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Skyline Drive - Central District

Inventory Unit Summary & Site Plan

The Cultural Landscapes Inventory Overview:

Inventory Summary

Purpose and Goals of the CLI

The Cultural Landscapes Inventory (CLI), a comprehensive inventory of all cultural landscapes 
in the national park system, is one of the most ambitious initiatives of the National Park Service 
(NPS) Park Cultural Landscapes Program.  The CLI is an evaluated inventory of all 
landscapes having historical significance that are listed on or eligible for listing on the National 
Register of Historic Places, or are otherwise managed as cultural resources through a public 
planning process and in which the NPS has or plans to acquire any legal interest.  The CLI 
identifies and documents each landscape’s location, size, physical development, condition, 
landscape characteristics, character-defining features, as well as other valuable information 
useful to park management.  Cultural landscapes become approved CLIs when concurrence 
with the findings is obtained from the park superintendent and all required data fields are 
entered into a national database.  In addition, for landscapes that are not currently listed on the 
National Register and/or do not have adequate documentation, concurrence is required from the 
State Historic Preservation Officer or the Keeper of the National Register.   

The CLI, like the List of Classified Structures, assists the NPS in its efforts to fulfill the 
identification and management requirements associated with Section 110(a) of the National 
Historic Preservation Act, National Park Service Management Policies (2006), and Director’s 
Order #28: Cultural Resource Management.  Since launching the CLI nationwide, the NPS, in 
response to the Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA), is required to report 
information that respond to NPS strategic plan accomplishments.  Two GPRA goals are 
associated with the CLI: bringing certified cultural landscapes into good condition (Goal 1a7) 
and increasing the number of CLI records that have complete, accurate, and reliable 
information (Goal 1b2B).

Scope of the CLI

The information contained within the CLI is gathered from existing secondary sources found in 
park libraries and archives and at NPS regional offices and centers, as well as through on-site 
reconnaissance of the existing landscape.  The baseline information collected provides a 
comprehensive look at the historical development and significance of the landscape, placing it in 
context of the site’s overall significance. Documentation and analysis of the existing landscape 
identifies character-defining characteristics and features, and allows for an evaluation of the 
landscape’s overall integrity and an assessment of the landscape’s overall condition.  The CLI 
also provides an illustrative site plan that indicates major features within the inventory unit.  
Unlike cultural landscape reports, the CLI does not provide management recommendations or 

CLI General Information:
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treatment guidelines for the cultural landscape.

Inventory Unit Description:

Skyline Drive is a 105.5-mile, two-lane scenic park road entirely within the boundaries of Shenandoah 
National Park (NP) in Virginia.  The drive is accessible from four entrances.  The northernmost 
entrance is at Front Royal at the junction of U.S. Route 340.  The Thornton Gap entrance is situated 
31.5 miles south, at the junction of U.S. Route 211.  Swift Run Gap is at the junction of U.S. Route 33, 
another thirty-four miles further south.  The southernmost entrance is the Rockfish Gap entrance, 105.5 
miles south of Front Royal at the junction with U.S. Route 250 and Interstate 64.  The drive traces the 
top of the Blue Ridge Mountains, which form a natural boundary between the Shenandoah Valley, or 
the “Great Valley of Virginia,” to the west, and the Piedmont Plain to the east.  Skyline Drive was 
constructed in three phases, namely North District, Central District, and South District.  The Central 
District portion of Skyline Drive extends thirty-four miles from Thornton Gap to Swift Run Gap, Mile 
31.5 to Mile 65.5.  

Skyline Drive–Central District follows the crest of the Blue Ridge, providing park visitors the 
opportunity to observe the surrounding scenery from a vantage point typically ranging from 2,500 to 
3,000 feet above the valley, with the highest peak at Mile 41.7 near Skyland at 3,680 feet.  Along the 
drive are wayside stations, parking overlooks which provide scenic views and access to trails and site 
features, picnic grounds, campgrounds, overnight accommodations, and other services.  The Central 
District provides access to several developed areas including Pinnacles, Skyland, Big Meadows, and 
Lewis Mountain.  The asphalt pavement of the drive is approximately twenty feet wide, with three-foot 
shoulders where the roadbed is in cut and five-foot shoulders where the road is on fill (although the road 
widens to twenty-four feet on curves).  Stone guardwalls are located along the drive where necessary.  
The original guardwalls were low (18-22 inches) and constructed of drylaid stone.  Concrete core 
structures with stone veneer, designed to meet today’s safety standards, have replaced many of the 
original guardwalls and have been added along several other segments.  Well established plantings of 
mountain laurel, rhododendrons, ferns, and azaleas exist along the road.  Since the 1930s, forests have 
matured and changed the appearance of views from some of the Central District’s twenty-two named 
overlooks.  Along the drive, forests of oak, maple, and hickory have also replaced many of the fields 
and pastures that were present in the 1930s.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Prior to the establishment of Shenandoah NP, the area was inhabited by Native Americans and later 
settled by European immigrants beginning in the early 1700s and reaching its peak in the nineteenth 
century.  Homesteads were established where families raised a variety of crops and fruit trees and kept 
pastures for cattle grazing.  During the early part of the twentieth century, several environmental 
disasters occurred, diminishing the economic livelihood of many area residents.  The chestnut blight 
brought catastrophic change to the forest ecosystem, decimating chestnut trees that once made up 
twenty percent of the forest.  Chestnuts were a food source for animals and could also be sold for 
cash.  The bark was used for tanning, and the wood was used in the construction of telephone poles, 
railroad ties, wheel rims, and tools.  In addition, the region experienced a severe drought in 1930 causing 
crops and the apple harvest to fail.  
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Limited recreational use of the mountains had begun as early as 1830 with the construction of Black 
Springs Hotel and the development of Stony Man Camp (later Skyland) in 1894.  In 1924, the idea of 
establishing a national park in the region came about when the U.S. Secretary of the Interior formed the 
Southern Appalachian National Park Committee (SANPC), which recognized the potential of locating a 
scenic drive atop the Blue Ridge Mountains in northern Virginia with dramatic views of the Shenandoah 
Valley to the west and the Piedmont Plain to the east.  In 1926, Congress authorized Shenandoah NP to 
provide a large, western-type park accessible from the urban centers of the East Coast.  However, the 
act did not provide federal funding to acquire land for the park.  Until the park was officially established 
in 1935, lands were acquired through private donations and funding from the Commonwealth of 
Virginia.  

The need to provide economic relief and jobs to the region, already suffering from the drought of 1930 
as well as the Great Depression, moved forward the plan to make the Shenandoah area more 
accessible by building a motor road.  The construction of this road, Skyline Drive, began in 1931under 
the Hoover Administration with the Central District as the first phase, through the coordinated efforts of 
the NPS and the Department of Agriculture’s Bureau of Public Roads (BPR).  As part of his New 
Deal legislation, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt established the Civilian Conservation Corps 
(CCC) to help create jobs through natural resource conservation efforts on federal, state, and municipal 
properties.  At Shenandoah, the CCC was involved in erosion control, planting trees and shrubs, and the 
construction of site amenities including trails, overlooks, parking lots, and drinking fountains.  

Following design and planning principles promoted by the NPS, the drive was designed to work with the 
natural topography while also taking advantage of panoramic views and vistas.  The road was also 
planned to provide access to visitor amenities at regular intervals, including overlooks, picnic areas, 
wayside stations and four multi-use developments.  Structures and buildings associated with the drive, 
such as guardwalls, gutters, and retaining walls, were constructed out of local materials including stone 
and wood.  The NPS and BPR also constructed a tunnel in the Central District in order to avoid major 
scarring of the hillside below Mary’s Rock.  The CCC constructed landscape elements that enhanced 
the rustic and naturalistic setting by using stone for drinking fountains, boulders for bollards and logs for 
guardrails.  CCC workers also planted native trees and shrubs along the drive to revegetate cut and fill 
areas, screen overlooks from the road, and to create a seamless visual transition to the surrounding 
landscape.

After the U.S. entered World War II, further development of the park ceased until after the war.  
Visitation to the park plummeted as fuel shortages curbed opportunities for leisurely drives and people 
were encouraged to conserve resources for the war effort, forcing the closure of concession facilities.  
After the war, the concession facilities re-opened, but business remained slow.  In the early 1950s, 
concrete mile markers were installed along the drive and work on guardwall construction was 
completed.

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, Mission 66 ushered in a program to update and improve facilities 
throughout the national park system.  In the Skyline Drive–Central District, projects included new 
signage, grade separations at Thornton Gap and Swift Run Gap, a realignment of a dangerous curve 
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near Big Meadows, and new parking areas for day hikers.  Deteriorated wood guardrails were also 
removed.  In the 1980s, many existing guardwalls were replaced with a newer design to meet 
contemporary safety standards.  In 2007, large sections of the drive in the Central District were 
reconstructed.  A capital improvement project to restore forty-nine overlooks along the entirety of the 
drive is currently underway. 

SIGNIFICANCE SUMMARY

Skyline Drive–Central District is part of the Skyline Drive Historic District, which was designated a 
National Historic Landmark (NHL) on October 6, 2008.  Skyline Drive, along with its adjoining 
overlooks, waysides, picnic areas, campgrounds, and development areas,  is nationally significant under 
NHL criteria 1 (event) and  4 (design), which corresponds to criteria A and C, respectively, in the 
National Register of Historic Places.  

Skyline Drive is primarily significant for its leading role in the movement to conserve and enhance the 
Nation’s natural resources in the eastern United States for enjoyment and outdoor recreation by the 
American public that gained momentum in the mid-1920s and continued through the 1930s.  It 
represents efforts by the United States Government with the cooperation of the Commonwealth of 
Virginia to conserve the characteristic scenic and natural resources of the Central Appalachians and 
Blue Ridge in the form of Shenandoah National Park.  Designed and constructed between 1930 and 
1942, it played an important role in the efforts of the federal  government to provide economic relief in 
the form of employment for both skilled and unskilled labor during the Great Depression. These 
programs included drought relief funding beginning in 1931 and the varied makework and relief 
programs of the New Deal era (1933 to 1942) including the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), Public 
Works Administration (PWA), and Works Progress Administration (WPA). These programs not only 
promoted economic stability but moreover reflected the social-humanitarian purposes of the New Deal, 
advanced the conservation of natural areas, and expanded the recreational resources of the nation 
(NHL 2008:4).

Designed as the backbone of Shenandoah National Park, Skyline Drive also illustrates the principles of 
naturalistic landscape design promoted by the National Park Service for work in state and national 
parks and parkways in the early 20th century.  Designed and constructed in the 1930s, the drive 
represents an important stage in the adaptation of the principles and practices of naturalistic and rustic 
design that had been developed for Western park roads to the gentler topography of the Appalachians 
and the emerging East Coast ideas for parkway development.  Distinguishing design characteristics 
include the graceful curvilinear alignment; the rounding, flattening, and planting of cut and fill slopes in 
native species to blend naturalistically into the surrounding topography; and the picturesque parking 
overlooks at frequent intervals to provide scenic valley and ridgetop vistas and to link motorists with the 
Appalachian Trail and other trails leading to waterfalls, outcroppings, springs, scenic views, and virgin 
stands of trees.  Recreational areas for picnicking, camping, dining and overnight accommodations were 
developed according to the park’s master plan at regular intervals along the drive, including Dickey 
Ridge, Elkwallow, Pinnacles, Skyland, Big Meadows, Lewis Mountain, and South River.  The CCC 
played a major role in the development of these areas, as did the Virginia Sky-Line Company, which as 
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the park’s concessionaire built village-like clusters with lodges and overnight cabins and waysides with 
shops, lunchrooms, and gasoline stations.  Several of these buildings are outstanding examples of 
National Park Service rustic architecture applied to the eastern deciduous forests and geological 
character of the Blue Ridge (NHL 2008:4-5).

The period of significance for the Skyline Drive Historic District is 1931-1952.  Construction of the road 
began in 1931 and occurred in three distinct phases, and extended to 1952, which recognizes the small 
amount of work done to complete the guardwalls after World War II and some minor changes that 
were in keeping with the 1930s plans.  It should be noted that major developed areas and picnic areas 
along the drive, including those in the Central District – Pinnacles Picnic Grounds, Skyland, Big 
Meadows, Lewis Mountain, and South River Picnic Grounds – are evaluated in separate CLIs.

ANALYSIS/EVALUATION SUMMARY AND CONDITION

Landscape characteristics and features from the period of significance remain today along Skyline 
Driveand are important to its historic character and unique identity.  The historic design is evident in the 
circulation layout, building materials, vegetation, and Rustic Design style of the remaining guardwalls, 
retaining walls, drainage structures, and fountains, reflecting the planning, landscape design, and 
architectural style that was implemented  in the 1930s and 1940s by the National Park Service (NPS) 
and Bureau of Public Roads (BPR).  The road, overlooks, and parking areas remain much as they did 
during the period of significance.  Historic small scale features include elements such as guardrails, 
signage, water fountains, stone walls, tree wells, and planting islands.  One of the most notable features 
unique to the Central District was Mary’s Rock Tunnel, which was constructed to avoid having the 
road alignment leave an unsightly scar in the landscape. 

Changes since 1952 on Skyline Drive–Central District include the realignment of a section of the drive 
near Big Meadows to eliminate a dangerous curve.  Additional gravel parking areas have been built to 
accommodate day hikers, and the wooden guardrails were removed, though some have recently been 
reinstalled.  The tunnel at Mary’s Rock was lined in concrete to prevent the formation of icicles in the 
winter and water seepage in the summer.  New entrance stations have also been constructed at 
Thornton Gap and Swift Run Gap.  In addition, a new overlook was built near Swift Run Gap.  Other 
changes include the removal of deteriorated chestnut cribbing, guardwalls, and failed culverts in the 
1980s as part of a rehabilitation program.  Many of the original stone guardwalls have been replaced 
with a new design that reflects current safety standards, consisting of concrete core structures with 
native stone veneer salvaged from the old walls. This work, along with restoration of views and vistas 
at overlooks, is ongoing.  Interpretive and directional signage has also been replaced since the period of 
significance. The overall impacts of these changes on the Skyline Drive landscape have been minimal 
and do not detract from the historic setting.  

The condition of the Skyline Drive–Central District landscape at the time of this report’s completion is 
evaluated as “good.”  The vehicular circulation system has been well maintained through repaving and 
some adjustments to traffic flow for safety.  The associated trailheads, pedestrian pathways, and 
service and fire roads have also been maintained.  The surviving historic small scale features, including 
the drinking fountains, tree wells, and boulders are in good condition.  Projects aimed at improving the 
overlooks and managing roadside vegetation are ongoing.
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Site Plan

Skyline Drive-Central District, Mile 31.5-39
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Skyline Drive-Central District, Mile 40 - Mile 48
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Skyline Drive-Central District, Mile 49 - Mile 54
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Skyline Drive-Central District, Mile 55 - Mile 60
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Skyline Drive-Central District, Mile 60 - Mile 65.5
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