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I @ DESCRIPTION 

CONDITION CHECK ONE CHECK ONE 

ZUNALTERED -ORIGINAL SITE 

A L T E R E D  -MOVED - DATE 

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The C l i f t o n  Furnace  i s  a  c o l d  b l a s t  c h a r c o a l  f u r n a c e  s e t  i n  t h e  s i d e  of  a  s t e e p  
bank (as  a r e  a l l  i r o n  f u r n a c e s  o f  t h i s  t y p e ) ,  o v e r l o o k i n g  t h e  Jackson  R i v e r  i n  
s c e n i c  Rainbow Gap, o n e  m i l e  s o u t h  o f  t h e  c i t y  of  C l i f t o n  Forge.  It is s i t u a t e d  
w i t h i n  a  V i r g i n i a  Department of  Highways r igh t -o f -way  w i t h  U. S. Route  220 
l o c a t e d  on t h e  s l o p e  above i t  and t h e  Chesapeake and Ohio R a i l r o a d  immediate ly  
i n  f r o n t  o f  i t .  The f u r n a c e  is a  t y p i c a l  example o f  t h e  many found i n  V i r g i n i a ' s  
piedmont and mounta in  a r e a s .  B u i l t  o f  l a r g e ,  rough-hewn, r e c t a n g u l a r  s t o n e s ,  t h e  
s i d e s  and  f a c e  t a p e r  towards  t h e  t o p ,  The w i d t h  o f  i ts  b a s e  i s  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  
t h i r k y - f & r  f e e t  and t h e  w i d t h  o f  t h e  f l u e  open ing  is a p p r o x i m a t e l y  e igh t -and-one-  
h a l f  f e e t .  L i k e  i ts s i d e s ,  t h e  jainhs o f  t h e  f u r n a c e  mouth a r e  t a p e r e d  i n  a  g e n t l e  
c u r v e  towards t h e  t o p .  Above t h e  f l u e  open ing  t h e  back w a l l  o f  t h e  mouth is 
c o r b e l e d  t o . t h e  l i n t ' e l .  The t o p  o f  t h e  f u r n a c e ,  o r  c h a r g i n g  f l o o r ,  is l e v e l  w i t h  
t h e  highway roadbed ,  and a  s m a l l  ways ide  t h e r e  e n a b l e s  v i s i t o r s  t o  walk towards 
t h e  t o p  o f  t h e  f l u e  where t h e  o r e  was m e l t e d .  A t  t h e  ways ide  i s  a  b ronze  p1.aque 
e r e c t e d  i n  1956 by t h e  Rainbow Ridge Chap te r  o f  t h e  Daughters  o f  t h e  American 
Revo lu t ion ,  which p r o v i d e s  a  b r i e f  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  f u r n a c e .  

Although t h e  f u r n a c e  r e c e i v e s  l i t t l e  o r  no main tenance ,  and i s  much overgrown, 
it s u r v i v e s  i n  a  g e n e r a l l y  good s t a t e  o f  p r e s e r v a t i o n .  It i s  t h e  o n l y  s u r v i v i n g  
s t r u c t u r e  o f  a  once-busy o p e r a t i o n .  The i r n ~ n r ~ d i a t e l y  a d j a c e n t  a r e a s  a r e  p s t e n t i a l  

: a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  s i t e s  and may y i e l d  a r t i f a c t s  and f o u n d a t i o n s  t h a t  cou ld  t e l l  more 
a b o u t  V i r g i n i a ' s  e a r l y  i r o n  i n d u s t r y .  
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Loca ted  i-n t h e  s c e n i c a l l y  b e a u t i f u l  Rainbow Gap, one o f  t h e  Commonwealth's most  o u t -  
s t a n d i n g  n a t u r a l  f o r m a t i o n s ,  C l i f t o n  Furnace  i s  r i c h  i n  h i s t o r i c a l  a s s o c i a t i o n s .  
Here,  d u r i n g  t h e  m i d - n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  was c o n c e n t r a t e d  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  p o r t i o n  of  
Al leghany County ' s  i r o n  i n d u s t r y ,  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  oE much o f  t h e  a r e a s  e a r l y  econoiny. 
It was t h i s  s i t e  t h a t  p rov ided  t h e  name f o r  n e a r b y  C l i f t o n  Forge ,  a  ma jor  r a i l r o a d  
j u n c t i o n  and d i v i s i o n  p o i n t  and one  o f  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  c i t i e s  of  w e s t e r n  V i r g i n i a .  
Although t h e  f o r g e  o p e r a t i o n  was l o c a t e d  i n  Rainbow Gap, C l i f t o n  Forge  Pos t  O f f i c e  
and depo t  was s i t u a t e d  n o r t h  of  t h e  Jackson  R i v e r  i n  t h e  a r e a  now known a s  C l i f t o n -  
d a l e  ?a rk ,  c a s t  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  c i t y .  What i s  now t h e  c i t y  o f  C l i E t o n  Forge  was 
f o r m e r l y  t h e  v i l i a g e  o f  Wil l iamson.  I n  1882,  when t h e  Richmond and Al leghany  
R a i l r o a d  was completed t o  Wi l l i amson  and j o i n e d  w i f h  t h e  V i r g i n i a  C e n t r a l  R a i l r o a d ,  
t h e  name o f  t h e  j u n c t i o n  was changed f r o 3  Wi l l i amson  t o  C l i f t o n  Forge .  

By 1800 t h e  demand f o r  i r o n  was s o  g r e a t  i n  V i r g i n i a  t h a t  t h e  whole  e a s t e r n  p o r t i o n  
o f  t h e  Appa lach ians  became d o t t e d  w i t h  c h a r c o a l - f i r e d  i r o n  f u r n a c e s .  Al though now 
dormant,  V i r g i n i a ' s  i r o n  i n d u s t r y  once  formed a  s i g n i f i c a n t  p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  s t a t e ' s  
economy. Al leghany  County was espec~!.el ly r i c h  i n  i r o n  d e p o s i t s ,  and by t h e  1820s 
s e v e r a l  f u r n s - e s  had been  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  v i c i n i t y  where t h e  Jackson  and Cowpasture 
R i v e r s  converge  t o  form' t h e  James. A f o r g e  p roduc ing  wrought i r o n  w-8 i n  opcra t i .on  
a s  e a r l y  a s  1522 a t  ltainbow Gap. The o p e r a t i o n  proved t o  be s o  s u c c e s s f i i l  t h a t  i n  
1846 i t s  owner,  Wi l l i am L y l e  Alexander d e c i d e d  t o  produce p i g  i r o n  from t h e  same 
o r e  mined nea rby .  The s t o n e  s t r u c t u r e  e r e c t e d  f o r  t h i s  purpose  is  t h e  e x i s t i n g  
c o l d  b l a s t  c h a r c o a l  f u r n a c e  over lookin:  t h e  s c e n i c  gap.  

b7illiam Alexander  was a  n a t i v e  oE R,>c!:briilge County. The i~ame o f  h i s  f c n i l y  farm 
t h e r e ,  C l i f t o n . ,  provic!ed t h e  name f o r  h i s  i n d u s t r y .  P r i o r  t o  h i s  t a k i n g  o v e r  tl-ie 
o p e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  C l i f t o n  f o r g e  and f u r c a c e ,  Alexander  was a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  John 
J o r d a n ,  a  no ted  b u i l d e r  and i r o n  maker from L e x i n g t o n  who had se t  u p  s e v e r a l  f u r n a c e s  
i n  t h e  r e g i o n .  

For  e i g h t  y e a r s  p i g  i r o n  was produced a t  t h e  C l i f t o n  f u r n a c e  a t  t h e  r a t e  of  two-and- 
o n e - h a l f  t o  t h r e e  t o n s  a  week. However, d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d  wrought i r o n  i n c r e a s e d  
i n  demand o v e r  p i g  i r o n  and t h e  f u r n a c e  !lent o u t  o f  b l a s t  i n  1854 though t i le  f o r g e  
c o n t i n u e d  t o  o p e r a t e .  The s t r u c t u r e  was revamped i n  1874 w i t h  t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n  
t h a t  i t  migh t  a g a i n  go i n t o  b l a s t  bu t  i t  never  d i d .  The f u r n a c e  was c o m p l e t e l y  
abandoned i n  1877.  

Today t h c  massive s t o n e  s t r u c t ~ ~ r e  s l a n d s  a s  t h c  o n l y  reminder  o f  a  once  husy p l a c e .  

Locatcd w i t h i n  a  liighway r i g h t  -0:-way, 011 the S L O P C '  Le tveen  U.S.  220 and Ltic 

Chesapeake and Ohio R a i l r o a d ,  t h e  overgrown s t o n e s  symbol ize  b o t h  a  v a n i s h e d  
V i r g i n i a  i n d u s t r y  and t h e  b e g i n n i n g s  o f  a  p r o s p e r o u s  c i t y .  
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