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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 1936, 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 Regional 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. Shenandoah’s environment is
dynamic, ever changing; yet Skyline Drive, its overlooks and
support structures exhibit the seven aspects of integrity and
dgenerally 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
Interstate-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

? uU.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service,
Denver Service Center, Environmental Assessment For _General
Management Plan, Shenandoah National Park, Virginia, Denver: 1981),
p. 71. Hereafter cited as NPS, DSC, SHEN GMP/EA.
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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
Committee.® 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 of the Piedmont Plain stretching
easterly to the Washington Monument...few scenic drives
in the world could surpass it.*

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.

3 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.

4 committee on Public Lands, Providing for the Acquisition of
Lands in the Southern Appalachian Mountains for Park Purposes:
Report to Accompany 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 drive’s 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.® 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 road be constructed which connected his
resort "Skyland" with the President’s camp.’” This proposal and
the Southern Appalachian National Park Committee’s idea of a
"skyline drive" 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

5> 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.

7 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. The 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
hurriedly.’ 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 surfacing 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 drive’s 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

1 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.

1 gsimmons, "Shenandoah," pp. 86-88; and Virginius Dabney, "New
Skyline Drive Opens in Virginia," New York Times, 13 November 1932,
II, p. 6.




NPS Form 10-900-a OMB No. 1024-0018
(8-86)

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
CONTINUATION SHEET

Section 7 Page 7 SKYLINE DRIVE
Page County, VA

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 II),
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 trees
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 II
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 to 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

12 pavidson, "Skyline Drive," p. 77.

B simmons, "Shenandoah," pp. 90-94.
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in 1942, because of the war. Work resumed after World War II 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 Shenandoah 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.!®* 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

¥4 Tan 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: Shaping the System (Washington, DC: US Department of the
Interior, National Park Service, 1991), p. 54; and Simmons,
“"Shenandoah," p. 96.

5 simmons, "Shenandoah," pp. 86, 171-72.

16 "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 wilderness," Congress enacted a bill
authorizing both Shenandoah and Great Smoky Mountains national
parks. However, it was 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

7 simmons, "Shenandoah," pp. 173-75.

¥ 1bid, 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 land to the federal government.!

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, o0ld 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.%

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
volcanic activity and successions of incurrences and retreats of

¥ 1bid, 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 National Park’s land has influenced
its physical appearance. Native Americans? 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 Meadows 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

1 NPS, DSC, SHEN GMP/EA, p. 37.

2 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 1in 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.

B John A. Conners, Shenandoah National Park: An Interpretive
Guide (Blacksburg, Virginia: The McDonald and Woodward Publishing
Company, 1988), p. 83.
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the logs for gquardrails, 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. 1In 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. 1In
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 furhaces 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

% Lys Antonie’ Schaeffer, "The Charcoal Iron Industry of the
Northern Shenandoah Valley" (Master’s Thesis, George Washington
University, 1978), p. 40.
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blast furnace for a year. Even with regeneration of the forest,
clearly the charcoal needs of these furnaces quickly depleted the
Blue Ridge timber resources.?

Other local industries used the Blue Ridge timber as well.
Perhaps most significant was the tanning industry. Local
tanneries used the bark of chestnut oaks as a major source of
tannin in the 1700s and 1800s, and on into the twentieth
century.?*

Around 1800, the mountain population began growing due
largely to soil depletion on the valley farms and because
mountain families were able to supplement their incomes by
selling timber, chestnuts, tanbark, and furs. Carding mills and
sawmills were built at the base of the hollows to make use of
available water power. The mountains sustained population
growth, but at the cost of diminished natural resources.

Beginning in the 1840s, the use of improved agricultural
methods resulted in renewal of the valley’s depleted soil, and
the area became a rich agricultural region. During the Civil
War, the Union Army realized the importance of the valley as a
major Confederate agricultural producer. The Federal "scorched-
earth" policy, initiated late in the war, devastated the lower
Shenandoah valley. Crops, mills, granaries, iron furnaces, or
anything that was of agricultural or military use to the
Confederates was destroyed. The turnpikes crossing the Blue
Ridge were of strategic importance, but saw only limited
engagements and suffered less sustained damage from the war,
despite the massive troop movements across them by both Union and
Confederate armies.

After the war the devastated Shenandoah Valley was
revitalized agriculturally through farming and orchards, and
economically by the iron, lumber, and tannery industries. The

» parwin Lambert, The Undying Past of Shenandoah National Park
(Boulder, CO: Roberts Rinehart, Inc., 1989), pp. 75-78.

% 1bid, p. 161.
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construction of the Shenandoah Valley Railroad and the rebuilding
of the Virginia Central Railroad further aided in the valley’s
revitalization. Railroad construction and the introduction of
steam powered carding mills and sawmills caused these industries
to move from the base of the mountains closer to the rail lines.
By the turn of the century chemical processes had replaced the
need for tanbark; this development, plus the onset of chestnut
blight, caused the decline of the tanning industry. This led the
mountain people to hurriedly sell their chestnut trees for lumber
and shingles, leaving the land cleared for pasture and
subsistence farming. Additionally, the continued cycle of soil
depletion and land abandonment perpetuated the practice of more
land clearing. Thus, in 1924, when Shenandoah National Park and
Skyline Drive were first proposed, the Northern Blue Ridge
Mountains consisted of one-third open field and nearly two-thirds
early second growth forest, with pockets of mature forest. Since
the establishment of the Shenandoah National Park the land has
reverted to a mature forest that is nearing the climax stage.?

The designers of Skyline Drive were able to draw upon their
experience from previous western park road projects. They
endeavored to create roads that lay lightly on the land and
flowed gently with the natural topography. By following the
existing topography, they reduced the number and severity of road
cuts and fills. When cutting or filling was necessary,
techniques were used to reduce their visual impact. The side
slopes of a cut or fill were either rounded or flattened to blend
with the surrounding topography. When the alignment required a
cut through stone, the blasting was done by a controlled charge
method. By carefully controlling the amount of stone that was
removed, scarring was reduced and the cuts take on the appearance
of natural rock outcroppings.®

7 conners, Shenandoah National Park, pp. 83-89; NPS, DSC, SHEN
GMP/EA, pp. 58-64; Henry Heatwole, Guide To Shenandoah National
Park and Skyline Drive (Luray, Virginia: Shenandoah Natural History
Association, 1988), pp. 28-40; and Lambert, Undying Past, pp. 25-
33.

2% Benson, "The Skyline Drive," The Regional Review, p. 5.
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The use of vegetation softened the visual impact of cut and
fill. Slopes were either sodded or covered with larger plants.
Existing ornamental-quality plants were often protected by
careful grading; however, most of the vegetation used on cut and
fill slopes along the drive was planted. Only native vegetation
was used along the drive and it was either transplanted from
within the park or propagated at one of the two nurseries
established in the park. The CCC enrollees provided the labor
force necessary to run the nurseries and transplant the plants.
One nursery was located at the Big Meadows near the CCC Camp NP-2
and the other nursery was located near the northern entrance of
the park. The transplanted vegetation also reduced soil erosion
by slowing down and absorbing some of the storm water runoff.
Several species of native plant materials were used. For
example:

TREES

Black Walnut Juglans nigras

Alternate Leaved Dogwood
Pitch Pine

Table Mountain Pine
Eastern White Pine

Red spruce

SHRUBS

Azalea

American Bittersweet
Strawberry Bush
Mountain Laurel
Arrowwood Viburnum
Rosebay Rhododendron

Cornus alternifolia
Pinus rigida
Pinus pungens

Pinus strobus
Picea rubens

Rhododendron spp.
Celastrus scandens
Euonymous americanus
Kalmia latifolia
Viburnum dentatum
Rhododendron maximum

The rustic style of its support structures makes the drive
blend in well with its surroundings. Building materials chosen
for entrance stations, guardwalls, picnic shelters, comfort
stations, signage, and drinking fountains were limited by design
unity and the rustic style. Native stone and wood or log were
the primary materials for these structures. A good example of
the rustic style is the picnic shelter at Pinnacles Picnic
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Grounds. The shelter is a heavy log post—-and-beam framework
supporting a roof finished in rigid concrete shingles, with a
central stone fireplace and chimney. Stone guardwalls also
demonstrate how the use of native materials blended support
structures into their surroundings. Historically, there were two
types of guardrails along the drive: stone and log. Historic
photographs show log guardrails in place along a portion of the
drive (photograph 49). On some overlook construction drawings
log guardrails were specified; however, they have been either
replaced or removed. The log guardrails were removed as they
rotted and were partially replaced by stone guardwalls which are
stronger, require less maintenance, and are not subject to dry
rot. The original stone guardwalls were constructed of native
stone. They were dry laid with the top course set in mortar and
deeply raked. The concept of using native materials to build
structures was carried through with the later built structures at
Panorama and Loft Mountain developments.

The designers of Skyline Drive were also successful in their
mission of creating a scenic park road, as the drive’s alignment
not only fits the topography but also brings park visitors into
the proper proximity for viewing the scenery. A landscape
architect would carefully go over the preliminary road alignment
and suggest changes that would protect landscape features or take
advantage of scenic points previously missed. Parking overlooks
and road widenings were designed to give visitors a chance to
stop and enjoy the views without the distraction of driving. The
design of the overlooks and road widenings were done as
preliminary sketches by landscape architects working for the
Landscape Division, later called the Branch of Plans and Design,
of ‘the National Park Service. Many of these landscape architects
were assigned to CCC camps within the park. The parking
overlooks and road widenings were designed to show a specific
view or vista, such as 014 Rag Mountain, the Shenandoah Valley,
or the Piedmont Plain. They were designed to relate to their
surrounding landform and ecological setting. The parking
overlooks were built to handle larger volumes of cars than the
road widenings; also, they were separated from the drive by
planted islands. The plantings in these islands consisted of
native species in naturalistic compositions so that they blended
with the surrounding natural vegetation. Some were richly
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planted with masses of various maples, oaks, pines, mountain
laurel, azaleas, and other native species often incorporated with
rock outcroppings, cut-stone curbing and other features. Other
planting islands were treated with varying degrees of simplicity
with the simplest consisting mostly of specimen trees with
wildflowers and grass (photographs 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11).

Present Physical Appearance

Skyline Drive is a two-lane scenic park road within the
borders of the Shenandoah National Park. The drive was designed
to provide its visitors with a pleasurable driving experience.
Along the drive are wayside stations where motorists can stop for
gas and food, parking overlooks which provide scenic views and
paths to nearby features and recreational trails, picnic grounds,
developed areas providing campgrounds, overnight accomodations,
and other visitor services. These contribute to the recreational
quality of the road. The high elevation of the drive, as it
follows the crest of the Blue Ridge, provides the Shenandoah
National Park visitor the proper vantage point for observing the
surrounding scenery.

The asphalt pavement of the drive is approximately 20 feet
wide, with three-foot shoulders where the roadbed is in cut and
five-foot shoulders where the road bed is on fill (although the
road widens to approximately 24 feet on curves). Stone
guardwalls are used along the drive where they are necessary.
Dry-laid stone guardwalls are part of the original design.
Unfortunately the original walls were not high enough for modern
safety standards, and could not withstand the impact of an
automobile traveling at 35 mph, necessitating their replacement
by the Federal Highway Administration. The rehabilitation of the
stone guardwalls began in 1983 and is ongoing (See Guardwalls
section). The new guardwalls consist of a concrete "Jersey
Barrier" core with a mortared stone veneer; the veneer stone is
cut from the original stone. This technique makes it obvious
that the new guardwalls are not of the same vintage as the
original guardwalls. The mortar joints, which did not show in
the original masonry, are readily visible in the new walls. The
stones of the original walls were laid on their face with edges
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left exposed, while the stones of the new walls are laid on their
edges with their face exposed (photographs 28, 31). As the walls
weather, the differences between the new and old guardwalls
become less evident. Letting grass grow on the shoulders of the
drive also helps the new walls blend into their surroundings.

The road shoulders are grass covered and the grass,
depending on the district, is mowed three to six times a year.
This gives the shoulders a natural appearance without allowing
the grass to grow high enough to obstruct the sightlines of
tourists using the drive. The slopes between the shoulders and
the treeline are mowed on a yearly basis. The yearlong interval
between cuts allows wildflowers and herbaceous plants to grow
while prohibiting the establishment of pioneer trees and shrubs.
The variety of wildflowers along the drive is quite diverse and
adds color and interest to the landscape. Well established bays
of mountain laurel, rhododendron, azalea, and a few fern bays
occur along the road, which add to the scenic quality of the
drive during the different seasons.

Landscapes are living, dynamic entities; therefore, changes-
- however slight--are constant. This is the case with
Shenandoah’s scenery. The growth of vegetation or geological
changes such as erosion have altered the landscape. Man too,
continues to alter the landscape surrounding Shenandoah. Once
cultivated fields, meadows and small communities were visible
from the drive; now, long metal single~story poultry coops and
suburban growth are intruding in the Shenandoah Valley and the
Piedmont. Because this land has become more valuable for
residential use, the number of housing developments in the valley
has increased. Even with this increased development, the views
from Skyline Drive are still very impressive.

Vegetation has changed the appearance of the views from the
overlooks as mature forest growth has replaced the young second
growth forest of the 1930s. A mature forest, with bays of
laurel, azalea, rhododendron, and ferns, has replaced the fields
and pastures. The broad sweeping panoramic views that made the
park famous in its early years are now replaced by framed views.
Vegetation has grown into the foreground and middleground of the
overlook vistas, creating the structure for framed views. In the
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1950s, as vegetation was renewed, drive-by vistas were cleared
along the drive to open up views not visible from an overlook or
road widening. Although the forest growth has taken away some of
the views from the drive, it has added opportunities for framed
views that did not exist before.

-While generally attracted by the striking views, visitors to
Skyline Drive can observe natural processes in action.
Shenandoah’s forest continues to be affected by infestation
insects, primarily the Gypsy Moth, a pest whose larvae consumes
the foliage of the oak tree and other hardwoods, but also by the
pine borer, spruce bud worm, and other insects that kill trees.
The loss of mature trees creates openings in the forest canopy
and allows sunlight to reach the forest floor. This permits
plants that were previously shaded to grow and become '
established. Barring any further catastrophic changes, the new
growth areas will follow the stages of forest progression until
the climax stage is reached and the cycle is completed.

With the return of the mature forest, the park’s deer herd
has also returned. A distinct deer browse line is visible on the
forest edge along portions of the drive. A browse line occurs
when the competition for food forces deer to eat the new growth
and low twigs that grow at the forest’s edge. The forest edge is
a natural source of food for deer and other wildlife. It is only
during times of overpopulation that the edge growth is consumed
faster than it can be replenished, resulting in a visible browse
line. The vegetation at Big Meadows shows the signs of the deer
population. Deerberry and blueberry are shrubs that normally
grow to a height of four to six feet, and at Big Meadows the deer
have browsed most of them down to less than a foot. These plants
now resemble groundcover rather than shrubs.

One element which park officials can do little to control is
air pollution. Air pollution from the Ohio and Mississippi
valleys is drawn into the Shenandoah Valley and the resulting
haze inhibits views from the drive. This is not limited by the
park’s boundaries. Most of the polluted air is trapped in the
valleys surrounding the park. In the early years of the park,
the Washington Monument could be seen from the drive. Now
visibility is as variable as the weather. The best time for



NPS Form 10-900-a OMB No. 1024-0018
(8-86)

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
CONTINUATION SHEET

Section 7 Page 20 , SKYLINE DRIVE
Page County, VA

viewing the scenery from the drive is after a weather front moves
through the valley and pushes the pollution out. After a front
moves through, visitors can view the Allegheny Plateau, some
thirty miles away. When the air currents are calm and the
pollution accumulates, visitors cannot clearly see Massanutten
Mountain, only twelve miles away.

Construction Methods and Equipment

In January 1926, the NPS and the Bureau of Public Roads
(BPR), a division of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, signed
an interbureau agreement, whereby the construction of the major
roads in national parks was to be carried out cooperatively, thus
combining the expertise of the BPR’s civil engineers with the
standards that the NPS developed for the protection of natural
scenery in parks. In keeping with the National Park Service’s
mission to preserve the parks unimpaired for future generations,
designers of national park roads sought ways to build roads that
caused minimum destruction to the natural landscape while
presenting the scenery from the best possible vantage point. By
the late 1920s, NPS’s landscape architects and engineers, under
the direction of Chief Landscape Architect Thomas vint and Chief
Engineer Francis Kittredge, were developing standards of
workmanship, location, and design for roads and road structures,
such as gua