
A Note from the Editors 

Old letters frequently are valuable sources of historical facts and often 

provide revealing verbal snapshots of what life was like in days past. Three 
articles in this issue of The Smithfield Review provide us with fascinating 
descriptions of three distinct families as each responds to various societal 
forces of the times. Not only are we permitted to share the innermost thoughts 
and reactions of several letter writers of long ago, but we become acquainted 
with some interesting individuals mentioned in the letters. We also are treated 
to insights concerning both minor and major events of their day - from 
worries of a former Governor of Virginia about the college antics of his son 
to the devastating impact of disease and war. The thoughtful reader is in-
vited to compare the human experiences in the 19th century with those of 
today. 

The first article in this issue is the story of Thomas Winton Fisher, a 
young farmer from Wythe County, Virginia, who was torn from his family 
to fight in a war that was generated by events and persons well outside the 
bounds of his experience. Several recent novels tell stories of young citizen 
warriors whose primary motivation was to survive and return to their fami-
lies. Yet, with a keen sense of duty, many of them bravely persevered under 
unbelievable hardship and danger. The story told here needs no fictional-
ized enhancement. It is a factual account, powerfully told through a se-
quence of some 33 letters. The nineteenth century author of the letters 
gave a first-person description of army life, ranging from camp boredom to 
risky battlefield exploits, but, throughout, he remains acutely aware of tragic 
events taking place at home during his absence. The letters are presented 
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by Darlene Simpson, an active Smithfield volunteer and a descendant of 
Thomas Fisher. 

The second article, entitled "The Smithfield Preston Foundation Col-
lection: A Unique Resource for Research of the Preston Family" by Laura 
Katz Smith, provides further insight into research opportunities at the Vir-
ginia Tech Library. Included in the recently acquired collection is a classic 
sequence of three letters written in 1831 by a former Governor, James 
Patton Preston of Blacksburg, Virginia. The recipients of Governor Preston's 
letters were his niece and nephew who lived near Lexington, Virginia. The 
nephew, James McDowell, was destined to become Governor of Virginia a 
few years later. The subject of the letters was Governor Preston's son, who 
was in trouble while a student at Washington College, now Washington & 
Lee University. Laura Smith, Manuscripts Curator, Special Collections 
Department of the University Libraries at Virginia Tech, has written for this 
journal in a previous volume. 

"Bottom Creek: From Community to Conservancy," by James 
Crawford, is a story of the birth and death of a small, isolated mountain 
community near Roanoke, Virginia - with a rebirth in modern times as a 
nature preserve. Beginning with ancient times, the article traces the evolv-
ing interface between our natural environment and its human inhabitants. 
James Crawford received his Master of Science degree in Geography from 
Virginia Tech in 1995. 

The letters that form the basis for our fourth article, "William P. Hickman 
in the New River Valley, 1852-1864," are part of a large, previously un-
known, collection that recently was inherited by H. William Gabriel of Flo-
rence, Montana. Mr. Gabriel's collection includes material gathered over a 
200-year time span. William Hickman, the author of the letters that are 
provided in this article, was an educator, a farmer, and a Presbyterian min-
ister who served several churches in the area during the mid-1800s. One 
of those churches was in Blacksburg, Virginia. Consequently, the letters 
contribute to the social history of Blacksburg and the surrounding region, 
because so many names and events are discussed. As a farmer and land 
owner, Hickman provides considerable information about land, commodi-
ties, and their prices. As an educator, he discusses schools and their prac-
tices. He also gives considerable attention to various diseases and medical 
problems. As with so many people of that era, his life and the events of the 
Civil War converged to provide a sudden and unexpected climax to the 
story of clergyman Hickman. William Gabriel grew up in Virginia, gradu-
ated from Virginia Tech, and received his Ph.D. from the University of 
Montana. 
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Tom Costa, a professor of history at Clinch Valley College, introduces 
our new Book Review Section, with a review by Wade Shaffer of West 
Texas A&M University. The subject of the review is Diversity and Accom-
modation: Essays on the Cultural Composition of the Virginia Frontier, ed-
ited by Michael J. Puglisi. Volume 3 closes with an index of the first three 
volumes of The Smithfield Review. 

For the benefit of our readers who have not seen the first two volumes, 
a brief orientation is appropriate. Smithfield is an historic property adja-
cent to the campus of Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University in 
Blacksburg, Virginia. The manor house, constructed around 1774 on the 
frontier, is a premier example of early American architecture and is one of 
few such regional structures of that period to survive. It was the last home 
of Colonel William Preston, a noted surveyor and developer of western 
lands, who served as an important colonial and Revolutionary War leader. 
Smithfield served as a land office involving property as far west as Ken-
tucky. It was a home for the distinguished Preston family and a military 
base during the tumultuous Revolutionary War period. Today, Smithfield is 
a museum that is interpreted and administered by a local group of volun-
teers. 

The Smithfield Review originated as a Smithfield publication designed 
to ensure that the often neglected history of the region is made available to 
the general public in a way that is both interesting and enlightening. The 
Smithfield-Preston Foundation and the History Department of Virginia Tech 
have joined in sponsoring our effort. The Smithfield Review continues to 
focus on the history of the area west of the Blue Ridge Mountains in Vir-
ginia and adjacent states. We seek articles that include studies of important 
personages and events, reports of archaeological discoveries, and analyses 
of the social, political, and architectural history of the region. Whenever 
possible and appropriate, the articles will incorporate letters, speeches, and 
other primary documents that convey to the reader a direct sense of the 
past. 

Hugh G. Campbell, Editor 
Editorial Board: 

Clara Cox 
Charles E. Modlin 
Lon Savage 
Charles L. Taylor 
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