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Summary Statement 

Atop the crest of the Blue Ridge Mountains, the 105.5-mile 
Skyline Drive in Shenandoah National Park offers panoramic views 
of the Shenandoah Valley to the west and the Piedmont to the 
east. National Park Service Landscape Architect Harvey Benson 
stated in 1940: 

Macadamized and smooth, with easy gradient and wide 
sweeping curves, the Drive unfolds to view innumerable 
panoramas of lofty peaks, forested ravines and the 
patchwork patterns of valley farms.' . 
The Southern Appalachian National Park Committee first 

proposed the Skyline Drive concept in 1924 and William Carson, 
Chairman of the Virginia State commission on Conservation and 
Development, promoted it. Construction of Skyline Drive began in 
1931 and occurred in three distinct phases, with the Central 
District, Thornton Gap to Swift Run Gap, completed first in 1934. 
The North District, from Front Royal to Thornton Gap, was 
completed next in 1936d.while the Southern District, from Swift 
Run Gap to Jarman Gap, was finished last in 1939. The 
northernmost portion of the Blue Ridge Parkway, from Jarman Gap 
to Rockfish Gap, was constructed in 1936-37, and in 1961, was 
transferred to Shenandoah National Park, administratively 
extending Skyline Drive to Rockfish Gap. 

Shenandoah National Park was one of two national parks in 
the Southern Appalachians authorized by Act of Congress in 1926 
and established in the 1930s through the acquisition and donation 
of land by the states in which they were located (North Carolina, 
Tennessee, and Virginia). Portions of Virginia's Blue Ridge, 
some of which had been cultivated or cut-over for timber, have 
reverted to forest with Shenandoah National Park forming the 
heart of a beautiful nature reserve with the Appalachian Trail 
and many other trails, campgrounds, and resort areas, many 
accessed by Skyline Drive. The drive features parking overlooks 

' Harvey Benson, "The Skyline Drive: A Brief History of a 
Mountaintop Motorway," The Reqional Review 4 (2): 3. 
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and road widenings, picnic grounds, wayside stations, trailheads 
and parking areas, stone guardwalls and other engineering and 
landscape architecture features. Shenandoahls environment is 
dynamic, ever changing; yet Skyline Drive, its overlooks and 
support structures exhibit the seven aspects of integrity and 
generally retain high integrity. 

Overview 

Skyline Drive follows a 75-mile portion of ridgeline in the 
Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia. It runs 105.5 miles from its 
northern end in Front Royal to its southern end at the Rockfish ' 
Gap near Waynesboro. Lying entirely within the boundaries of the 
Shenandoah National Park, Skyline Drive serves as the park's 
major access road. The drive is accessible from four entrances. 
The northernmost entrance is at Front Royal at the junction of US 
Route 340. The Thornton Gap entrance lies 31.5 miles south, at 
the junction of US Route 211. Swift Run Gap lies at the junction 
of US Route 33, another 34 miles further south. The southernmost 
entrance is the Rockfish Gap entrance, which lies 105.5 miles 
south of Front Royal at the junction with US Route 250 and 
~nterstate-64.2 The drive and the park are within the bounds of 
eight counties: Ablemarle, Augusta, Greene, Madison, Page, 
Rappahannock, Rockingham, and Warren. The Blue Ridge Mountains 
form a natural boundary. To its west lies the Shenandoah Valley, 
or the "Great Valley of Virginia," and to its east lies the 
Piedmont. 

One of the earliest explorers of this region was Virginia 
Governor Alexander Spotswood, who in 1716 led a company of 63 men 
across the Blue Ridge, through Swift Run Gap into the Shenandoah 
Valley. Land-grant programs for settlers and treaties with 
Native Americans opened the valley for settlement. English, 
Scots-Irish and German immigrants settled the region, and by 1745 

U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, 
Denver Service Center, Environmental Assessment For General 
Manaqement Plan. Shenandoah National Park, Virqinia, Denver: 1981), 
p. 71. Hereafter cited as NPS, DSC, SHEN GMPIEA. 
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more than 10,000 homesteaders had settled in the valley. The 
Valley of Virginia was the scene of intensive military action 
during the Civil War, and because it was a leading agricultural 
center, it was known as the "breadbasket of the Confederacy." 
Although the Blue Ridge Mountains of northern Virginia witnessed 
only limited battle action, they contained key gaps that 
permitted passage of both Union and Confederate troops between 
the Shenandoah Valley and the Piedmont. The Valley's economy 
today is still primarily agricultural-based and it is a leading 
poultry producer. 

Impetus for construction of Skyline Drive can be found in 
the 1924 report of the Southern Appalachian National Park . 
C~rnmittee.~ Charged with selecting the site of the second major 
eastern national park, the commission in their report stated: 

the greatest single feature, however, is a possible 
skyline drive along the mountain top following a 
continuous ridge and looking down westerly on the 
Shenandoah Valley from 2,500 to 3,500 feet below, and 
commanding a view gf the Piedmont Plain stretching 
easterly to the ~Sshington Monument...few scenic drives 
in the world could surpass it.4 

Obviously impressed by the scenic qualities offered, the 
Committee suggested that the Blue Ridge Mountains in northern 
Virginia be selected as the site for the creation of this new 
national park. 

The Southern Appalachian National Park Committee consisted 
of the following members: Pennsylvania Congressman Henry W. Temple, 
chairman; Industrialist William C. Gregg; Chief Engineer of the 
U.S. Geological Survey Colonel Glenn S. Smith, secretary; Manager 
of the Palisades Interstate Park Major William A. Welch; and 
Botanist Harlan P. Kelsey. 

Committee on Public Lands, Providinq for the Acauisition of 
Lands in the Southern Appalachian Mountains for Park PurDoses: 
Report to Accompanv H.R. 11980, 68th Cong. 2nd SeSS., 1925, H. 
Rept. 1320, p. 5. 
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William E. Carson, Chairman of the Virginia State Commission 
on Conservation and Development, recognizing the importance of 
Shenandoah National Park, promoted the Skyline Drive concept. 
Carson, the drivers chief advocate, ultimately oversaw the 
acquisition of the park land through purchases and donations 
(the Commission was established by Virginia Governor Harry Flood 
Byrd, Sr., serving the purpose of raising and managing funds for 
the proposed national park).' 

Beginning in 1928, Carson initiated a program to establish a 
presidential retreat on the upper Rapidan River, in the Blue 
Ridge. Knowing that President-elect Herbert Hoover was an avid 
fisherman, Carson fostered what became known as Camp Rapidan 

. 
(later Camp Hoover). Carson secured exclusive fishing rights for 
the upper Rapidan and proceeded to win Hoover's acceptance of the 
camp. This was a critical move for both the construction of the 
drive and the establishment of the park.6 In addition to the 
establishment of the fishing camp, a road was built from 
Criglersville to Camp Rapidan, giving the President access to his 
mountain retreat. Once the camp was in use, George Freeman 
Pollock suggested a rogd be constructed which connected his 
resort IfSkylandff with the President's camp.' This proposal and 
the Southern Appalachian National Park Committee's idea of a 
"skyline drivelf are often considered the origins of the present 
Skyline Drive. The concept was stated; now it only needed to be 
implemented. 

The President not only enjoyed the mountains for fishing, 
but often rode along the summit of the Blue Ridge. Horace 
Albright, then National Park Service Director, accompanied him on 
one of his horseback rides to Big Meadows in the summer or autumn 
of 1930 and Hoover remarked to him that "...these mountains are 

' Dennis Elwood Simmons, "The Creation of Shenandoah National 
Park and the Skyline Drive, 1924-1936" (Ph.D. Dissertation, 
University of Virginia, 1978), pp. 32-33. 

Ibid., pp. 63-69. 

' Ibid, p. 71. 
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made for a highway ... and everybody ought to have a chance to get 
the views from here...." Carson shortly thereafter secured the 
President's promise, that when federal monies were available he 
would earmark funds for the construction of the drive. Carson 
obtained a $200,000 Department of the Interior appropriation to 
construct twenty miles of road from Camp Rapidan to Skyland. 
Carson later suggested extending the road to Thornton Gap and the 
Lee Highway (Route 211), believing that extending it would 
benefit both Camp Rapidan by improving accessibility to the 
fishing camp in the case of an emergency, and would also increase 
the potential for drought relief employment. However, because of 
legislative red tape, funding of the appropriations bill was cut 
in mid-December.' 

. 
In late January 1931, funding for the construction of 

thirty-four miles of Skyline Drive became available from the 
Federal Drought Relief Administration. The 1930 drought 
devastated the Blue Ridge region and led to the failure of both 
crops and the apple harvest. Drought Relief Funds were 
appropriated to employ Virginia farmers and apple pickers as 
unskilled laborers. TQe Bureau of Public Roads (BPR) which 
constructed all roads for the National Park Service (NPS), 
employed these men on the surveying of the road between Thornton 
and Swift Run gaps. However, these allocated funds had to be 
spent during the 1930 fiscal year, and the work was completed 
h~rriedly.~ The severe winter of 1930-31 also hampered this 
early phase of the project. 

Lacking funds to complete this section of Skyline Drive, 
Carson turned to Michigan Congressman Louis Cramton for help. 
Cramton secured congressional legislation permitting the use of 
Drought Relief Funds for road construction in national parks and 

Ibid, pp. 77-78. 

Ibid, pp. 77-80. 
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forests, and the necessary funding was allocated for finishing 
the Thornton Gap to Swift Run Gap section.'' 

The official ground breaking for Skyline Drive occurred July 
18, 1931 at Thornton Gap; work progressed through the summer, 
ceasing in December with the onset of winter. Construction was 
resumed the following spring, but political forces were at work, 
calling for the drive to open July 1, 1932. Because the drought 
had economically devastated the Shenandoah Valley, it was 
generally felt that opening the drive would be the economic cure 
for the region. These forces won a small victory when the 
section from Thornton Gap to Hawksbill Gap was opened to loop 
traffic on October 22, 1932. The drive was an immediate success'. 
More than 30,000 tourists in over 8,000 automobiles had toured 
the drive by the end of November, when it was closed for the 
winter. Because the drive had no guardwalls or finished surface, 
it was considered a hazard. Tourists entering at Thornton Gap 
signed disclaimers exonerating the federal government from any 
responsibility in the event of an accident or fatality. Although 
finished to Swift Run Gap, the road did not open during 1933 
because the hard surfasing was not contracted until the fall of 
that year and not finished until summer 1934." 

In the fall of 1932 Congress appropriated $1,000,000 to 
continue the drivers construction. TWO months later, in 
December, the NPS announced that the drive would be extended 
north from Thornton Gap to Front Royal. Finally when it seemed 
that the drive's funding was secure, President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt, in one of his first official acts, froze all federal 

lo Arthur Davidson, "Skyline Drive and How It Came to 
Virginia," Zerkel File, Box 27, File Folder 13012, Shenandoah 
National Park Archives, Luray, Virginia. Hereafter SHEN. 

I' Simmons, "Shenandoah, It pp. 86-88 ; and Virginius Dabney, "New 
Skyline Drive Opens in Virginia," New York Times, 13 November 1932, 
11, p. 6. 
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funding in March 1933. After touring the Blue Ridge project in 
April, Roosevelt released the funds and construction resumed.'* 

In May, FDR pledged the newly formed Civilian Conservation 
Corps (CCC) to furnish the necessary labor to aid in the drive's 
construction and in the development of the Shenandoah National 
Park. While CCC enrollees worked under the joint direction of 
the NPS and the Bureau of Public Roads (BPR) from 1933 to 1942 
(at which time the CCC was disbanded because of World War 11), 
these men's construction duties were principally conservation 
oriented--blazing trails and fire roads, planting slopes, erosion 
control, and reforestation. Their work on the drive consisted of 
grading and planting the slopes of the drive, clearing dead treek 
from the roadsides, constructing guardwalls and retaining walls 
at the overlooks, developing picnic grounds, and building comfort 
stations and other small buildings." The onset of World War I1 
effectively marked the end of CCC construction and improvements 
to Skyline Drive (during the war years the NPS used conscientious 
objectors on construction projects). Improvements were made to 
the drive near Big Meadows and at Thornton Gap in the "MISSION 
66" period from 1955 $0 1966. 

The central section of the drive from Thornton Gap to Swift 
Run Gap opened on September 15, 1934. The north section from 
Front Royal to Thornton Gap was opened on October 1, 1936. When 
the south section was opened for traffic August 29, 1939, the 
drive from Front Royal to Jarman Gap was completed. 

The southernmost section of Skyline Drive, from Jarman Gap 
to Rockfish Gap, was constructed in 1936-37 as part of the Blue 
Ridge Parkway and deeded to Shenandoah National Park in 1961. 
Conceived by Sen. Harry Flood Byrd, Sr. and others, the 470-mile 
Blue Ridge Parkway connects Skyline Drive with the Great Smoky 
Mountains National Park. A joint project of the NPS and the BPR, 
construction of the Blue Ridge Parkway began in 1936 and ceased 

l2 Davidson, "Skyline Drive," p. 77. 

l3 Simmons, "Shenandoah," pp. 90-94. 
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in 1942, because of the war. Work resumed after World War I1 and 
construction was finished in the late 1960s." 

Historically, many turnpikes and lesser roads traversed the 
Blue Ridge Mountains, but few followed along the crest of the 
ridge. Most of these roads passed through the numerous gaps in 
the mountains. For instance, the Gordonsville Turnpike crossed 
the Blue Ridge at Fishers Gap, the New Market to Sperryville 
Turnpike crossed at Thornton Gap, and Swift Run Gap Turnpike 
crossed at Swift Run Gap. When Skyline Drive was constructed and 
Shenandoah National Park established, the NPS decided to limit 
access to the mountaintop and the drive. This was very 
controversial during the 1930s. Many local inhabitants railed * 

against the closure of the gap roads, arguing that it was 
inconvenient and limited access to Richmond. The NPS, on the 
other hand, argued that the closures were necessary to limit 
access and to prohibit the erection of "unsightly structures" or 
tourist traps." 

On June 26, 1939, the House of Representatives passed House 
Joint Resolution 338, which closed all roads to the ridge within 
the bounds of ~henandosh National Park with the exception of U.S. 
Route 211 at Thornton Gap (the Lee Highway), and U.S. Route 33 
(the Spotswood Trail) at Swift Run Gap.I6 Today, many of these 
historic routes have been maintained as fire roads or limited 
access roads for park support personnel. 

Another point of contention was the charging of entrance 
fees to enter Skyline Drive. Beginning in early 1937, the NPS 

l4  Ian Firth, "Blue Ridge Parkway Historic Resource Study," 
(U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, Atlanta, 
Draft Report 1991), pp. 17-20; Barry Mackintosh, The National 
Parks: Shapins the Svstem (Washington, DC: US Department of the 
Interior, National Park Service, 1991), p. 54; and Simmons, 
"Shenandoah," p. 96. 

" Simmons, "Shenandoah,' pp. 86, 171-72. 

l6 "H.J. Res. 338" Box 27, File Folder 13012, SHEN Archives. 
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proposed to charge a fee intended to defray the cost of 
maintaining the drive and the park. This was met with a public 
outcry opposing the idea. The public believed that the park 
should be free and open to all, since many gap roads were closed 
and the land was in federal hands. Ultimately, the NPS won the 
battle and entrance fees are still charged.'' 

In 1924, Secretary of the Interior Hubert Work, at the 
recommendation of NPS Director Stephen Mather, appointed the 
Southern Appalachian National Park Commission to select the site 
of a new eastern national park. Over twenty locations were 
suggested, but only three--Shenandoah, Mammoth Cave in Kentucky 
and the Great Smoky Mountains in North Carolina and Tennessee-- ' 
were recommended as possible national park sites. After much 
promotion by Shenandoah Valley Incorporated, (a businessmen's 
association geared to promote the valley's natural beauty) and 
others, the Commission chose the Blue Ridge as the park site. 
Later in 1926, after substantial Congressional discussion, most 
of it focusing on whether the northern Blue Ridge could be 
considered 'primeval wildernes~,~~ Congress enacted a bill 
authorizing both Shenandoah and Great Smoky Mountains national 
parks. However, it wa; not until December 26, 1935 that 
Shenandoah National Park became a reality, when the title for 
176,429 acres of land was accepted by Secretary of the Interior 
Harold L. Ickes. President Roosevelt officially dedicated 
Shenandoah National Park on July 3, 1936 at Big Meadows." 

In the interim, problems arose in acquiring clear title to 
the lands which encompass the park. Because Shenandoah's 
enabling legislation prohibited the use of federal funds to 
purchase park lands, the desired properties had to be obtained 
through private donation to the government or acquired by the 
Commonwealth of Virginia and donated to the federal government. 
Some land was donated to Virginia, such as Camp Rapidan and 
military land near Front Royal, while other tracts were purchased 
using privately donated money, but the majority of the land 

" Simmons, "Shenandoah," pp. 173-75. 
" Ibid, pp. 11-31. 
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needed to establish the park was acquired through condemnation 
proceedings initiated by the Commonwealth of Virginia. 
Landowners whose property was condemned received fair 
compensation through arbitration. Following settlement of 
claims, Virginia donated the landto the federal g~vernment.'~ 

Problems with establishing the park did not end with 
acquisition of the Blue Ridge tracts, as not everyone living 
within the park's proclamation boundary were landowners. Many 
were tenants, share renters, or squatters, and because of this, 
the federal government offered to resettle those persons unable 
to move on their own. The government established seven 
resettlement communities in the Shenandoah Valley and on the 

. 
Piedmont Plateau including Ida Valley, Page County; Flint Hill 
and Washington, Rappahannock County; and Wolftown, on the 
Madison-Greene county line. Not all families were resettled, but 
some 172 families were moved to new communities. Under an 
agreement with the NPS, old or infirm residents were allowed to 
continue to live on park lands, and Annie Shenk, the last 
inhabitant to do so, left the park in the early 1970s and died in 
1978 at the age of 92.20. - 
Historic Physical Appearance 

The land comprising Shenandoah National Park and Skyline 
Drive was formed by several different geological forces. This 
land is supported by a granite base that formed eons ago, far 
below the earth's surface. The granite was uplifted by 
hydrostatic rebound and the overlying strata was eventually 
eroded to expose the granite in jagged hills with deep valleys. 
Volcanic activity later filled the valleys, creating a vast lava 
plain. The lava plain subsided to form a seabed onto which 
sediments were deposited to a depth of 30,000 feet. Alternating 
periods of deformation and subsidence, along with occasional 

b volcanic activity and successions of incurrences and retreats of 

l9 Ibid, pp. 109-111. 

" Ibid, p. 164 
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the sea, formed the strata of the land. Approximately 300 
million years ago, compression from the Atlantic Ridge Rift Zone 
produced the parallel folds that have since formed the 
Appalachian Mountains." The Blue Ridge Mountains are part of 
the Appalachian Mountain chain. 

Human use of Shenandoah ~ational Park's land has influenced 
its physical appearance. Native ~mericans" left marks on the 
land by clearing portions of the forest for hunting camps and 
village sites and improving their hunting capabilities. Some 
clearings attributed to Native Americans--"balds"--were used by 
European settlers for pasture or homesites. There is evidence 
of these clearings in the park today." The Big Meadows area, 

. 
which is still maintained by the park as an open meadow 
environment, is an example. At the time the park was established 
the clearing at Big Meadows extended from Milam Gap to Fishers 
Gap and north to the present Big Meadows campground. Big Meadows 
was used for homesites and summer pasture by European settlers 
and their descendants until the area was obtained by the National 
Park Service. There was an extensive stand of American Chestnut 
trees in the Big Meadoys area, before the chestnut blight left 
the trees standing as a ghost-like forest until the NPS deemed 
them a fire hazard. After cutting the dead trees, the park used 

" NPS, DSC, SHEN GMPIEA, p. 37. 
22 National Park Service archeological investigations 

undertaken in connection with construction projects, including the 
ongoing rehabilitation of skyline Drive, are providing new 
information about Native American land use. These include Michael 
Hoffman and Robert W. Foss, "Man in the Blue Ridge--An 
Archeological and Environmental perspective,' paper presented at 
the Second Annual Shenandoah Research Symposium, Shenandoah 
National Park, and at the 42nd Annual Meeting of the Society for 
American Archeology, New Orleans, Louisiana, 1977. 

23 John A. Conners, Shenandoah National Park: An Interwretive 
Guide (Blacksburg, Virginia: The McDonald and Woodward Publishing 
Company, 1988), p. 83. 
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the logs for guardrails, drinking fountains, and in the 
construction of park buildings and signage. 

John Lederer is credited with the first written account of a 
white man visiting the present Shenandoah National Park land. An 
account of his 1669 visit to the region was published in London 
in 1671. In 1716, Virginia's Lieutenant Governor Alexander 
Spotswood led what is considered the first expedition over the 
Blue Ridge Mountains and into the Shenandoah Valley beyond. In 
spite of these explorations, the Shenandoah Valley and the 
surrounding mountains remained frontier wilderness until the mid- 
18th century. The Shenandoah Valley experienced a steady 
population growth from 1745 to 1770. . 

The Blue Ridge Mountains experienced little population 
growth during this time period; however, some of the mountains' 
resources were heavily exploited. The area was ripe for iron 
production, with the valley's numerous iron ore banks, abundant 
mountain streams to power the bellows, limestone for flux, and a 
seemingly endless supply of Massanutten Mountain and Blue Ridge 
timber for making charcoal. For example, the charcoal iron 
industry reached what is now Page County around 1785 when Dirck 
Pennebacker (or Pennybacker) erected his Pine Forge near Smiths 
Creek south of Luray. Late in the eighteenth century, he 
purchased land next to Hawksbill Creek and constructed the 
Redwell Furnace (later Isabella). His family came to own or 
operate five furnaces and forges in the area." 

The Shenandoah Valley charcoal iron industry, while 
virtually destroyed during the Civil War, was revived and lasted 
until the 1880s. In the course of it long history, this industry 
relied entirely upon mountain timber for charcoal making. The 
operation of ten or more ante-bellum furnaces on the western 
slopes of the Blue Ridge required extensive cutting of mountain 
timber. The most widely accepted estimate is that it annually 
took approximately 8,000 acres of forest to support one charcoal 

24 Lys Antonie1 Schaeffer, "The Charcoal Iron Industry of the 
Northern Shenandoah Valley" (Master's Thesis, George Washington 
University, 1978), p. 40. 










































































































































































































































































