandoah, the Washington Post echoed these claims,
stressing again its proximity to sites of American history and the capital. In December of
1924, the Post noted in particular the location of Revolutionary and Civil War battlefields
and claimed that the selected tract was within a reasonable distance from “700 square
miles of historic spots.” Going so far as to claim that on a clear day the Washington
Monument would be visible from the not yet constructed “‘skyline’ roadway” that would
crest the mountains, the article asserted that this reality was the determining factor in the
park’s selection.® Quoting a speech given in favor of the park, it stressed the idea that
the development of Washington, D.C. as a capital “befitting. . . our great nation” must
also mean developing the city’s surroundings. This was necessary to ensure that the
capital would “express the ideals and beauty” of the country.!’

Initial reports on the selection of the mountain region took for granted the easy
relocation of local populations, assuming the benefit of the park to the nation would
surely prompt landowners to surrender their property. In an almost dismissive claim, The
Washington Post declared, “No estimate of the cost of establishing the park was made by

the committee. But Representative Temple declared his belief that constructive

15 “Shenandoah Park’s Value and Beauty,” 8.
16 “New National Park Will be Created in Virginia,” The Washington Post, December 14, 1924, 1.
17 “New National Park Will be Created in Virginia,” 12.
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cooperation between Virginia officials and land owners will result in the acquirement of
needed land at reasonable prices and the donation of other sections.”*® The significant
national benefits this great eastern park could provide seemed to ensure that all parties
involved would be easily persuaded to sacrifice their personal claims for the sake of the
state.

In the years preceding Shenandoah’s official founding in 1935, a disjointed
process of land acquisition and management brought confusion and tension to the
mountain residents and government officials tasked with settling their concerns. Though
park development began prior to 1935, particularly with the construction of Skyline
Drive, the National Park Service did not gain official jurisdiction until that year. Other
organizations, including the state of Virginia, administered the land haphazardly, and the
NPS found it impossible to properly inform residents of rules that were ultimately
inconsistent. This led both to an exasperation among officials with the mountain
residents who they felt were incapable of following the rules, and a sense among
residents that they had been deceived when government promises were not kept or were
miscommunicated. Complications with the development of other parks, especially the
Great Smoky Mountains National Park where landowners were sometimes given lifetime
leases on their land, caused NPS officials to change policies towards Shenandoah
residents as development progressed.*®

To strain matters further, government officials could not conceptualize the

18 «“New National Park Will be Created in Virginia,” 1.
19 Audrey J. Horning. In the Shadow of Ragged Mountain: Historical Archaeology of Nicholson, Corhin, &
Weakley Hollows. Luray, VA: Shenandoah National Park Association, 2004, 100.
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particular circumstances of the mountain residents, and did not understand how residents
were unskilled in seemingly simple matters like making loan payments on new
homesteads. At the center of this tension was a basic collision of cultures that seemed
incapable of communicating across divides. Mountains residents had been used to and
highly skilled at subsisting off the land, and had not needed to do activities such as make
loan payments on property they had inhabited for decades if not centuries. Government
officials, conversely, existed in a world where development and banking were common
activities, taking for granted “civilized” people’s abilities to navigate those spheres.
When residents failed to follow procedures and rules expected of them, officials
presumed they were generally lawless or mentally incapable of doing s0.%°

It is impossible to know with certainty what inspired scientists who ventured into
the park during its development period to write such clearly false studies about the
mountain residents. But it is apparent that they were aware of, if not at times funded by,
the park project and knew the stakes of relocation ran high. Moreover, they were
products of their time, participants in a national culture that assumed certain markers of
civilization must be present for a people to be classified as part of America’s developing
future. Early studies of the mountaineers’ past and present charted a historical trajectory
in which early pioneers were an integral part of the United States’ mythical expansion era
and triumph, but who in their decision to settle in the rugged mountains got left behind
sometime later and m