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The Commemorative Markers Placed by the United Daughters of the Confederacy on the Jefferson Davis
Highway in Virginia, 1913 - 1947

Summary Paragraph

The Commemorative Markers Placed by the United Daughters of the Confederacy on the Jefferson Davis Highway in
Virginia, 1913-1947 Multiple Property Documentation includes 16 commemorative stone markers erected by chapters
of the United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC) along what are now U.S. routes 1/301 and 58 from Northern
Virginia to the North Carolina border. This effort was mounted in 1913 in response to the establishment of the Lincoln
Highway as the first coast-to-coast highway and was one of the 250 or so named highways established and promoted
in the country between 1913 and 1925. The Davis Highway, however, was a memorial rather than a commercial
venture and was promoted by UDC organizations across the South long after the country’s named highways were
absorbed into the numbered highway system.

Criteria Statement

The MPD is eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places under Criterion A because the Jefferson
Davis Highway is one of the approximately 250 named highways established during the first period of the country’s
development of better and more direct routes of transportation either across the continent or to and from specific
points of interest.

As commemorative markers, the property types meet Criteria Consideration F, properties primarily commemorative
in intent, whose symbolic value has invested them with their own historical significance. '

The MPD has statewide significance in the area of transportation because of its association with early highway
development and promotion. The MPD also has statewide significance in the area of social history because of the
effort undertaken by women of the United Daughters of the Confederacy to memorialize Jefferson Davis through the
highway’s makers and educational material.

Period of Significance: 1913- 1947

The period of significance for this MPD is from 1913 to 1947 to include the date (1913) that the highway was first
conceived through the program’s most active years in the 1920s and 1930s, when most of the Virginia markers were

erected, until 1947 when the terminal marker for the Jefferson Davis Highway was placed just outside Washington,
D.C.
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In 1913 Mrs. Alexander B. White of Tennessee, President-General of the United Daughters of the Confederacy
(UDC), introduced the idea for a coast-to-coast Jefferson Davis Memorial Highway. At the UDC convention meeting
in New Orleans in November of that year, Mrs. White made the recommendation “that the United Daughters of the
Confederacy secure for an ocean to ocean highway from Washington to San Diego, through the Southern States, the
name of Jefferson Davis National Highway; the same to be beautified and historic places on it suitably and
permanently marked.” The recommendation was adopted unanimously and in the following years, the UDC sought
support from the southern states for the designation of state routes as part of the highway and worked to place
plantings, markers and memorials along those roadways. The UDC-proposed southern route of a cross-country
highway was to be named after the first and only President of the Confederate States of America and would build on
work already begun in Kentucky for a state Jefferson Davis Highway.

Mrs. White’s idea, no doubt, was inspired by the establishment earlier that year of the Lincoln Highway, the brainchild
of Carl Fisher, builder of the Indianapolis Motor Speedway. Fisher envisioned a “Coast-to-Coast Rock Highway”
running from New York City to California to be completed by 1915 to provide a convenient route of travel to the
Panama-Pacific Exposition in San Francisco. The Lincoln Highway Association was established in 1913 to improve
and promote the highway. The Lincoln Highway Association and the UDC were only two of the many private
organizations that worked between 1913 and 1925 to establish a named highway, mark and map its route, and then
promote its use and improvement. In the case of the Lincoln Highway, for example, costs for improving and
advertising the route were to be shared by localities through which the road passed it in return for promotion of them
as sites along the country’s first transcontinental highway.

Prior to 1913, few good roads existed in the country. Improved roads were found around cities and towns, but most
roads elsewhere were unpaved, thereby providing a reason for Carl Fisher’s insistence on a “rock,” or graveled,
highway. In addition, most roads did not link up with one another into any recognizable highway system. Fisher
sought support from Henry Ford and other auto manufacturers to fund the highway. Ford refused, citing the need for
the public — not private industry — to fund roads. However, Frank Seiberling, president of Goodyear, and Henry Joy,
president of the Packard Motor Car Company, did pledge funds to Fisher’s highway.

It was Henry Joy’s idea to name the highway after Abraham Lincoln for patriotic reasons. On July 1, 1913, the name
became official and the Lincoln Highway Association was established with Joy as president and Carl Fisher as vice-
president. Fisher was responsible for determining

the route the highway would follow. The highway started in New York City and passed through New Jersey,
Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, lowa, Nebraska, Wyoming, Utah, Nevada, and California, a distance of 3,389
miles. It started in Times Square in New York City and ended in Lincoln Park in San Francisco. The route was fairly
straight and did not deviate simply to pass through cities or national parks. The route was marked with signs and was
promoted with maps and brochures.
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Hundreds of named highways were mapped out and promoted in the United States between 1913 and 1925. These
highways included, among others, the Yellowstone Trail running from Boston to Seattle with a spur to Yellowstone
National Park; the Appalachian Scenic Highway that ran from Quebec to New Orleans and Miami; the Atlantic
Coastal Highway that ran from Maine to Miami, and the Dixie Highway that ran from Chicago/Sault Ste Marie to
Miami. Trails were marked with signs on telephone poles or other structures and the sponsoring organizations
promoted the use of their routes with maps and descriptive information. Communities along the routes contributed
funds to support the promotion of the highway, expecting travelers to visit and spend money as they drove through.

In this regard the Jefferson Davis Highway was somewhat different. The UDC’s goal in establishing the highway was
not business or tourism related. As a benevolent and memorial organization, the UDC had no funds for highway
improvement and had little chance of effecting appropriations for highway work. Their goal, instead, was largely
honorific and educational. The plan envisioned the UDC obtaining permission from Southern states’ highway
commissions and legislatures to establish as the Jefferson Davis Highway a collection of existing roads that could be
linked to provide a cross-country route of travel. The UDC organizations in the various states through which the
Highway ran would then beautify the route in their states and would mark it with appropriate road markers and
memorial markers. Each UDC Division had a Jefferson Davis Highway project director and donations were sought
for their highway related projects.

The UDC’s membership was also different from the membership of the other named highway organizations. The
UDC, in its promotional literature and in its efforts to secure assistance or acknowledgement from the state
governments through which the highway passed, described itself as an organization of 100,000 women. Generally,
women actively worked for improved roads because they saw good roads as critical to better access to schools and
greater educational reform. Good roads were also seen as a means to free women from isolation and the dirt and
difficulty of travel. Women’s organizations, while interested in good roads, were, however, normally excluded from
direct membership in the auto clubs promoting other named highways. Gender-segregated women’s auto clubs did
exist in larger markets, such as in California, Chicago and Philadelphia. Under the National Dixie Highway Auxiliary,
the Dixie Highway Association supported women’s auxiliary clubs in every state. The first, established in 1916, was
in Macon, Georgia. Perhaps in part because women were routinely excluded from membership in the highway
organizations, the UDC describes its work with the Jefferson Davis Highway as the greatest work of that time
undertaken by a women’s organization.

Like the other organizations promoting the use of a particular route across the country, the UDC printed a map of the
Jefferson Davis Highway and a booklet describing the route and the historic places through which it passed. These
materials were widely distributed to groups such as schools and army posts as part of the organization’s educational
efforts. A map showing the complete proposed route was printed in 1920. The map provided notes about the history
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of the areas the highway traversed, contained pictures of historic places and people along the route, and described the
condition of the roads. It named the towns in each state along the route of the highway and provided information
helpful to motorists and of interest to travelers. Also in 1920, a design for a milepost marker was adopted. The
milepost marker was three horizontal stripes of red, white and red six inches wide with four-inch black letters “J.D.H.”

Attaching Davis’s name to a coast-to-coast highway may have been largely influenced by the existence of the Lincoln
Highway. Having the Civil War-era president of the United States recognized with a highway may have inspired the
UDC to propose similar recognition for the president of the Confederate states. However, from a historical point it
made some sense to attach Jefferson Davis’s name to a western travel route. As Secretary of War to President
Franklin Pierce, Davis directed army engineers and other surveyors to investigate practicable railroad routes from the
Mississippi River to the Pacific Ocean. Likewise, Davis’s direction of surveys for wagon roads and railroads to the
North Pacific Coast can be seen as justification for the UDC’s decision to extend the Highway to the Canadian border
in the state of Washington.

The Jefferson Davis Highway extends coast to coast, a transcontinental trail of 3,417 miles. The route runs from
Washington, D.C. to San Diego, CA and continues north up the pacific coast to the Canadian border. There are two
secondary routes: one was added from Fairview, Kentucky (Davis’s birthplace) to Beauvoir, Mississippi, where
Davis spent his declining years. The other offshoot is through Irwinsville, Georgia, following the route in 1865 that
ended in Davis becoming a prisoner.

The highway’s name became official in six states by 1923. Texas was the first state to mark the route of the highway
with the official marker. South Carolina’s route was the first to be completely built. In many parts of the South, UDC
chapters planted trees, shrubs and flowers to beautify the memorial route or a marker site. North Carolina planted red
and white crape myrtle trees along the Highway and Georgia planted crape myrtle and dogwood trees on its portion of
the route. Alabama also planted trees, shrubs and flowers. Like Virginia, other states erected permanent markers on
the route to call attention to the highway and the historic spots along it. North Carolina was the first state to erect
permanent markers. Memorial parks were established in several states including Georgia, Alabama and Kentucky.
Boundaries between states were identified with markers. A bridge bearing the name Jefferson Davis Monument
Bridge marks the boundary between South Carolina and Georgia. By 1929 the name Jefferson Davis Highway was
being used in all the states through which the road ran with the exception of California, which did not designate names
for memorial highways.

The route selected for the Jefferson Davis Highway in Virginia extends 235 miles from the Potomac River Bridge at
Arlington, south through Fredericksburg to Petersburg and then southwest to the North Carolina line. The highway
generally follows what is now U.S. Route 1/301 from Arlington, in Northemn Virginia, south to South Hill, near the
state’s southern boundary. At South Hill the Highway follows U.S. Route 58 west to Boydton, then a few miles
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further west to Clarksville to the intersection of Route 58 with U.S. Route 15, then it follows Route 15 south into
North Carolina.

The General Assembly of Virginia designated U.S. Route 1 as the Jefferson Davis Memorial Highway in 1922. The
Virginia portion of the Highway was marked as far as Fredericksburg, Virginia by July of 1927.

Sixteen stone markers were erected along the Virginia section of the Highway. The UDC developed an official design
for their commemorative markers, but few placed along the Virginia sections of the Highway meet the official
standard. The official route marker was described as three feet high, one foot eight inches wide and one foot thick. A
sloping top was to carry a bronze plate with the name of the highway, the initials U.D.C., and the year of the marker’s
erection. Most of the markers in Virginia are gray granite and about four feet in height and are engraved “Jefferson
Davis Memorial Highway.” State boundaries were also marked along the Highway. The State boundary markers are
four feet high, two feet four inches wide, and one foot eight inches thick. The top has a double bevel and the name of
the two states is on the bronze plate each facing its own State, with the name of the highway and date. The large
boulder-style marker on the Virginia-North Carolina state line has on one side “Jefferson Davis Highway, Virginia”
and on the other side “Jefferson Davis Highway, North Carolina.” The boundary stone is not counted as one of
Virginia’s 16 commemorative markers.

The earliest of the Virginia markers were erected in 1927 in the town of Ashland in Hanover County and just north
Richmond on Brook Road. The last one placed, in 1947, is the Arlington County marker located at the southern end of
14™ Street Bridge that crosses the Potomac River from Washington, DC into Virginia. It forms the eastern terminus of
the Highway. The Highway is marked with two other terminal markers. The others are at Fairview, KY, Davis’s
birthplace, on one of the Highway’s auxiliary routes, and at the western terminus in Horton Plaza in San Diego, CA.

The locations for the markers along the Jefferson Davis Highway in Virginia were usually selected for their Civil War
significance, such as a river crossing used by the armies, the location of defensive works or an army camp site,
proximity to battle sites, etc. Individual chapters of the United Daughters of the Confederacy or individual districts of
the Virginia Division of the UDC donated funds to purchase and erect the markers, then dedicated and maintained
them.

By 1925 over 250 named trails had been designated by private organizations. Because this method created confusion
for motorists trying to find the best way to cross the country, State and Federal highway officials proposed the U.S.
numbered highway system in 1925 to replace the trail names for the nation’s main interstate highways. Under the plan
the named transcontinental routes and major trails were to be carried by several numbered highways and the names of
the routes and the organizations backing them were to be eliminated. The UDC, like other organizations promoting a
named highway, expressed opposition to the obliteration of the named highways because the proposed uniform road
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Davis. Virginia state senator Andrew Clark, and Senator Barkley, participated in the unveiling ceremony that was only
one event in a three-day celebration by the Virginia Division of the UDC. While praising Davis, Barkley also praised
the “united Nation” and noted, “I'm proud to feel that our Nation today, from every section, has given of our blood,
toil and resources so that the rest of the world can know democracy and freedom.”

Although the name of the Highway has faded from the road maps, some parts of the Jefferson Davis Highway still
carry the name. Much of U.S. 1 in Southside Richmond, for example, is named “Jefferson Davis Highway.” The
portion of the old Jefferson Davis Highway in Alabama from Selma to Montgomery is probably its best known
segment. That part of Highway 80 was the route followed by the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 1965 Voting
Rights March. Now designated as a National Historic Trail it is viewed as a symbol of freedom. In Virginia the
markers erected by the UDC along the roadway still bear witness to the named highways chapter in America’s
transportation history and the UDC’s particular efforts to create a lasting memorial to the President of the
Confederacy.






























