
Jefferson County History for All                                                              www.jeffersonhistoricalwv.org 

������������������������������������������������������������THE GUARDIAN 
 

       Newsletter of the Jefferson County WV Historical Society       Volume VII  Issue 1  January 2009 

 

 
     

In 2009, West Virginia will join 
Virginia, Pennsylvania, and 
Maryland in commemorating the 
150th anniversary of the John 
Brown raid.  A detailed schedule 
describing the lectures, panel, 

discussions, symposia, walking tours, and other 
events which begin in early spring and run through 
mid-December is located at www.johnbrownraid.org. 
The John Brown events will also tie into other 
historical celebrations in 2009, including the 100th 
anniversary of the NAACP (founded by the men who 
had the first civil rights meeting on U.S. soil in 
Harpers Ferry in 1906), the 200th anniversary of the 
birth of Abraham Lincoln and the Inauguration of 
America's first African-American president. 
     George Rutherford of the Jefferson County Black 
History Preservation Society has lead a committee 
which developed and will coordinate activities in 
Jefferson County, including a beard growing contest, 
walking tours of Charles Town, a special display of 
the Harpers Weekly John Brown drawings at the 
Jefferson County Museum, and activities at the site of 
the execution. In addition, special African-American 
programs about the black raiders, and a reception for 
descendents of those who took part in the original 
raid will be added to regular and special programs at 
Harpers Ferry National Park throughout the year, 
listed at www.nps.gov/hafe/planyourvisit/events.htm. 
Also, please contact the Jefferson County Convention 
and Visitors Bureau at 535-2627 for detailed 
information. 
 

 
John Brown's trial at the Jefferson County Court 
House was a significant event in the county's history.  
Because of the complex nature of this case, many 
legal documents (summons, orders, rulings, etc) were 
prepared.  An online index to these documents, which 
are held by the Jefferson County Circuit Clerk's  
Office, is located at 

http://wvculture.org/history/johnbrown/jbjeffcc.html.  
Please call 304.728.3213 to obtain further 
information about these documents.   
  
Early Settlements – Where Did They Live?  In 
the mid-eighteenth century, the Lower Shenandoah 

Valley experienced a 
growth in settlement. The 
fear of conflict with 
American Indians was all 
but eliminated. Attracted 
by the availability of fertile 
farmland English, Welch, 

Scotch, Dutch, and German pioneers crossed the 
Potomac and the Shenandoah at a variety of fords to 
make new homes on the Virginia frontier. 
     Early settlers brought essential supplies and 
equipment with them. Replenishing necessities and 
acquiring new and/or replacement tools meant that 
settlers grew it or made it, or purchased items from 
itinerant peddlers, or made a trip to the nearest 
commercial center. Peddlers came through the 
Valley on their schedule, and the trip to a town 
required an expenditure of a settler’s most valuable 
resource – time. As more families moved into the 
Lower Valley life became more “civilized” and less 
like the frontier. There was a need for commercial 
centers in the Valley. Small villages and towns 
began to appear along transportation routes. 
Initially they provided a place to stop and get a 
meal, care for your horses, and perhaps stay 
overnight. Eventually merchants, blacksmiths, 
carpenters and preachers took up residence and 
served the surrounding community. 
     The first town in what is today Jefferson County 
was established by the Virginia General Assembly 
on December 23, 1762. Named Mecklenburg in 
honor of King George III’s wife, Queen Charlotte 
of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, the town was founded on 
land owned by Thomas Shepherd. On October 3, 
1734, Shepherd had received a patent of 222 acres 
from Governor Gooch along the Potomac River. 
This patent included the 50-acre site that would 
become the town. In 1751 Shepherd secured a grant 
from Lord Fairfax for his original 222-acre patent 
and purchased an additional 212 acres. In 1798 the 
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corporate limits of Shepherdstown were extended and 
the name was changed to Shepherd's Town in honor 
of the town founder. After the Civil War, the town's 
name was officially changed to Shepherdstown. 
     According to lore one of the first settlers in the 
Harpers Ferry area was a trapper and trader named 
Peter Stephens. For obvious reasons, early settlers 
unceremoniously referred to the juncture of the 
Shenandoah and Potomac as ‘”The Hole.” Stephens 
operated a ferry across the Potomac that carried 
settlers from the Maryland colony into the 
Shenandoah Valley. 
     In 1747 Robert Harper, a reputable builder who 
lived in the Philadelphia area, was employed by 
settlers in the Winchester area to come here to build 
mills. Harper accepted the offer and traveled 
southwest to the Shenandoah Valley. He followed the 
established route through York, Pennsylvania, headed 
for Pack Horse Ford. Harper stayed the night in 
Frederick City, as Frederick, Maryland, was known 
then, where he met a local trader, Peter Hoffman. 
Hoffman persuaded Harper to enter the Valley 
through “The Hole” rather than go farther west to 
Pack Horse Ford. 
     When Harper arrived he recognized the Potomac 
River’s potential as a source of power. He purchased 
Stephens’ property, including his ferry equipment, 
and set himself up as a ferry operator. Because 
Stephens only had “squatter’s rights,” in 1751 Harper 
went to Lord Fairfax’s land office, located at 
Fairfax’s home Greenway Court then in Frederick 
County and received a grant for 125 acres. In 1762 
Harper got a grant for an additional 92 acres 
adjoining his first tract. 
     Harper moved into Stephen’s cabin located near 
the corner of present day Shenandoah and Potomac 
Streets. He honored his contract with the settlers in 
Winchester, worked his holdings, operated a ferry 
crossing on the Potomac, and supervised the 
construction of mills in the area. 
     Floods have always plagued Harpers Ferry. In 
1748 Robert Harper was chased from his cabin by a 
flood. In 1753 a second flood, “The Great Pumpkin 
Flood,” convinced him to move to higher ground. In 
1775 Harper started construction of a house on a 
ridge overlooking the juncture of the rivers. Work on 
the house was delayed because of the lack of laborers 
during the American Revolution. Consequently the 
house that bears his name, Harper House, was not 
completed until late 1782, a year after Harper’s 
death. 

     Harper and his wife were childless. His property, 
soon to be the site of a federal armory, passed to his 
wife’s family in Philadelphia, the Wagers. 
     In 1780 Charles Washington, George 
Washington’s youngest brother, left his home in 
Fredericksburg, Virginia, and moved to the Lower 
Shenandoah Valley. Charles had inherited land in 
what was then Berkeley County, Virginia, from his 
older half-brother Lawrence. Upon arrival he began 
construction of his home, Happy Retreat, located on 
a rise overlooking Evitts Marsh. From 1780-1799 
Charles Washington was the grantor of no fewer 
than 87 conveyances of real estate. 
     In 1786 Charles petitioned the Virginia General 
Assembly for permission to incorporate a town. The 
bill incorporating Charlestown, named for its 
founder, was approved by the Virginia General 
Assembly on December 12, 1786, was signed by 
the President of the Senate on January 4, 1787, and 
by the Speaker of the House on January 7, 1787. 
The first trustees of the town were John Augustine 
Washington, Charles’ older brother; Robert 
Rutherford, who lived at Flowing Spring and during 
the French and Indian War was captain of 
“Rutherford’s Rangers; William Darke, an officer 
during the American Revolution and one of two 
delegates from Berkeley county to the Virginia 
Constitutional Convention; James Crane; Cato 
Moore; Magnus Tate; Benjamin Rankins; Thornton 
Washington; William Little; Alexander White; and  
Richard Ranson. 
     In addition to naming the town for himself, 
Charles memorialized the Washington family when 
he named the town’s streets. The main street, 
running east to west was named Washington Street. 
Cross streets were named for family members with 
the Town Square named in honor of brother 
George, the streets to the east for his brother 
Samuel, who built Harewood, and his wife Mildred, 
and the streets to the west named for himself  and 
his brother Lawrence. In a show of patriotism the 
streets parallel to Washington are named Congress 
on the north and Liberty on the south. 
     At the time of Charles’ death in September 1799, 
Charlestown was still located in Berkeley County. 
In his will, Charles indicated that should Berkeley 
County be divided and Charlestown named county 
seat of a new county, he desired that the town lots 
on the town square formed by George and 
Washington Streets be used for public buildings. In 
1801 when Jefferson County was formed and 
Charlestown became the county seat, Charles’ son 
Samuel honored his father’s wishes and deeded the 
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four corners of George and Washington Streets’ to be 
used for public buildings. 
     In 1803 the county court house was built on the 
northeast corner of George and Washington Streets. 
The county jail was constructed on the southwest 
corner where the U. S Post Office is today. A market 
house was erected on the northeast corner where you 
will find Charles Washington Hall today. Finally the 
southeast corner was the site of a row of one-story 
office buildings called “Lawyer’s Row.” The court 
house, the jail, and the market house were each 
destroyed during the Civil War. In 1911 the post 
office department changed the spelling of 
Charlestown to Charles Town. 
     The last town to be incorporated in the 18th 
century was Smithfield. On August 21, 1734, 
brothers John and Rees Smith, millwrights, acquired 
a grant of 425 acres from Governor Gooch along both 
sides of Turkey Run from its source to Opequon 
Creek. This grant included the site of what would 
become Smithfield, incorporated by the Virginia 
General Assembly on January 15, 1786. In the early 
1800s the Commonwealth of Virginia changed the 
name of Smithfield to Middleway to avoid confusion 
with the town of Smithfield located in Isle of Wight 
County that was founded in 1752. In the period of 
transition from the Commonwealth of Virginia to the 
state of West Virginia following the Civil War 
Middleway was no longer a corporation. 
     As growth continued three more towns would be 
incorporated and the eastern half of Berkeley County 
would become Jefferson County. Originally called 
“Mudfort,” Bolivar was established by the Virginia 
General Assembly on December 29, 1825. Named 
Bolivar to honor Simon Bolivar, the “George 
Washington” of South America, the town became 
home to the families of many of the men employed at 
the U. S. Musket Factory in Harpers Ferry. On 
January 8, 1827, the town of Virginius was 
incorporated. Situated on an industrial island in the 
Shenandoah River adjacent to Harpers Ferry, 
Virginius was absorbed by Harpers Ferry in 1851. 
     Ranson grew up on farm land purchased by the 
Charles Town Mining, Manufacturing and 
Improvement Company from the Ranson family. 
Under the leadership of R. Preston Chew the 
company had grand plans to build a commercial and 
residential community on the northern border of 
Charles Town. By the early 1890s the Shenandoah 
Brass and Iron Works, Valley Fertilizer, and the 
Goetz Harness Factory were in operation. The 
company built its headquarters on the northwest 
corner of 3rd Avenue and Mildred Streets and 

constructed the Hotel Powhatan on the block 
bordered by 3rd and 4th Avenues and Mildred and 
Preston Streets. 
     Chew’s company fell on hard times in the mid-
1890s. The headquarters building, known 
affectionately by many as the “Keyhole Building,” 
was sold to the Charles Town Board of Education 
and was home to Charles Town Graded School and 
Principal Wright Denny until 1912. Today the 
building serves as the municipal offices of the town 
of Ranson. The hotel became first Powhatan School 
and later St. Hilda’s Hall, both schools for young 
ladies. In the 1930s St. Hilda’s burned, and the 
grounds were sold to a group of community leaders 
from Charles Town who built Charles Town 
General Hospital on the site. 
     On October 15, 1910, a referendum was held to 
determine if residents were interested in 
incorporation. By an overwhelming vote of 69 for 
and 2 against, the citizens supported the formation 
of a new town. The town of Ranson, named for the 
Ranson family, was approved by the Jefferson 
County on October 18, 1910. 
     There are other towns and villages. Duffield’s 
Depot and Kerneysville (Kearneysville) grew up 
along the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad. Keyes 
Switch (Millville), Halltown, Cameron’s Depot, and 
Summit Point grew up along the Winchester and 
Potomac Railroad. They each provided access to the 
railroad for their local communities. Myerstown, 
Kabletown, Ripon (Rippon), and Unionville 
(Uvilla) can all be found on the 1852 S. Howell 
Brown Map of Jefferson County, Virginia. These 
towns and villages provided a church, a school, and 
a store for the people who lived in the outlying area. 
     Each town has its story, its unique identity. And 
there are still more towns in Mr. Jefferson’s 
County. But their stories are for another time. 
 

Online Book Sources. I love 
the winter months, when things 
slow down a little and there’s 
time to tackle that huge reading 
list of mine. It used to be a 
stack of books piled next to my 
desk, but lately it tends to be 
bookmarks to volumes I’ve 
found online (for free!) and 
can’t wait to have time to read. 

Here are a few of my favorite sources for online 
books:    So on those days when it’s too cold to go 
out, take a trip to some of my favorite sources for 
online books listed below: 
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     Project Gutenberg [http://www.gutenberg.org] – 
the longest running online books project, focusing on 
text versions of out-of-copyright books. All can be 
downloaded, and I always have something interesting 
on my handheld computer for those long waits in the 
grocery store lines. One I’m reading right now is 
Jester, Annie Lash. Domestic Life in Virginia in the 
Seventeenth Century. Williamsburg, Virginia: 
Virginia 350th Anniversary Celebration Corporation, 
1957. 
     Google Books Project [http://books.google.com] 
– a huge scanning project, in cooperation with 
universities such as Michigan, Harvard, Stanford and 
Oxford, the New York Public Library and others. It 
includes both copyrighted and out-of-copyright 
materials. While you can search all the books, only 
some are available in full view. You can limit your 
search to just “full view” books, and if you have a 
Google account, there’s a terrific “Add to My 
Library” feature. There are quite a few books that I 
refer to on a regular basis: 

·  Cartmell, Thomas Kemp. Shenandoah Valley 
Pioneers and Their Descendants. Winchester, 
Virginia: The Eddy Press Corporation, 1909. 

·  Dandridge, Danske. Historic Shepherdstown. 
Charlottesville, Virginia: The Michie 
Company, 1910. 

·  Strait, Newton Allen. Alphabetical List of 
Battles, 1754-1900. Washington, DC, 1900. 

·  Federal Writers Project. West Virginia: A 
Guide to the Mountain State. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1941. 

     Internet Archive [www.archive.org/details/texts] 
– a non-profit organization dedicated to building an 
internet library on the scale of the ancient Library of 
Alexandria. If you are looking for a genealogy about 
a particular surname, this is the place to come first. I 
found out after I had already bought a copy of 
Chaplines in Virginia and Maryland that it was here 
online for free. Type “genealogy” into the search 
engine and get nearly 6600 hits. I like that there are 
several viewing options: you can download PDF and 
text versions, or look at a “flip book”, a version that I 
find completely charming because it’s so much like 
viewing the actual book. 

Thruston, Mynna. The Washingtons and their 
Colonial Homes in West Virginia. Charles 
Town, West Virginia: Jefferson Publishing 
Company. 

Open Library [openlibrary.org] – although this site 
is not a book digitization project per se, it has plenty 
of good books that you can view online. If it’s not 
available online, it’ll tell you where you can get it, 

even linking you to the WorldCat system so you 
can find a library near you that has a copy. Here’s 
one I’m reading: 

Jefferson County Camp, U.C.V. Military 
Operations in Jefferson County, Virginia (and 
West Va.), 1861-1865. Farmer’s Advocate 
Print, 1911. (Ed: purchase online at the 
Society’s web site) 

The Online Books Page 
[http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/] – The 
University of Pennsylvania maintains this terrific 
portal site, especially good for historical 
background for your family research. I’m currently 
reading (in paper) A Midwife’s Tale, by Laurel 
Thatcher Ulrich, and based on the diary of an 18th-
century midwife in New England. I was thrilled to 
find out that Martha’s diary in its original (and 
searchable, transcribed) form is online: 
http://dohistory.org/diary/ 
   And no book list would be complete without 
these: 
Family History Archives (part of FamilySearch): 
www.lib.byu.edu/fhc/index.php 
Making of America (including the War of the 
Rebellion volumes): 

·  Cornell site: 
http://cdl.library.cornell.edu/moa/ 

·  University of Michigan site: 
http://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/moagrp/ 
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REMINDER:  PLEASE PAY 2009 DUES 
(see back page for membership form) 

Membership Secretary: Hugh Voress  
P.O. Box 857  
Charles Town, WV  25414  
Email: voresshe@aol.com  

Corresponding Secretary 
Betsy Wells 
522 South Mildred Street 
Charles Town, WV 25414 
Email: Betsy@Betsywells.com 

Magazine Editor 
James L. Glymph 
830 Avon Bend Road 
Charles Town, WV 25414 
Email: glymphj@comcast.net 

Newsletter Editor, Marketing, 
Communications, and Website    
Curt Mason 
3735 Summit Point Road 
Charles Town, WV 25414 
cmasonwhf@aol.com 
304.724.7008 

Board Members  
Susannah Buckles Flanagan 
371 Gap View Farm Lane 
Charles Town, WV 25414 
Email: gapviewfarm@hughes.net 
 
Bill Drennen 
168 Meadow Ridge Drive 
Shepherdstown, WV 25443 
Email: bill@billdrennen.com 
 
Bob O’Connor 
119 North Church Street 
Charles Town, WV 25414 
Email: oconnorrobertj@netscape.net 
 
Evelyn Taylor 
762 Wiltshire Road 
Kearneysville, WV 25430 
Email: etaylor@frontiernet.net 

Walter Washington 
8382 Middleway Pike 
Charles Town, WV 25414-4305 
Email: swwash@frontiernet.net 

 
     Confederate Colonel George A. Porterfield, a 
native of Jefferson County, has the unpleasant 
distinction of being the losing commander of the 
first battle of the Civil War at Philippi, Virginia 
(now West Virginia).  This is not about that, but 
of something more pleasant at an earlier time. 
     A graduate of the Virginia Military Institute, 
Porterfield was a first lieutenant in the Richmond 
Rangers, a militia unit.  The Rangers and the 
Richmond Grays, as part of the Virginia Regiment, 
were off to the Mexican War in 1847.  The 
Richmond City Council presented swords to the 
lieutenants and captains of both units.  Porterfield’s 
sword is an 1833 officer’s model made by N. P. 
Ames, Cutler, Springfield (Massachusetts) shown 
here. It has a brass hilt with a sharkskin-covered 
grip.  The militarily etched blade contains the 
following inscription: 

Presented by the City 
 of Richmond, Va. to  
1st Lieut. G. A.  
Porterfield of the 
“Richmond Rangers”  
Jan. 1847. 

 
The troops had already departed, so the sword was 
forwarded with a copy of the presentation 
proclamation and a letter which incorporated: 
“Accept the slight testimonial we offer as proof of 
the cordial confidence, deep interest and high pride 
with which your townsmen regard the Volunteers 
who have gone from their midst to fight the battles 
of the Union."  
     The sword, documents and image were 
presented to the Jefferson County Museum by the 
Porterfield family. Come see them at 200 S. 
Washington Street Charles Town, WV 
www.JeffCtyWVMuseum.org 
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THEN and NOW 
   PRATO RIO 
 
(located on Leetown 
Road just south of 
Leetown) 

    

                        
History of Prato Rio  

·  1731 – Jost Hite erected a one-story 18ft –square log cabin on the plantation he named Hopewell 
·  1733 – Hite’s son Jacob built a 22x32 ft one-story stone house, connected to the cabin by a breezeway 
·  1774 – Jacob Hite sold the property to General Charles Lee, who in 1755 fought the French and Indians 

with Braddock and Washington. Lee, ever the eccentric, in a snub to the English aristocracy, renamed the 
home Prato Rio, Spanish for stream through the meadow  

·  1774-1778 – General Lee served in the Continental Army but is “retired” after a court martial. After an 
exchange of letters between Lee and Congress, he lived a life of solitude with his dogs, servants and butler 
at Prato Rio. His will stipulated: “That I should not be buried in any church or churchyard or within a mile 
of any Presbyterian or AnaBaptist meeting house ... for since I have resided in this country I have kept so 
much bad company when living that I do not chose to continue it when dead.”   He died in Philadelphia in 
1782, leaving Prato Rio to his two Italian servants. 

·  The citizens of the surrounding village, originally named Hopewell, renamed it Leetown after Lee’s death. 
·  1800-1840 – Various additions brought the home to its present configuration. 
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                                      JCHS PUBLICATIONS   
                             FREE SHIPPING ON ALL ORDERS 
 
Publications of the Society and our partners are available for purchase by mail or 
on our web site, which also includes brief descriptions of each of the following 
products. (http://jeffersonhistoricalwv.org/thestore.html)  
 
·  “Between the Shenandoah and the Potomac,”  a DVD presenting a comprehensive 

illustrated history of Jefferson County, West Virginia. ($14). In an online review, 
Susan Scouras of the West Virginia Division of Culture and History states:   

"The Jefferson County Historical Society has produced a wonderful history of their homeland through the combined use 
of beautifully scenic videotape photography, interesting still photos and artists' representations of the natural landscape 
and resources, the man-made structures and the people themselves that comprise the past and present of Jefferson 
County. As the title indicates, the influence of the county's location between the Shenandoah and the Potomac Rivers is 
woven through both the narrative and the visual images from beginning to end. Strategically placed commentary by 
local experts and representatives of various agencies and organizations add support to the factual history of Jefferson 
County as drawn from Historic Jefferson County, by Millard Kessler Bushong. Excellent narration by Charlie Glaize 
and well-chosen background music round out the presentation of Writer/Producer Melissa Wallace." 
 

·  Between the Shenandoah and Potomac: Historic Homes of Jefferson County, WV. Color pictures and descriptions of 
over 100 of Jefferson County’s most historic homes, 178pp, hardbound book. $49.95 

 
·  The Magazine of the Jefferson County Historical Society is mailed annually to each member and contains articles about 

local historical places, people, and events. Prices for purchase and shipping of back issues of the magazines are as follows: 
1935-1964:  $20/copy 
1965-1994:  $15/copy 
1995-Current:  $10/copy   

 
·  The Washington Homes of Jefferson County. $10.  
 
·  Prominent Men of Shepherdstown. A.D. Kenamond, 1962  $10 
 
·  Between the Shenandoah and Potomac: Historic Homes of Jefferson County.  Hard-bound  $50 
 
·  Calendar & Index to Recorded Plats in Jefferson County, WV (VA) Courthouse, 1801-1901. Michael. D. Thompson $25 
 
·  Tombstone Inscriptions, Jefferson County, W. Va 1687-1980. Compiled by the Bee Line Chapter, National Society 

Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR), 1981. $22 
 
·  Burials in Jefferson County, West Virginia, 1978-97. Compiled by Hugh E. Voress, 1998, $18 
 
                                                   GUEST PUBLICATIONS  (Prices include postage)  
·  West Virginia Encyclopedia,  A new "must have" reference book loaded with information. $45 
·  Military Operations in Jefferson County-A guide to the Sons of Confederate Veterans network of Civil War Markers   $15 
·  The Perfect Steel Trap, Harpers Ferry, 1859  This historical novel, written by Bob O'Connor, JCHS Board member, 

provides eye-witness accounts of the John Brown insurrection. Read about the preparations, the raid, the trials, the 
executions and the aftermath and then decide: was John Brown a hero or a scoundrel? $23 

·  The Virginian Who Might have Saved Lincoln  President Lincoln’s trusted friend, former law partner and heavily armed 
bodyguard, Ward Hill Lamon, a Summit Point, VA native, was not at Ford's Theater the night of April 14, 1865. Learn of 
his whereabouts that fateful evening by reading this historical novel by Bob O'Connor. $16 

·  The Night I Freed John Brown���������	�
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Please mail a check with your name, address, telephone number, and e-mail address to: The Guardian, Attention Publications, 
PO Box 485, Charles Town, WV 25414. Or order and pay online at: www.jeffersonhistoricalwv.org/thestore.html 
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           Join the Jefferson County Historical Society Today! !!  
 
Name_________________________________________ 

Address_______________________________________ 

City______________________________State_____Zip Cod e_______ 

E-mail Address_________________________________ 

 
______Annual Membership ($15)         _____Life Mem bership ($400) 
 
Mail checks to:  Membership Secretary, JCHS 
PO Box 485, Charles Town, WV 25414 
 
Already a member?          Mail next year ’s dues after January 1st 


