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NARRATIVE DESCRIPTION

Natural Bridge, located in southern Rockbridge County, is a bridge of
limestone carved by natural forces. The nomination covers 5.86 acres
containing the bridge itself and viewsheds to the southeast and to the north.
The historic condition of the bridge is unchanged, except that a variety of
paths, railings, benches, markers, and other site improvements have been
placed on the site to serve the needs of visitors. In addition, official markers
have been placed at the bottom (geodetic survey) and at the top (U.S.
- Geological Survey bench mark) of the bridge. Although there are substantial
structures nearby, such as the visitors center, hotel, and museum, the only

buildings on the site are two small noncontnbutmg utility buildings out of
sight on the top of the bndge '

The features of the bridge will be described in general, then by the experience
of viewing the bridge from below and walking through it, and finally by

noting the site features on the top of the bridge, which is not open to the
public.

The bridge is a block of solid limestone spanning the chasm between two
steep slopes. Cedar Creek runs under the bridge; it was the gradual erosion’
from this creek that formed the structure.  The bridge forms a semi-elliptical
arch. Because of the irregularity of its shape, many different measurements
have been quoted. Dimensions commonly are given as a height of
approximately 200 feet high (198.5 feet by a 1927 measurementt; 205 to 270 feet
according to Thomas Jefferson?; and 215 feet according to measurements
made by French engineers during the American Revolution®), a width

1Chester A. Reeds, Natural Bridge and Its Environs (Lynchburg, Virginia: Brown-Morrison Co.,
Inc., 1927), 22

2Thomas ]efferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, ed. William Peden (Chapel Hill, North
Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 1955), 24.

3(no author),The Story of Natural Bridge (Natu:al Bridge, Virginia: Natural Bridge of
Virginia, Inc., 1947), 6.
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varying from 150 feet at one end to 50 feet at the other, and a thickness
(height) of the rock of approximately 50 feet. The unbroken span has
dimensions of approximately 90 feet long, 100 feet wide, and 50 feet deep.*

The eastern boundary of the site lies approximately'where the path from the
visitors' center opens to a stunning first view of the bridge. This-point is
reached by a concrete pedestrian walkway. that follows the curve of the east
wall of the canyon. The pathway continues under the bridge, where it crosses
Cedar Creek, and on the north side of the bridge runs along the west canyon
wall. A low two-foot-high mortared stone wall flanks the creek side of the
path, while a taller wall of similar construction forms a boundary along some
portions of the slope side. Green aluminum and wood benches face the
bridge in a single row on the southeastern approach and in two parallel rows
on the north side. Where the path crosses Cedar Creek under the bridge itself,
low guardrails have been placed on both sides, consisting of stone pillars
approximately two feet tall joined by two treated wood railings approximately
four inches square and eight feet Iong There are two markers on the path.
Almost directly under the bridge a sign marks a rock in which & National
Geodetic Survey vertical control mark has been embedded (Monument #2 on
the 1996 survey). The inscription reads "G.W. 1750 / 1984." This apparently is
the same stone uncovered in 1927 bearing the initials "G.W." and a
surveyor's cross, a photograph of which appears in the Reeds book.3 Thesign
also brings to the visitor's notice a carving in the far bridge face which is
advertised as the handiwork of George Washington. Outlined in a white box
are the initials "G.W." carved in a spot 23 feet high. The other sign, on the

north side of the bridge, describes attractions farther down the path (and
outside of the project area).

The boundaries of the bridge are closed to maintain security. A green, solid-
‘board fence approximately eight to ten feet tall runs along the sides and top of
the bridge. At the far south ends and at the northeast end, the fencing

4Reeds, 22.
“Reeds, 59 (Figure 80).
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material switches to eciually tall chain link. Several locked gates provide
access to either side of the top of the bridge and to small utility buildings.

The top of the bridge serves U.S. Route 11. This two-lane highway sits within
a right of way that normally is 80 feet wide; however, the bridge is narrower
than this in places and as noted on the survey, the State retains only the
surface reservation (not fee simple ownership) necessary to use the bridge,

. which in some cases is little more than the width of pavement for the two

lanes. At the top of the bridge, the shoulder is approximately four feet
between the road way and the fence. Marked on the survey as Monument #1
is a U.S. Geological Survey bench mark that was set on the top of the bridge in
1905 and bears the inscription "1,150 feet above sea level" (although it
apparently is approximately 10 feet from the very highest level).6 A billboard
advertising the site sits atop the fence beside the road as it crosses the

'southeast corner of the bridge.

The top and sides of the bridge are covered with scrub forest, mostly maples
and other dedduous species as well as a few cedars and pines. None of the
trees are very tall and the area is rocky, with numerous outcrops.

Conduit pipes for electrical wires run along the top of the bridge on both

- sides, serving speakers and lights. Two noncontributing utility buildings

(each less than 10 feet square) in unobtrusive locations on each side of the top
of the bridge also serve these electrical needs.

Attached are a 1996 survey of the site, a 1927 sketch map, and the U.S.G.S.
map. . .

6Reeds, 22
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NARRATIVE DESCRIPTION

Natural Bridge, located in southern Rockbridge County, is a bridge of
limestone carved by natural forces. The nomination covers 5.86 acres
containing the bridge itself and viewsheds to the southeast and to the north.
The historic condition of the bridge is unchanged, except that a variety of
paths, railings, benches, markers, and other site improvements have been
placed on the site to serve the needs of visitors. In addition, official markers
have been placed at the bottom (geodetic survey) and at the top (U.S.
Geological Survey bench mark) of the bridge. Although there are substantial
structures nearby, such as the visitors center, hotel, and museum, the only
buildings on the site are two small noncontributing utility buildings out of
sight on the top of the bridge.

The features of the bridge will be described in general, then by the experience
of viewing the bridge from below and walking through it, and finally by
noting the site features on the top of the bridge, which is not open to the
public.

The bridge is a block of solid limestone spanning the chasm between two
steep slopes. Cedar Creek runs under the bridge; it was the gradual erosion
from this creek that formed the structure. The bridge forms a semi-elliptical
arch. Because of the irregularity of its shape, many different measurements
have been quoted. Dimensions commonly are given as a height of
approximately 200 feet high (198.5 feet by a 1927 measurementl; 205 to 270 feet
according to Thomas Jefferson?; and 215 feet according to measurements
made by French engineers during the American Revolution3), a width

Chester A. Reeds, Natural Bridge and Its Environs (Lynchburg, Virginia: Brown-Morrison Co.,
Inc., 1927), 22.

2Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, ed. William Peden (Chapel Hill, North
Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 1955), 24.

3(no author),The Story of Natural Bridge (Natural Bridge, Virginia: Natural Bridge of
Virginia, Inc., 1947), 6.
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varying from 150 feet at one end to 50 feet at the other, and a thickness
(height) of the rock of approximately 50 feet. The unbroken span has
dimensions of approximately 90 feet long, 100 feet wide, and 50 feet deep.*

The eastern boundary of the site lies approximately where the path from the
visitors' center opens to a stunning first view of the bridge. This point is
reached by a concrete pedestrian walkway that follows the curve of the east
wall of the canyon. The pathway continues under the bridge, where it crosses
Cedar Creek, and on the north side of the bridge runs along the west canyon
wall. A low two-foot-high mortared stone wall flanks the creek side of the
path, while a taller wall of similar construction forms a boundary along some
portions of the slope side. Green aluminum and wood benches face the
bridge in a single row on the southeastern approach and in two parallel rows
on the north side. Where the path crosses Cedar Creek under the bridge itself,
low guardrails have been placed on both sides, consisting of stone pillars
approximately two feet tall joined by two treated wood railings approximately
four inches square and eight feet long. There are two markers on the path.
Almost directly under the bridge a sign marks a rock in which a National
Geodetic Survey vertical control mark has been embedded (Monument #2 on
the 1996 survey). The inscription reads "G.W. 1750 / 1984." This apparently is
the same stone uncovered in 1927 bearing the initials "G.W." and a
surveyor's cross, a photograph of which appears in the Reeds book.> The sign
also brings to the visitor's notice a carving in the far bridge face which is
advertised as the handiwork of George Washington. Outlined in a white box
are the initials "G.W." carved in a spot 23 feet high. The other sign, on the
north side of the bridge, describes attractions farther down the path (and
outside of the project area). '

The boundaries of the bridge are closed to maintain security. A green, solid-
board fence approximately eight to ten feet tall runs along the sides and top of
the bridge. At the far south ends and at the northeast end, the fencing

4Reeds, 22.
S5Reeds, 59 (Figure 80).
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material switches to equally tall chain link. Several locked gates provide
access to either side of the top of the bridge and to small utility buildings.

The top of the bridge serves U.S. Route 11. This two-lane highway sits within
a right of way that normally is 80 feet wide; however, the bridge is narrower
than this in places and as noted on the survey, the State retains only the
surface reservation (not fee simple ownership) necessary to use the bridge,
which in some cases is little more than the width of pavement for the two
lanes. At the top of the bridge, the shoulder is approximately four feet
between the road way and the fence. Marked on the survey as Monument #1
is a U.S. Geological Survey bench mark that was set on the top of the bridge in
1905 and bears the inscription "1,150 feet above sea level” (although it
apparently is approximately 10 feet from the very highest level).6 A billboard
advertising the site sits atop the fence beside the road as it crosses the
southeast corner of the bridge.

The top and sides of the bridge are covered with scrub forest, mostly maples
and other deciduous species as well as a few cedars and pines. None of the
trees are very tall and the area is rocky, with numerous outcrops.

Conduit pipes for electrical wires run along the top of the bridge on both
sides, serving speakers and lights. Two noncontributing utility buildings
(each less than 10 feet square) in unobtrusive locations on each side of the top
of the bridge also serve these electrical needs.

Attached are a 1996 survey of the site, a 1927 sketch map, and the US.G.S.
map.

6Reeds, 22.
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NARRATIVE STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Since the settling of America, Natural Bridge has served as one of the
nation's most recognizable icons of the wonders of nature. Its image was
popularized by artists throughout the centuries and by a stream of illustrious
visitors who waxed eloquent on its inspiring characteristics. The bridge so
captured the attention of Thomas Jefferson that he purchased the site,
obtaining a grant from George III in 1774, and later wrote that he considered
the bridge a public trust and would not allow it to be injured, defaced, or
masked from public view. Indeed, Natural Bridge and Niagara Falls in the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries occupied the top tier as the
most impressive natural wonders in the New World. These wonders were
very important to Europeans as well as Americans, for the vast wilderness of
America presented new horizons in man's quest to understand his place in
the world. Natural Bridge inspired both reflection on God's supreme power
and curiosity about the science of nature. In its beautiful setting, one that
became increasingly accessible as civilization expanded westward, the bridge
inspired countless renderings that provide not just pictures of a bridge but the
frame of reference for each artist. Taken as a continuum, these renderings are
fascinating glimpses into the philosophy, art, technology, and culture of each
time period. Likewise, because the bridge has attracted visitors from its
"discovery" through today, its long history as a tourist site provides a similar
record of the tastes and trends and technology of the day. As a sacred site to
the Monacan Indians, a setting associated by popular tradition with George
Washington's exploits, a favored property of Thomas Jefferson, a functioning
bridge along the main north-south route through western Virginia, a tourist
destination, and an ever-popular artists' subject, the bridge has always held a
unique place in the national consciousness. It is a National Natural
Landmark listed by the U.S. Department of the Interior.

‘Natural Bridge meets both the A and B criteria, as it has made a significant
contribution to the broad patterns of our history, from the period of Native
American Euro-American contact to the early twentieth century, and is
associated with the life of Thomas Jefferson, certainly a person significant in
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our past as the principal intellectual spokesperson of the American
Revolution and the nation's third president. The date he was granted title to
the bridge (1774} is a significant date. None of the criteria considerations
apply to this property nor does the site reflect important cultural affiliations.
The bridge is significant in the areas of Philosophy, Art,
Entertainment/Recreation, Ethnic Heritage (Native American), and
Transportation.

Chronological History Of The Property

Probably the first Euro-American to see the bridge was John Peter Sallings,
who arrived in the area as early as 1730. His diary entry on the bridge in 1742
(no longer extant) was the first documentation of the bridge, although he may
have viewed it as early as 17347 Reeds, in his guide to the bridge, notes that
"the earliest mention of the Bridge is by Burnaby, in 1759."8

At the time of Euro-American settlement, Native Americans used the Valley
as a common hunting ground among tribes. The area was not permanently
inhabited. Natural Bridge lies along a trail the Indians used, which the Euro-
Americans believed them to call the "Great Path," and it apparently served
as a bridge then as it has throughout history.

George Washington is said to have surveyed the bridge about 1750 while he
was working in western Virginia for Lord Fairfax,10 but this is unlikely as
Lord Fairfax did not own property this far south.1l Thomas Jefferson probably
viewed the bridge for the first time in August 1767, when he made notes in
his Memorandum Book that became the basis for his description in Notes on
Virginia.12 He obtained 157 acres containing Natural Bridge in a grant from

7E.P. Tompkins and J. Lee Davis, The Natural Bridge and Its Historical Surroundings (Natural
Bridge, Virginia: Natural Bridge of Virginia, Inc., 1939), 1 and 112.

BReeds, 57.

9Tompkins, 2.

10Reeds, 58.

115, Allen Chambers, Jr., notes received April 1997.

12Monticello Research Department, notes made April 5, 1995, and delivered to David Coffey.
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King George III dated July 5, 1774, and signed by Virginia Governor
Dunmore.13 In 1778, Rockbridge County was formed, so named because of
‘the Natural Bridge within its boundaries.

Jefferson made at least three more recorded visits to the site.14 According to
Reeds, Jefferson not only surveyed the site himself in 1802 and made a map
but the next year had a two-room log cabin built, one room of which was to be
kept open for visitors. 15 A book left there "for sentiments" recorded such
names as Marshall, Monroe, Clay, Benton, Jackson, Van Buren, and Sam
Houston.1é After financial difficulties in 1809, Jefferson tried to sell the land
and for a time leased it for saltpeter mining and use as a shot tower.17

In 1817, he agreed for a local freeman named Patrick Henry to live at Natural
Bridge as a custodian of the property.18

Natural Bridge passed out of Jefferson family possession in 1835. Thereafter,
tourism facilities were expanded and over the years Natural Bridge became a
popular destination for the general public arriving not just by horseback but
later by train and by car.

The bridge has changed hands numerous times, always remaining in private
hands but apparently not always solvent. Title to the 157 acres containing the
bridge was granted to Thomas Jefferson in 1774.1° He died in 1826, and in
1835 his heirs Martha Randolph and Thomas Jefferson Randolph sold the
property to Joel Lackland for $1,500.20 As Jefferson had devised the land
"subject to the payment of his debts"2l, it may not have been free and clear at

13Reeds, 58.

l4Monticello Research Department, notes made April 5, 1995, and delivered to David Coffey.
15Reeds, 59.

16Reeds, 59.

17Monticello Research Department, notes made April 5, 1995 and delivered to David Coffey.
18Monticello Research Department, notes made July 1995 and delivered to David Coffey.
15Reeds, 58.

20Deed Book T, 476.

Z1Deed Book T, 476.
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his death. In 1846, Lackland sold the property, then consisting of the 157 acres
plus additional tracts of seven and one acres, for $10,000 to Walter K. Cole.22
This 165-acre block remained intact through many exchanges. Cole sold one-
third interest to Jesse Wootten and Wootten acquired the remaining two-
thirds in 1848 in a chancery suit involving Cole, Wootten, and David G.
Houston.23 In 1859, the property passed to John B. Luster, Wootten's
creditor, apparently after Wootten defaulted on his payments.2¢ In turn,
Luster failed to pay the bond made in 1862 to pay $10,000 within three years
and in 1868, a trustee conveyed the bridge property to Lewis Harman, who
was the winning bidder at auction for $9,355.2 He did not keep the bridge
long either. Two years later, he and his wife Ellen sold the property to
Michael G. Harman, who sold it the next day to John W. Garrett of Baltimore
for $10,000.26 But in July 1872, Garrett and his wife sold the property back to
Michael G. Harman.?? The next exchange was in 1876, when Michael
Harman and his wife Caroline sold the bridge tract and other properties to
AW. Harman, Jr., for $14,000.28 Financial troubles again prompted a sale,
when an 1881 settlement involving the National Valley Bank in Staunton as
the plaintiff and A.W. Harman, Jr., and others as defendants, accepted the
proposition of H.C. Parsons "for the purchase of the land embraced in the
Natural Bridge property in the bill and proceedings mentioned, at the price of
$14,000."2° Parsons greatly increased the scope of the tourist site he had
acquired. Parsons and his wife Nellie in 1884 transferred the Harman
purchase and other land totaling approximately 2,000 acres to the Natural
Bridge Forest Company for $100,000.3% Financing appears to have been
through New York financial circles, as the Knickerbocker Trust Company and

22Deed Book Z, 147.

BDeed Book CC, 85.

24Deed Book 11, 120.

25Deed Book JJ, 673.

26Deed Book KK, 466 and Deed Book MM, 13.
27Deed Book MM, 356.

28Deed Book 00, 544.

2%Deed Book S8, 240.

30Deed Book WW, 342.
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the Manhattan Trust Company held deeds of trust in this period. In 1900, a
total of 425 acres including the bridge was sold by the Natural Bridge Forest
Company (and Nellie L. Parsons who conveyed interest in an adjoining tract)
to the Natural Bridge Development Company.3! This same 425 acres, along
with an adjacent 1,060 acres including the hotel, pavilions, and other
improvements, was sold to Natural Bridge of Virginia, Inc. in 1925.32 It
remains in the same corporate ownership today, although there have been
different shareholders of the company. The separate 5.86-acre tax parcel
designated in this nomination to contain just the bridge and its principal
public viewsheds was recorded in August 1996.

Significance In Area Of Philosophy

Natural Bridge functioned as a gauge of man's place in the universe. Because
it was so notable a natural wonder, changing views of it reflected changing
views of nature and advances in science. In the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, the bridge aroused emotions of both terror and delight;
its attraction reflected the aesthetic ideal of that time. The bridge also
symbolized how the new American wilderness was viewed as much more
sublime than the wonders of Europe. The bridge was doubly mysterious and
awesome because early visitors did not have a scientific explanation for its
formation. The bridge also represented God's hand on earth. The "new
Eden" of America was thought to have more direct and dramatic examples of
God's work. As the 1800s wore on, the bridge became an artistic subject just as
delightful as before but without the horror. Paintings became more realistic
and then more picturesque.33

Thomas Jefferson himself epitomized the dual fascination engendered by
Natural Bridge as both a scientific phenomenon and an awe-inspiring icon.

31Deed Book 90, 355.

32Deed Book, 142, 306.

33Pamela H. Simpson, So Beautiful an Arch: Images of the Natural Bridge 1787-1890
(Lexington, Virginia: Washington and Lee University, 1982), 3-5.
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His description in the 1785 Notes on Virginia veers from detailed
measurements and a literal description of the site to an ecstatic and
enthusiastic detailing of the almost religious experience its viewing
inspired.34

At first some (including Jefferson) thought the bridge had to be the result of a
cataclysmic event. Later geologists put the cause as the gradual forces of
erosion. One of the first of these was Francis William Gilmer, a geologist
who visited the bridge with Jefferson in 1815 and then delivered a brief
treatise "On the Natural Bridge of Virginia" to the American Philosophical
Society in Philadelphia. Gilmer discounted the theory of the bridge being
formed by a "sudden convulsion, or an extraordinary deviation from the
ordinary laws of nature,” suggesting instead that it had been "produced by the
very slow operation of causes which have always and must ever continue to
act in the same manner."35

Even more than as a natural phenomenon, the bridge was viewed as a work
of God through nature. From the Native Americans forward, the bridge was
seen as a demonstration of God's work. Even those who realized it was
created by understandable natural forces still attributed awe-inspiring power
to it. In fact, almost all early accounts of visitors use such words as "fear,”
"wonder,” "awful,” and "awe." The state of mind of early viewers of the
bridge, as recounted in various sources, is almost always one of awe, with
quite a bit of fear mixed in for those looking down from the top. Some of
these are quoted below:

Jefferson in his Notes on the State of Virginia gives an entire
page to Natural Bridge, calling it "the most sublime of Nature's
works....few men have resolution to...look over into the abyss.
You involuntarily fall on your hands and feet, creep to the
parapet and peep over it. Looking down from this height about a

34]efferson, Notes, ed. by Peden, 25 and 263-4 .
35Reeds, 60-61.
















































