
The 

Smithfield Review 


Studies in the history ofthe region west ofthe Blue Ridge 

Volume 19, 2015 

A Note from the Editors ........................................................................ v 


The Draper's Meadows Settlement (1746-1756) Part II 

Ryan S. Mays ................................................................................. l 


Peter Harrison Whisner, D.D. 

Paul L. Nichols .............................................................................33 


The Early Years of Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State 

University: Part I 

Clara B. Cox ................................................................................51 


A Sketch of Letitia Preston Floyd and Some of Her Letters 

Jim Glanville and Ryan Mays ..........................................................77 


Governor John Floyd, Letitia Preston Floyd, and the Catholic Church 

Jim Glanville .............................................................................. 121 


Letitia Preston Floyd: Pioneer Catholic Feminist 

Harry E. Winter, OMI ................................................................ 137 


Brief Note: Sugar Maples and Maple Sugar at Historic Smithfield 

Donald E. Bixby ........................................................................ 147 


Index to Volume 19 

Rachael Ga"ity .......................................................................... 150 


Published by the 

Smithfield Preston Foundation 


in cooperation with the 

Department of History, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University 


Blacksburg, Virginia 




This publication has been made possible 

through the generous contributions of 


National Bank 

Blacksburg, Virginia 


Published in cooperation with the 

Department of History 


Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University 

through funding from the 

Frank L. Curtis Fund 




The 


Smithfield 

Review 


Studies in the history ofthe region west ofthe Blue Ridge 

Volume 19, 2015 

Published by the 


Smithfield Preston Foundation 

in cooperation with the 


Department of History, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University 


Blacksburg, Virginia 




The Smithfield Review is published annually, in the spring, by the 
Smithfield Preston Foundation, Blacksburg, Virginia, in cooperation with the 
Department of History, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University. 

Subscribtions are $14. 70 per year: Individual copies or the entire set of 
sixteen volumes are available from: 

Smithfield Museum Store 

I 000 Smithfield Plantation Road 

Blacksburg, VA 24060 


Or call 1/540-231-394 7 
or email info@smithfieldplantation.org 
Please include $3.50 shipping/handling per copy. 

Multiple copies are available at a discount. 
Complete sets are available at a further discount. 

ISSN 1093-9652 
©2015 Smithfield Review 

Printed in the United States ofAmerica 

ii 

mailto:info@smithfieldplantation.org


Smithfield is an important historic property adjacent 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. Preston named the 1,860-
acre plantation "Smithfield" in honor of his wife, Susanna Smith. Today, 
the manor house is a museum that is interpreted and administered by a local 
group of volunteers. 

In 1997 the Smithfield Review was founded with the purpose of helping 
to preserve the often neglected history of the region west of the Blue Ridge 
Mountains in Virginia and adjacent states. We seek articles about 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. 
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A Note from the Editors 

The earliest documented events in the histories of both Blacksburg and 
Virginia Tech are featured in the first three articles of this volume of the Smithfield 
Review. These articles present previously unpublished material that should extend 
our understanding of the origin and early history of each of these two entities. The 
final three articles examine the life of a remarkable daughter of Smithfield who 
undoubtedly had considerable influence on the affairs ofVirginia, and probably the 
nation, in the first half of the nineteenth century. 

The first article is the second part of the two part series on the history of 
Draper's Meadows---the original name of the community that later became known 
as Blacksburg. The author, Ryan Mays, presents the results ofhis extensive research 
in identifying and locating the pioneers in "The Draper's Meadows Settlement 
(l 746-1756) Part II." An important feature of this article is a carefully researched 
and constructed map of the original Draper's Meadows parcels superimposed on 
a map of Blacksburg. 

The next two articles explore the histories of the Olin & Preston Institute and, 
after the Civil War, its successor, the Preston and Olin Institute. A Methodist minister 
was instrumental in securing the funds that led to the survival of the struggling 
school, which was eventually selected to become one of two land grant colleges in 
Virginia. The brief biography, "Peter Harrison Whisner, D.D." is authored by Paul 
L. Nichols, Ph.D., of Gaithersburg, Maryland. Dr. Nichols describes the life of an 
enlightened man whose unusual vision included the value of education in an era 
when education was not available for many citizens. That vision led to the creation 
of the college that ultimately became known as Virginia Tech. 

The third article, "Olin and Preston Institute and Preston and Olin Institute: 
The Early Years of Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University Part I," by 
Clara 8. Cox, describes the history of the Olin and Preston institute and the court 
case that led to its transition to Preston and Olin Institute. In 1854 one of the early 
reports of a committee of the Methodist Church stated that the young Olin and 
Preston Institute "promises to be a flourishing school." It actually had to endure 
many financial difficulties, a civil war, numerous political maneuvers, and many 
years before this optimistic forecast became a reality, but in retrospect we can 
observe the accuracy of that mid-nineteenth century forecast. Part II, scheduled 
for Volume 20, will describe the school's evolution into Preston and Olin Institute 
and how it was selected to become one of Virginia's land grant Colleges, Virginia 
Agricultural and Mechanical College. 

The last three articles of Volume 19 describe various aspects of the 
extraordinary life of Letitia Preston, daughter of Col. William Preston and the wife 
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A NoTE FROM THE EDITORS 

of John Floyd who was governor ofVirginia from 1830 to 1834. It was during this 
important time that Nat Turner's rebellion occurred and events began to cascade 
toward civil war as the country began to polarize over slavery issues and the 
nullification crisis. Jim Glanville and Ryan Mays collaborate to produce the fourth 
article, "A Sketch of Letitia Preston Floyd and Some of Her Letters." The authors 
point out that John Floyd kept a diary during his tenure as governor that includes 
a December 1831 entry: "Before I leave this government I will have contrived to 
have a law passed gradually abolishing slavery in this state." With the help of two 
of Letitia's nephews, he tried but unfortunately failed. His diary and Letitia's letters 
also reveal a volatile relationship between Governor Floyd and Andrew Jackson, 
President of the United States. Letitia Preston, a child of Smithfield, certainly had 
a ringside seat and---given her intellect and character--- probably more than a little 
influence on the momentous events of her era. 

In "Governor John Floyd, Letitia Floyd, and the Catholic Church," author 
Jim Glanville describes the transition of the governor's family from its protestant, 
Presbyterian roots to Catholicism. This transition is documented by Glanville's 
research and six letters written to Letitia Preston by clergy of the Catholic Church. 
The letters, addressed to Letitia at Burke's Garden after her husband's death, were 
written during a four-year period beginning in February 1843. 

The final article,"Letitia Preston Floyd---Pioneer Catholic Feminist" by 
Father Harry E. Winter, also describes the family's transition to Catholicism and 
Letitia's intellectual struggles over religion. Jim Glanville, who found, annotated, 
and lightly edited Winter's unpublished manuscript, writes that the article 
"comes from an unconventional historical perspective and sheds new light on the 
remarkable former first lady of Virginia." 

Our Brief Note section, "Sugar Maples at Historic Smithfield" by Donald 
Bixby, formerly of Blacksburg, features an old source of sugar at Smithfield. Bixby 
emphasizes the importance of the single remaining maple tree that was "likely a 
contemporary of the first years of the Preston family at Smithfield." 

As always, the editors acknowledge the assistance of our authors and our 
anonymous group of reviewers for their essential contributions to our endeavor. 
Our gratitude is also extended to Christy Mackie, Barbara Corbett, and Rachael 
Garrity for their assistance in the final preparation of this year's content. We thank 
the Virginia Tech Department of History and the Smithfield Preston Foundation 
for their financial support and Professor Peter Wallenstein of the Tech history 
department for his greatly appreciated help in the final editing process. 

Hugh G. Campbell, Editor 
Smithfield Review Editorial Board: Smithfield Review Management Board: 

Clara B. Cox Marge Davis Candi Kelly 
David W. McKissack Julie Earthman Susanna Kibler 
Charles L. Taylor Judy Foster David W. McKissack 
Sharon B. Watkins 
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The Draper's Meadows Settlement 
(1746-1756) Part II 

Ryans. Mays 

Located in the New River Valley in what is now Montgomery County, 
Virginia, the Draper's Meadows settlement was one of the earliest Euro-
American settlements in the colonial Virginia backcountry. Its first known 
settlers were George and Eleanor Draper and their children, John and Mary, 
who arrived apparently in the year 1746. Part I of this article focused 
primarily on the history of the Draper family. 1 Part II continues the story 
of the Drapers but presents more information about the larger Draper's 
Meadows settlement through the year 1756, at which time it was more or 
less abandoned until after the French and Indian War (l 754-1763). 

George Draper and Family in Pennsylvania (1730s) 
Since the publication of Part I, an interesting and significant new record 

of the Draper family in Pennsylvania was presented to the author,2 who 
transmits it here as a supplement to the information he reported in Part 1:3 

In a petition to the Chester County Court dated 28 August 1739, 4 George 
Draper "ofthe Township ofNewton" applied for a license to keep a "Public 
House ofEntertainment" for travelers along the road from Paxton Township 
to Philadelphia that passed through his property. None of the petition 
appears to have actually been handwritten by George Draper himself, as the 
handwriting does not match that found on other documents known to have 
been written by Draper (see Part I). Instead, it was probably written and 
signed for Draper, perhaps by the county clerk, and it was on this document, 
below the petition, that Draper's neighbors (themselves) also signed their 
names as subscribers to the petition. This petition is printed here for the 
first time from the author's transcription (see Appendix). The document is 
particularly significant because in it Draper describes having first leased and 
then settled his land in Newton Township in 1734. 

Further Records of Eleanor Draper (1749-1752) 
George Draper had died by May 1749.5 The author has found no 

primary source records mentioning the cause of George's death, where he 
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RYANS. MAYS 

died, or where he was buried. His wife, Eleanor, appears to have remained 
a widow, and she continued living at Draper's Meadows, in what was then 
Augusta County, Virginia, with her children, John and Mary. Apart from the 
1749-1750 lawsuit, John Baird (Beard) vs. Eleanor Draper, Administratrix 
ofGeorge Draper, 6 described in Part I, there are only a few other surviving 
records of Eleanor before her own death at Draper's Meadows in 1755. 

As was reported in Part I, George Draper transacted business in 1745 
and 1746 with a man named James Conly, who was murdered in 1751 by his 
servant.7 Augusta County Court ordered that James Nealy, Richard Hall, 
Thomas Inglish (Ingles), and Tobias Bright, or any three of them, inventory 
and appraise Conly's estate, but the location of his residence was not 
mentioned. Ingles, Hall, and Bright returned their appraisement to the court 
on 21 May 1752. 8 Conly's administrator, George Breckenridge, conducted 
a sale of the estate in early 1753.9 

In late 1751 or early 1752, Eleanor Draper brought suit against 
John Conly and George Breckenridge (the latter being James Conly's 
administrator) complaining that James and John Conly had owed her £ 19 
since 1749. She submitted as evidence a promissory note for the sum, 
upon which James and John Conly had signed their marks "at the Parish 
ofAugusta [County]" on 12 September 1749. According to the agreement, 
they were to pay their debt to Eleanor by the first of September 1750. 
The note was witnessed (signed) by Thomas Ingles and Mathew Ingles 
and perhaps written by one of them, since Eleanor and the Conlys were 
apparently illiterate. Little else is known about the lawsuit except that 
George Breckenridge was brought into custody by deputy sheriff, William 
Lusk, after a warrant was issued for his arrest in January 1752. The case was 
dismissed in August 1752, suggesting that some settlement was reached. 10 

Also in 1751or1752, Colonel John Buchanan (d. 1769) composed 
a list of the surveys he had made on the Western Waters (tributaries of the 
Mississippi River) since the mid-l 740s. To identify the 7,500-acre tract he 
had surveyed for James Patton & Company on Tom's and Strouble's creeks 
in 1747, Buchanan wrote that it was "wher[e] widow Draper Lives." 11 

Conrad Eakerd Enters Lands at Draper's Meadows (1752) 
Another oblique reference to Eleanor Draper is found in a copy of 

Conrad Eakerd's entry for "Land out of [the] tract where Dreaper [Draper] 
Lives." 12 Colonel Buchanan made a record of this entry on 13 February 
1752, so "where Draper lives" was apparently again used to describe the 
7 ,500-acre tract in which Eleanor Draper was then living. There is a tear 
on the page where Buchanan noted Eakerd's desired acreage. However, the 
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THE DRAPER 's MEADOWS SETTLEMENT ( 1746-1756) PART II 

same entry was also recorded by William Preston on 13 February 1752 in 
the Wood's River Land Entry Book, and here Preston noted that "Coonrod 
Eakerd Entred 2000 acres of Land out of the tract where Draper Lives" at 
the rate of £10 per 100 acres, he paying the surveyor's fees and charges for 
surveying the land. He was to settle the land that spring where Colonel 
Buchanan directed and then pay the money within two years, with interest 
beginning upon his date of settlement. Under this entry, Colonel James 
Patton wrote the following: "Conrad Eakerd desird [desired] us to tel Colnel 
paton he gave up that Bargain of Land on drapers survey & would not have 
it. [Signed] Adam herman [and] Jacob Harman." 13 

For some reason, Conrad Eakerd left Augusta County by the summer 
of 1753. 14 It appears, however, that a tract of land was indeed surveyed for 
him, presumably in 1752 or early 1753. This is evident from the fact that 
when William Preston was surveying land in the spring of 1771, he made a 
transcript ofEakerd's old survey for his records. 15 Although the original (circa 
1752 document) has not survived, Preston noted in 1771 that he had made a 
copy of "The Courses of The Tract formerly laid off for Coonrad Eakerd." 
Preston's copy may not be complete because he did not state whether the last 
course he listed was the closing course of the survey. Nevertheless, the tract 
appears to have measured approximately 600 acres, which was far short of 
the 2,000 acres for which Eakerd had made an entry (see Figure 1). 

William Preston Surveys the Subdivisions of Draper's Meadows 
(January-February 1753) 

Colonel John Buchanan had spent at least six years surveying tens 
of thousands of acres for James Patton & Company on the New, Holston, 
and Clinch River watersheds. In 1749, he married one of James Patton's 
daughters, and by about 1751, the year he completed his last surveys for the 
company, they had settled at what is now Max Meadows along Reed Creek, 
a tributary of the New River in present-day Wythe County, Virginia. 16 

James Patton's nephew, William Preston ( 1729-1783 ), was officially 
commissioned a deputy surveyor of Augusta County under Thomas Lewis 
in November 1752, 17 although records indicate that he had been assisting 
John Buchanan and Patton's other surveyor, John Poage (d. 1789), both of 
whom surveyed illegally without licenses from the College of William and 
Mary, since probably 1746 or earlier. 18 Preston now resumed (legally) the 
surveying of land for his uncle on the Western Waters as well as on the 
Roanoke and James River watersheds. 

It appears from Preston's survey book and a single surviving plat, 
that he surveyed the subdivisions of the 7,500-acre Draper's Meadows 
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RYANS. MAYS 

tract during the cold winter months of January and February 1753. His 
survey book is now preserved in the F. B. Kegley Library at Wytheville 
Community College; the single plat is at the Virginia Historical Society. 19 

Unfortunately, the records Preston kept of his Draper's Meadows surveys 
are quite incomplete, for the metes and bounds (the land measurements) he 
put down in his survey book do not match perfectly those recorded later in 
the final deeds. In fact, surveys for only eight of the 18 known individuals 
who bought land at Draper's Meadows in 1754 are recorded in the survey 
book; a ninth is mentioned by name in the description of a corner of one 
of the other surveys. It therefore seems that Preston might have used this 
particular book intermittently, recording his field notes in yet another book 
that has been lost. 

Nevertheless, that William Preston did complete probably all of the 
Draper's Meadows surveys and present their final plans to Thomas Lewis is 
fairly certain. His survey book shows clearly that he surveyed land on the 
Roanoke River through December 1752 before traveling west to Draper's 
Meadows. Who may have assisted him is unknown. 

In his survey book, above the first of the tracts he surveyed at Draper's 
Meadows, Preston wrote "January 1753 Tom's Creek Survey." On only one 
other survey in this section of the book did he record a date, that being "12th 
Jany [January]," but the plat now at the Virginia Historical Society bears the 
date 10 February 1753. In addition to his notes on the subdivisions, Preston 
copied into the survey book the metes and bounds of Buchanan's original 
1747 survey, which he titled "The notes of Draper's Survey on the west 
side of the Ridge that Divides Roanoke & new river Waters." Preston also 
copied them on the back of a list he made of surveys run out by John Poage 
and John Trimble (Thomas Lewis' other deputies) for Patton on the James 
and Roanoke rivers. This document is undated but was probably prepared 
in 1752 or 1753.20 

James Patton Receives a Patent for Draper's Meadows (June 1753) 
and Sells Seventeen Land Parcels (February-March 1754) 

Colonel James Patton received a patent for his 7 ,500-acre tract at 
Draper's Meadows from Governor Robert Dinwiddie on 20 June 1753 for 
the price of £37: 10:0.21 He no doubt felt great pride and satisfaction at 
having finally patented his largest survey on the Western Waters. And since 
his nephew had surveyed the tract's subdivisions earlier that year, Patton 
was ready to begin selling them. 

Between 1 February and 21 March 1754, Patton signed the deeds of 
17 subdivisions sold to 18 male settlers (see Table I below).22 The deed 
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THE DRAPER 's MEADOWS SETTLEMENT ( 1746-1756) PART II 

transactions were variously witnessed by (signed, sealed, and delivered in 
the presence of) William Preston, "Jacob Harman," and "Adam Harman." 
The total acreage was 6,617 acres, sold for a sum of £701 :7:0 to be paid by 
the settlers, supposedly through quitrents and other means over time. The 
subdivision numbers correspond to numbers on the map of the settlement 
(see Figure 1 below): 

Table 1. The Subdivisions of Draper's Meadows (1754) 

Settler Acres Date ofPurchase Patent (Fee) Price Source 

( 1) Adams, John 210 2 February 1754 25:0:0 ACDB 6:50-52 

(2) Barger (Barrier), 507 10 February 1754 50:0:0 ACDB 6:93-95 
Casper 

(3) Byers, William 160 7 February 1754 20:0:0 ACDB 6:75-77 

(4) Cook, John 190 7 February 1754 24:0:0 ACDB 6:72-75 

(5) Draper, John 315 10 February 1754 25:5:0 ACDB 6:34-36 

(6) Draper, John 440 9 February 1754 35:0:0 ACDB 6:37-39 
and Ingles, William 

(7) Harman, Jacob Jr. 625 2 February 1754 75:0:0 ACDB 6:69-72 

(8) Ingles, William 255 10 February 1754 20:7:0 ACDB 6:31-33 

(9) Kinder, Conrad 290 11 February 1754 35: 15:0 ACDB 6:87-89 

(10) Kinder, Michael 200 2 February 1754 25:0:0 ACDB 6:52-56 

( 11) Leppard, William 620 21 March 1754 70:0:0 ACDB 6:47-49 

(12) Lingell, Jacob 280 10 February 1754 32:0:0 ACDB 6:60-63 

(13) Lorton, Jacob 560 2 February 1754 79:0:0 ACDB 6:56-59 

( 14) Loy, Martin 230 2 February 1754 30:0:0 ACDB 6:84-86 

( 15) Price, Augustine, 1130 2 February 1754 80:0:0 ACDB 6:65--69 
Daniel, and Henry 

(16) Sharp, George 285 2 February 1754 35:0:0 ACDB 6:90-92 

( 17) Sharp, Harness 320 2 February 1754 40:0:0 ACDB 6:42-46 
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RYANS. MAYS 

A Map and Survey Analysis of the Draper's Meadows Tract 
The Draper's Meadows settlement was located in a wide valley 

between Brush and Price mountains. The head springs of both Tom's Creek 
and Stroub le 's Creek are located along the eastern border of the tract. These 
streams flow west through the valley toward their confluence with the New 
River, which flows about one mile west of the tract's western boundary. 

Although John Buchanan's survey was reported as measuring 
approximately 7,500 acres, the author has determined that the Draper's 
Meadows tract actually measured approximately 10,000 acres. The first 
step in determining this was to transpose Buchanan's original 1747 plat 
for "7,500" acres over modern 7.5-minute scale United States Geological 
Survey topographic maps, after first re-drawing the plat to fit the scale of the 
map. The author's map was then checked against the earlier work of John 
Garrett, who had prepared a similar map in the l 980s.23 The author next 
used a computer program, ACME Planimeter, 24 to measure the area of the 
survey as it lay over the USGS map. This mapping of Draper's Meadows 
cannot be 100 percent accurate, but it represents possibly the most precise 
view of the tract to date. 

The question arises: How is it that the survey is 10,000 acres in size when 
only 7,500 acres were reported? Needless to say, the colonial surveyors had 
none of the fine-tuned land measuring devices and surveying technologies 
available to modem surveyors. It is remarkable that they achieved as 
much as they did, and, understandably, errors were common in the early 
surveys. However, an error on the scale of 2,500 acres probably cannot 
be explained solely by the use of poor instruments or faulty calculations 
made in the field or later at the desk. Instead, the discrepancy revealed 
here suggests that Buchanan and Patton may have intentionally reported the 
survey as containing far less acreage than it actually did contain. To pay 
fewer quitrents (taxes) on the land would have been the most likely reason 
for doing so. Although Draper's Meadows could be an isolated case, there 
is indeed evidence that Buchanan and Patton also "decreased" the acreage 
of several other large tracts surveyed for the company. 25 

The author has not attempted to measure all of the 1754 subdivisions 
of the 10,000-acre Draper's Meadows tract that were surveyed by William 
Preston. However, he did measure the "1, 130-acre" Price tract and found 
that it is approximately 1,450 acres in size. It would not be surprising if the 
other parcels are also larger than reported. 

The map of the Draper's Meadows tract presented in this article 
(Figure 1) is the result of many years of careful work studying the primary 
source records on the part of Frederick B. Kegley, Mary B. Kegley, J. R. 
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NORTH 

Figure 1. Colonel James Patton's 7,500 (ca. 10,000)-acre tract "at a place called Draper's" 
(Draper's Meadows), surveyed by Colonel John Buchanan on 21 October 174 7. The specific 
subdivisions (lots) 1 through 17 (labeled with circled numbers) were surveyed in the winter 
of 1753 by William Preston and sold by James Patton to 18 settlers in early 1754 (see 
corresponding list in Table 1 above). Number 18 in parenthesis is the tract surveyed ca. 1752 
for Conrad Eakerd, who abandoned it in 1753. The metes and bounds of Eakerd's survey 
were found in William Preston's records of 1771. Areas on the map without numbers represent 
lands not surveyed or divided up and sold to anyone until after the French and Indian War. 

The following is a key to the map: (1) Adams, John-210 acres; (2) Barger (Barrier), 
Casper-507; (3) Byers, William-160; (4) Cook, John-190; (5) Draper, John-315 (6) Draper, 
John and Ingles, William-440; (7) Harman, Jacob Jr.-625; (8) Ingles, William-255; (9) Kinder, 
Conrad-290; ( 10) Kinder, Michael-200; ( 11) Leppard, William-620; ( 12) Lingell, Jacob-280; 
(13) Lorton, Jacob-560; ( 14) Loy, Martin-230; ( 15) Price, Augustine, Daniel, and Henry- I, 130; 
(16) Sharp, George-285; (17) Sharp, Hamess-320; (18) Conrad Eakerd (acreage unknown). 

The author drew the survey plats in 2014 over the following U.S. Geological Survey 
7.5-minute scale topographic map quadrangles: Blacksburg, 1965 (photo-revised 1983); 
Newport, 1998; Radford South, 1998. These were the most recently published maps available. 
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Hilderbrand, John Garrett, Sara B. Keough, Blaine Adams, Hugh Campbell, 
and the author. 26 The map was drawn by the author based on these combined 
efforts. The perimeter boundaries of the tract are those measured by John 
Buchanan in 174727 (see Figure 3 in Part I), and the subdivisions are based 
on the metes and bounds of William Preston's 1753 surveys as officially 
reported in the deeds of 1754. Later deeds for land sold in the Draper's 
Meadows area through about 1800 were also consulted. 

The Natural Environment of the Draper's Meadows Tract 
We should briefly reflect on what the natural environment at Draper's 

Meadows must have been like in the 1740s and 1750s. So much has changed 
in over 260 years that apart from its general topography, much of the land 
would probably be scarcely recognizable to its first inhabitants if they could 
see it today. 

For example, when John Buchanan and William Preston made their 
surveys, probably 80 percent of the land was heavily forested. This was 
an ancient and beautiful forest with many large trees, including American 
chestnuts. As is typical of the few meager, fragmented tracts of old-growth 
forest remaining in southwest Virginia today, the understory ofthis great forest 
was probably fairly open-certainly not chocked with invasive exotic species 
such as multiflora rose, honeysuckle, and privet. In the lowgrounds along 
streams, beaver-damming activities through the years had created many small 
glades and meadows. Indeed, beaver dams, glades, and meadows are noted 
specifically at several corners of Buchanan's and Preston's surveys. American 
Indians had lived in the region for thousands of years and were probably also 
responsible for having created small clearings. The Indians may have used 
fire to some extent to clear undergrowth in portions of the forests, 28 yet their 
impact was perhaps relatively negligible when compared to the large-scale 
deforestation and destructive building projects wrought on the landscape by 
Euro-Americans, starting especially during the nineteenth century. 

Draper's Meadows was also home to a great abundance of animals, 
including some species that are now rare, extirpated from the region, or even 
extinct, such as passenger pigeons (extinct species), elk, buffalo, mountain 
lions, and gray wolves. A lick, or mineral spring, which such animals had 
visited for perhaps hundreds of years, was even noted by William Preston 
as being located at or near the site of the modern-day, artificial "Duck 
Pond" on the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University (VPI & 
SU) campus.29 Preston further noted that a branch of Strouble's Creek 
was called the Lick Run, probably because this same lick was alongside it. 
This and other head branches of Strouble's Creek that once flowed through 
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THE DRAPER 's MEADOWS SEnLEME~T (1746-1756) PART II 

the Ingles, Barger, and Leppard tracts now run underground through large 
concrete culverts to make room for the buildings and parking lots ofVPI & 
SU and the Town of Blacksburg. For instance, what was described in 1928 
as a "monster grading and draining task" changed the course of Strouble's 
Creek to make way for the VPI & SU Drillfield.30 

The Draper's Meadows of the mid-eighteenth century is long gone, 
but it is important to remember what has been lost and appreciate all the 
more what remains of this fragile environment. 

Sketches of the Draper's Meadows Settlers 
In this section are brief biographical sketches of the first settlers of 

Draper's Meadows. Very little is known for certain about most of these 
people. Although their names sometimes appear often in the early records, 
only those records that most definitely refer to the individuals living or 
owning land at Draper's Meadows are reported here. In several cases 
the author has decided to cite records that have been placed on Internet 
genealogical websites. These online records are not well-substantiated 
by primary source data and should be regarded with great skepticism, but 
they do at least provide pathways for further investigation. Additional 
information about some of the settlers and the larger Draper's Meadows 
community can be found in Frederick B. Kegley and Mary B. Kegley's 
1980 book Early Adventurers on the Western Waters (Volume 1) and in 
Turk McCleskey's chapter "The Price ofConformity," in the book Diversity 
and Accommodation: Essays on the Cultural Composition of the Virginia 
Frontier (1997).31 

The following list is arranged in alphabetical order according to the 
surnames of the men who purchased the subdivisions from James Patton in 
I 754 (see Table 1 above): 

(I) Adams, John-On I 0 February 1753, William Preston surveyed 
a tract of 420 acres for John Adams and John Crapps. 32 The 210 acres that 
Adams purchased in 1754 from James Patton included part of the original 
420-acre tract. The author has found no additional records of John Crapps, 
but on 15 August 1753, Adam Harman Sr. and Adam Harman Jr. were 
accused of beating and abusing John Adams.33 According to papers in the 
judgment file of this case at Augusta County Courthouse, the assault took 
place on 16 April 1753.34 Because Adam Harman Sr. was a resident of land 
along lower Tom's Creek and the New River,35 this record suggests that 
Adams lived on his own land farther up Tom's Creek at Draper's Meadows. 
Adams appears to have abandoned his 2 I 0-acre tract during the French and 
Indian War. 
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(2) Barger (Barrier), Casper-The author has found very little 
primary source documentation about Casper (or Gasper) Barger.36 He is 
said to have been born in Germany in 1708 and arrived aboard the ship 
Winter Galley in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, on 5 September 1738.37 James 
Patton sold him 507 acres in 1754; this land included part of what is now 
the heart of the campus of VPI & SU.38 Barger was killed by Indians, 
presumably at Draper's Meadows, during the 30 July 1755 massacre, but his 
burial site is unknown.39 Patton had written a receipt sometime prior to that 
date for having "[r ]eceived of Gasper barrier two Bushel [of] flower [flour] 
one of wheate [and] two bushel Indian com for George willson."40 Barger 
evidently died intestate because his widow, Margaret, was administratrix 
of his estate in 1760, with sureties Christopher Vineyard and Lawrence 
Hunstman.41 George Trout, William Kear, and George Peterson conducted 
his estate appraisal the same year. 42 This estate was apparently somewhere 
in the Shenandoah Valley-not at Draper's Meadows.43 Although a man 
named Phillip Barger (Barrier) later lived on Casper Barger's 507-acre tract, 
his exact relationship to Casper Barger has not been definitely established, 
yet he was probably the son of Casper and Margaret Barger.44 

Hopefully more definite information about Casper Barger will 
someday come to light. For the time being, it seems beyond question that 
Casper did live at least for a short time at Draper's Meadows on his 507 
acres. Interestingly, "Widow Barier" paid quitrents on the land after her 
husband's death each year from 1755 to 1760.45 Colonel John Buchanan 
recorded on 18 October 1765 that he received "from Margret Barrier the 
sum of six [poun ]ds ten shills. [shillings] in part of accot. [account] asigned 
to me pr [William Le]pard" and in August 1766 that he had received five 
pounds from her "on acct. of accot. asign[ ed] pr William Lepe rd."46 

(3) Byers, William-James Patton sold 160 acres to William Byers 
in February 1754. A few days later, Jacob Harman Jr. sold 170 acres from 
his 625-acre tract to Byers.47 It is possible that Byers did not actually live at 
Draper's Meadows since a William Byers was ordered to help clear a road 
in March 1754 on the North River, a tributary of the James River in central 
Virginia now called the Maury.48 

(4) Cook, John-Almost nothing is known of John Cook except that 
he purchased 190 acres at Draper's Meadows from James Patton in 1754 and 
was said to have been killed by Indians somewhere along the New River on 
3 July 1755, suggesting that he had lived for a time at Draper's Meadows.49 

His land was evidently abandoned until after the French and Indian War. 
(5) Draper, John-According to John P. Hale,50 John Draper was born 

in 1730 in Pennsylvania. He was the son of the Irish immigrants George and 
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Eleanor Draper, the founders ofDraper's Meadows, and the brother ofMary 
(later Mary Draper Ingles). He was not yet 21 years of age when Eleanor 
was appointed administratrix ofher husband's estate in 1749.51 Since there 
is no evidence that the Draper family moved away from their settlement 
at Draper's Meadows following George's death, John Draper presumably 
continued living there with his mother at the cabin he had probably helped 
his father build around 1746. Although Thomas Lewis had surveyed 
in 1747 a 275-acre tract of land for John Draper in what is now Pulaski 
County, Virginia, there is no documentation of Draper ever having lived 
there himself. John Draper sold the land to John Die in 1754 at the same 
time he purchased two tracts from James Patton at Draper's Meadows on 
the headwaters of Strouble's Creek.52 In April 1754, he married Elizabeth 
(Bettie) Robinson. 53 On 30 July 1755, their first child was killed by Indians 
at Draper's Meadows and Bettie was abducted.54 John ransomed her about 
1760 and they moved to Draper's Valley in what is now western Pulaski 
County, where they raised at least seven children. Bettie Draper's date of 
death is unknown, but it is recorded that John Draper married a widow, Jane 
Crockett, probably in the 1770s. John had died at his home in Draper's 
Valley by early 1824. 55 

(6) Harman, Jacob Jr.-Jacob Harman Jr. was the son of Jacob 
Harman Sr., who is said to have been born in Germany about 1705.56 Jacob 
Harman Jr. is thought to have been born before 1731.57 Jacob Harman Sr. 
lived at the Horseshoe Bottom on land now owned by the Radford Army 
Ammunition Plant in Pulaski County, Virginia; he and his family appear 
to have settled at this location by 1745.58 "Jacob Harman" (perhaps Jacob 
Harman Jr.) was commissioned cornet in the Augusta County militia on 19 
August 1752.59 James Patton sold 625 acres to Jacob Harman Jr. in February 
1754. Harman sold 170 acres from this tract to William Byers in 1754, 
and he and his wife Sarah sold the remaining 455 acres to Joseph McDonald 
in 1768.60 William Preston's account book of quitrents shows that Jacob 
Harman Jr. had made payments on the land from 1755 through 1760.61 

Preston wrote that Jacob Harman Sr. and Jacob Harman Jr. were killed in 
1756,62 but it is quite certain from the 1768 deed that Jacob Harman Jr. was 
still living in 1768. A Jacob Harman Sr., whose wife was "Catrina," wrote 
his will on 18 September 1761.63 He mentioned his son Jacob Harman and 
several other children, including a grandchild "Madlina Price" (see Henry 
Price sketch below), and property around the Peaked Mountain-what is 
now called Massanutten Mountain in present-day Rockingham County, 
Virginia.64 This suggests that the Jacob Harman Sr., who once lived on the 
New River, was by 1761 living on the Shenandoah River in what is now 
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Rockingham County. An inventory of Jacob Harman Sr. 's estate was made 
in May 1764.65 

Jacob Harman Jr. married Sarah Lorton, probably the daughter of 
Israel Lorton (discussed in Part I); their marriage license was issued on 15 
June 1751.66 An account of "Jacob Harman Jr." to Andrew Johnston, who 
was a merchant, "[e]xcepted this the 141h Day of March 1755 [by] Andw 
Johnston" proves that Jacob Harman Jr. 's wife was Sarah Lorton (see the 
final debit entries below). 67 The debit and credit transactions recorded in 
this remarkable account, covering the period between 17 May (probably 
1750) and 12 May 1751, provide significant information about the kinds of 
interesting goods that were available to the settlers of Draper's Meadows 
and elsewhere in the New River Valley at that time. All items listed here 
would have been greatly valued as possessions by Harman and his family, 
so we should take time to read the list carefully. The following is a slightly 
abridged version: 

[Undated]-To cash £1 :4:0; 17 May [1750]---one hank of silk, 24 
flints, 4 lb of powder, 8 lb of lead, I Y4 yard [of material not listed]; 
8 lb of powder; 22 August [1750]-4 yards of Holland [fabric], one 
knife, I China handkerchief; one [purse?]; one scarlet cloak, ribbon, 
one bell, one pack of cards, six yards of broadcloth, red shalloon, 24 
coat buttons, 12 breast buttons, one yard of buckram [fabric], two 
hanks of silk, seven yards of flinen [flanen, i.e. flannel, a woolen 
fabric], six shirt buttons, three hanks of thread, 6 Y2 lb of lead, one 
[illegible] knife, 5 lbs of tobacco, 12 buttons, I pint of rum, cash 
£2:0:0, "swap of a Bridle [£]0:3:9"; 4 lbs of powder; 8 lbs of lead; I 
lb of pepper; [owed] to Robert Breckenridge [£]0:3: IO; 13 October 
1750-1 Y2 yards of cotton; [owed] to Robert Breckenridge £0:2:7; 
one pair of shoe buckles; 6 February [1750]-6 lb of powder; "To 
Cash Sent by Israel Lorton [£]1:1:8"; 19 March [1750]-[owed] to 
Robert Breckenridge for the year 1749 £0:2:7 Yi; [owed] to Silos 
Ratliff £0: 12:9; 11 April 1751---one quire of paper; one felt hat; one 
pair of knee buckles; [owed] to "Wm Buchann" [£]3:4:3; 23 April 
1750-3 yards of bed ticking (fabric); 3 Y2 yards of Irish Holland 
[fabric]; Y4 yard of cambric [cloth]; 12 pounds of lead; 12 May 
1750-"To Cash paid at Mrs. [probably Eleanor] Drapers [ £]0: 11 :6"; 
[owed] to John McCurry Sr. [£]0: 15: 11; 500 pins; one knife and fork; 
4 lbs of powder; I Y2 yards of cloth; [owed] "To Sarrah Lorton Your 
wife [£]2:3:8"; [owed] to Mr. Madison for a licence [license] £1 :5:0." 
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Jacob Harman Jr. 's credit account, recorded on the opposite side of the 
page, was as follows: 

"[Undated] 10 "Grey [deer] Skins"; 28 "Drest" [deerskins]; 5 elk 
skins; 15 February 1751-"By 52 Grey Skins wt. [weight] 205 lb at 
humphry Bakers [Humphrey Baker's] house for which I granted him 
my Note for the same which amounts£ 12: 16:3; 8 May 1751-one elk 
skin." 

The total credit came to £21: 13:3 with a balance of£10:4:7 due Andrew 
Johnston, the combined total amounting to £31: 17: 10. It is noteworthy 
that Harman paid Johnston with deer and elk skins-the primary forms of 
currency, along with furs, of the early frontier settlers. 

Where Jacob and Sarah Harman lived in the 1750s and 1760s is 
uncertain, but it seems reasonable to suppose that by 1754 they were living 
somewhere along Tom's Creek within the 455-acre tract that they later sold 
to Joseph McDonald. Jacob Harman Jr. is thought to have died after 1801 
in Kentucky. 68 

(7) Ingles, William-William Ingles was the son of Thomas Ingles, 
who is said to have immigrated to America from Ireland.69 William first 
appears in the historical records of southwest Virginia on 19 November 
1746, when he was listed as a road worker on the Roanoke River. 70 Thomas 
Lewis surveyed 25 acres for him on 9 April 1748 on "Inglish Mill Creek," a 
branch of the South Fork of the Roanoke River in present-day Montgomery 
County.71 The location was about three miles east of the eastern border of 
the "7,500-acre" Draper's Meadows tract and was probably where Ingles 
was then living. William Ingles is said to have married Mary Draper in 
1750, but there unfortunately appears to be no extant primary source record 
of their marriage. 72 Dr. Thomas Walker found William Ingles still living 
on the Roanoke River in March 1750 when he passed through the area on 
his famous exploratory expedition for the Loyal Land Company. 73 William 
and Mary Ingles must have settled together at Draper's Meadows sometime 
shortly afterward. They were probably living on the 255-acre tract in 
February 1754 when William purchased the land from James Patton. This 
tract adjoined John Draper's tract of 315 acres and a tract of 440 acres 
that William and John purchased jointly (see Figures l and 2). Mary was 
abducted by the Indians during the Draper's Meadows Massacre on 30 July 
1755 but famously escaped and returned to Draper's Meadows on foot in 
November 1755.74 In 1762, William Ingles established a tavern and ferry on 
the New River near present-day Radford City. He and Mary continued to 
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raise their family at this location, now known as Ingles Bottom, having sold 
their land at Draper's Meadows to William Preston. William died at Ingles 
Bottom in 1782 and Mary in 1815. William's birth date is not definitely 
known, but if Mary was born in 1732 she was approximately 83 years old 
when she died. 75 

Figure 2. A closer view of the William Ingles and John 
Draper tracts of 255 and 315 acres, respectively, as also 
shown in Figure 1 above. To the right (southeast) of 
these tracts, and adjoining both, is the 440-acre tract 
which they purchased jointly. The 255 and 315-acre 
tracts, however, are probably where Ingles and Draper 
actually lived. 

(8) Kinder, Conrad-Almost nothing is known about Conrad Kinder. 
His 290-acre tract, purchased on 11 February 1754, was listed as being 
resurveyed for Patton's executors, William Preston and William Thompson, 
in November 1779 because it was "lapsed land," for which no quitrents had 
been paid.76 Nevertheless, William Preston's reference to "Kinder's cabin" 
in his January 1753 surveying notes indicates that either Conrad or Michael 
(see below) lived at Draper's Meadows.77 
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(9) Kinder, Michael-As with Conrad Kinder, almost nothing is 
known about Michael Kinder. He signed his mark on a promissory note to 
William Preston for 19 shillings on l February 1754.78 It was not recorded 
on the document for what this debt was to be paid. The 200 acres he 
purchased at Draper's Meadows from James Patton on 2 February 1754 
was resurveyed as lapsed land in November 1779, indicating that it had 
been long abandoned. 79 

( 10) Lingell (Lingle), Jacob-Jacob Lingell is said to have been 
born in 1708 in Germany and to have married Anna Urula Bankhard in 
1736.80 It is unknown whether he actually lived for any period of time at 
Draper's Meadows on the 280 acres he purchased from Patton in 1754, but 
he evidently paid quitrents on the property for at least five years (through 
1760).81 He and his wife "Ann" eventually sold this land to Peter and 
Stephen Conrad in 1769.82 Evidence that Jacob Lingell lived at Draper's 
Meadows in the early 1750s comes from a summons by Augusta County 
Court dated 3 September 1754, in which Lingell was called to testify on 
behalfofAdam Harman Sr. and Adam Harman Jr. in their 1753 lawsuit with 
John Adams, whom they had been accused of assaulting. "Jacob Lingal" 
was noted as being located "on New River" in the document. 83 

(11) Lippard (Leppard), William-William Leppard may have 
been the "William Lieppert" who arrived in Philadelphia from Germany 
on 16 September 1738 aboard the ship Queen Elizabeth. 84 He seems to 
have lived for some period of time on the 620-acre tract he purchased from 
James Patton at Draper's Meadows in 1754. On 16 August 1753, Augusta 
County Court appointed Leppard to "be surveyor of the highway on New 
River in the room of [in place of] Adam Harman."85 A memorandum of 
this transfer of duty, possibly written in the hand of William Leppard but 
apparently signed in the hand of Adam Harman, reads as follows: "To the 
worshipfull Cort of agusta whare as I the sd Adam harman have sarved [as] 
over seer of the Rode one [on] the Rode [sic] betwend Cutelap[a] [Catawba] 
Creek and new River and now I Return In my place william Leeper. Adam 
hermo[ n]. "86 On 25 March 1754, Leppard was appointed overseer of a road 
ordered to be cleared from "Bingamans Ferry to the Waters of Roan Oak 
[Roanoke] near Tobias Brights as also from the Widow Drapers to Jacob 
Browns."87 Leppard's 620 acres were bought by Samuel Black in 1772.88 

Interestingly, there was also an earlier deed from James Patton to William 
Leppard for "seventy five" acres of land adjoining the northern border of 
Leppard's 620-acre tract. 89 The deed is undated but it was presumably made 
out to Lepperd before Patton's death in 1755. In any case, the tract actually 
measured 175 acres, as determined when it was later resurveyed and sold 
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in 1779 to Robert Greshem, who purchased it from William Preston and 
William Thompson (Patton's only acting executors by that time). 90 

(12) Lorton, Jacob-Jacob Lorton was probably the son of Israel 
Lorton and therefore the brother of Sarah Lorton and brother-in-law ofJacob 
Harman Jr. (see Jacob Harman Jr. above). He was an administrator of Israel 
Lorton's estate in June 1752. In February 1754, he purchased 560 acres 
from James Patton on Tom's Creek. He married a widow, Lydia Elswick, 
about 1768 and they moved to land along Meadow Creek in present-day 
Montgomery County several miles southeast of Draper's Meadows. Jacob 
Lorton presumably lived on his 560-acre tract at Draper's Meadows before 
moving to Meadow Creek, but the dates of his occupancy there have yet to 
be positively established. In 1768, Jacob and Lydia Lorton sold the 560-acre 
tract to James Bane, and in 1770, Jacob sold a black slave to Michael Price. 91 

(13) Loy, Martin-Martin Loy was probably born circa 1710 
in Germany. He arrived in Philadelphia aboard the ship St. Mark on 26 
September 1741 and is said to have married Catherine Faust (Foust) in either 
Berks or Bucks County, Pennsylvania. Although Martin Loy of Augusta 
County, Virginia, purchased 230 acres at Draper's Meadows from James 
Patton in 1754, the author has seen no records indicating that Loy and his 
family were actually settled there by that date. It seems possible that Martin 
visited his Draper's Meadows land at least once to inspect it, perhaps after 
having settled somewhere else in Augusta County (such as Beverley Manor 
near the town of Staunton). The Loys eventually moved to Orange County, 
North Carolina, where Martin wrote his will in July 1777. In it he mentioned 
his wife, "Catherriny," and children Mary, John, Henry, and George. His 
will was probated in May 1779.92 Martin Loy's land at Draper's Meadows 
was resurveyed in November 1779 after having lapsed.93 

( 14-16) Price, Augustine, Daniel, and Henry-Except where noted, 
the following information is taken primarily from the 1985 publication 
Increase in Prices: Some Descendants a/David andAgnes (Hoffman) Price 
of I 7rh Century Germany by Ann Yates and W. Conway Price,94 which is the 
most recent and comprehensive published genealogy of the Price family in 
southwest Virginia. The reader should also consult Part I of this article for 
information about the important circa 1750 lawsuit Michael and Augustine 
Price vs. Israel Lorton and James Patton. 95 

Augustine Price was baptized in Offenbach (Landau), Rheinland 
Pfalz, Germany, on 31 May 1722 and is said to have married Ann (Anna) 
Elisabetha Scherp/Sharp, daughter of Harness Sharp (see below) in 1749. 
He arrived aboard the ship Winter Galley in Philadelphia with his brother, 
Michael, and their brother-in-law, Phillip Harless, on 5 September 1738.96 
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He bargained with Israel Lorton for land on the New River in the late 1740s. 
On 19 August 1752, he was commissioned a lieutenant ofa troop of horse in 
the Augusta County militia.97 He deposed on 16 October 1802, while living 
in Rockingham County, that he was "driven from his home on New River 
by Indians in the year of Braddock's defeat [1755]," which indicates that 
he had been living at Draper's Meadows.98 His cabin is said to have stood 
about half a mile south of present-day Price's Fork within the l, 130-acre 
tract he had purchased with his brothers Daniel and Henry in 1754 from 
James Patton. 

Daniel Price was born in Offenbach, Germany, and baptized on I 0 
April 1724. He was married to Anna Catharina (last name unknown). It is 
not clear if he lived on the 1, 130-tract he purchased with his brothers from 
James Patton in 1754, but he later owned land in Rockingham County and 
is believed to have died there. Daniel appears to have served as a soldier in 
the French and Indian War. 99 

Johan Heinrich/Henricus (Henry) Preisch (Price) was baptized in 
Offenbach (Landau), Rheinland Pfalz, Germany on 8 September 1726. 
He married "Mary Magdalene (last name unknown]," who may have been 
related to Jacob Harman Sr. 100 Henry's will was written in 1786 and probated 
in 1797. In it he specified that during her widowhood, his wife, Mary, was 
to have her choice of a room in either his house in Rockingham County or 
the one in Montgomery County. 101 Perhaps the latter was somewhere on the 
I, 130-acre tract of land that he and his brothers Augustine and Daniel had 
purchased jointly from James Patton in 1754. 

(17) Sharp, George-George Sharp was the eldest son of Harness 
Sharp (see below). 102 He is said to have been born in 1722 in Germany, 103 and 
it is known that he arrived in Philadelphia aboard the ship Queen Elizabeth 
on 16 September 1738. 104 He purchased 285 acres at Draper's Meadows 
from James Patton on 2 February 1754, but it is uncertain whether he actually 
lived there. He probably abandoned the land during the French and Indian 
War, as it was resurveyed in November 1779 after having lapsed. 105 Also 
on 2 February 1754, George Sharp signed in German script a promissory 
note to William Preston for 24 shillings. 106 Johan Michael Price and "Jacob 
Harman" both signed the document as witnesses. Although the reason for 
the debt was not recorded, Preston wrote on the back "George Sharps note 
24/ nigh Drapers," which could mean that Sharp was then living on his 285 
acres. George Sharp is said to have married Anna Marie Loy before 1755 
and to have died in 1789 in Orange County, North Carolina. 107 

(18) Sharp, Harness-Harness Sharp was the father of George 
Sharp. He was probably the "Johannes Ernest Herman Harness Sharp" who 
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was born in Germany in 1699 and arrived in Philadelphia aboard the ship 
Queen Elizabeth on 16 September 1738. 108 His daughter, Ann Elizabeth, 
is said to have married Augustine Price. 109 Harness bought 320 acres of 
land at Draper's Meadows from James Patton in 1754, but it is not clear 
whether he lived there. His land had lapsed by November 1779, when it was 
resurveyed. 110 

The Draper's Meadows Massacre (30 July 1755) 
In January 1753, James Patton wrote a letter to John Blair Sr., a member 

of the Virginia Council. 111 He described how in 1743 he had petitioned the 
Virginia government for 200,000 acres on the Western Waters in southwest 
Virginia but was told it could not at that time be granted "as [doing so] might 
occasion a Dispute betwixt them and the French who claimed a Right to 
the Land on those Waters." The council also felt that "as the distance was 
so great from any Part of the Alantick [Atlantic] Ocean, They could not 
conceive that any Benifit could arise to his Majesties Revenues or to the 
strength of this Colony by a handfull of Poor People that might Venture to 
settle there." Patton reminded Blair that he "was the first Brittish Subject that 
had petitioned for Land on sd. Waters which I Discovered at Vast Expence" 
and that in April 1745 he was finally given a grant for 100,000 acres with 
the understanding that if he "complied with my Promise in settling of that, I 
could not miss of the other 100,000." He noted that "the great distance [his 
grant] was from any of the French Governments" would (if settled) be "a 
usefull Barrier. .. between the French, French Indians & Virginia." Patton 
then complained that he had "since complied with [the terms of the 1745 
grant] by Paying his Majesties Rights, and settling above 100 families on sd. 
Land, as also returning the Plans [survey records] to the secretaries Office 
before the Day Refixed." Yet other land companies, namely the Ohio and 
Loyal companies, were acquiring grants in the Virginia backcountry for 
hundreds of thousands of acres more than he had received in 1745 and his 
own company had not yet been able to patent all of their land. 

Unfortunately for James Patton, the French and Indian War began in 
North America in 1754. 112 At least as early as the spring of 1753, Indians 
had been seriously harassing settlers in the Virginia backcountry. 113 In 
January 1754, having received word from George Washington that the 
French were determined to stay in the Ohio Valley, Governor Robert 
Dinwiddie instructed James Patton to "draw out the Militia of Y'r Co'ty 
[your county]."114 And in the summer of 1754, a Frenchman threatened to 
kill Colonel John Buchanan, who was then living at his plantation on Reed 
Creek at present-day Max Meadows in what is now Wythe County. 115 
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As county lieutenant, Colonel James Patton was the highest ranking 
militia officer in Augusta County by 1754. Colonel John Buchanan and 
Major Andrew Lewis were his immediate subordinates. Although Patton 
was deeply concerned about his grant, this was the start ofa turbulent period 
in which the activities of the land companies would be greatly curtailed, and 
he was forced to focus more heavily on protecting the frontier families who 
had settled there under his auspices. 

In late July 1755, Colonel Patton made a final journey to the Draper's 
Meadows settlement with a convoy ofmilitiamen, including Captain William 
Preston, to supply the community with ammunition for protection against 
the Indians, who had already attacked a number of settlers on the New River 
earlier in the month. For reasons that are unclear, Patton apparently visited 
the Draper and Ingles families alone, without a guard. On Wednesday, 30 
July, according to William Preston, 116 James Patton was killed by Indians, 
probably at the house of William and Mary Ingles, 117 which may have stood 
somewhere in the vicinity of the Duck Pond and Solitude on what is now 
the VPI & SU campus (Figure 2). 118 

The Draper's Meadows Massacre was first reported publicly in the 
Virginia Gazette on 8 August 1755: 119 

By an Express this Morning from Augusta County, we have the 
melancholy Account of the Murder of Col. James Patton, who was 
killed by a Party of Indians, the last Day ofJuly, on the Head Branches 
of Roanoke, and eight more Men, Women, and Children. Col. Patton 
was going out with Ammunition &c. for the Use of the Frontier 
Inhabitants, and stopping at a Plantation on the Road to refresh himself, 
the Convoy being about five Miles before, he was beset by 16 Indians, 
who killed, and stripped him, and then made off with his Horse &c. 

Colonel Patton's murder on the Virginia frontier at the hands ofFrench 
Indians (probably Shawnee) followed General Edward Braddock's death and 
disastrous defeat at the Battle of the Monongehela in Pennsylvania by less 
than three weeks. 120 Between August and October 1755, the same account 
of the Draper's Meadows Massacre that was printed in the Virginia Gazette 
on 8 August was reprinted in at least eight other newspapers in the American 
colonies and in England, as follows: Boston Evening-Post; Boston Gazette, 
or Country Journal; Boston Weekly News-Letter; Gentleman s Magazine 
(London); Maryland Gazette; New-York Mercury; Pennsylvania Gazette; 
South-Carolina Gazette. 121 

There is no doubt that the Indians scalped James Patton. 122 The other 
massacre victims known to have been killed were Eleanor Draper and 
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her grandchild (the child of John and Bettie Draper) and Casper Barger. 
In addition, Mary Draper Ingles, Bettie Draper, and a man named Henry 
Leonard were taken captive. A man named James Cull was wounded in his 
foot during the attack. 123 William Ingles and John Draper escaped because 
it seems neither was present at his home at the time of the massacre. 

Several excellent analyses of the Draper's Meadows Massacre have 
been published in recent years, so it is not necessary to give an exhaustive 
account of the event and its aftermath in this article. 124 There has also been 
some speculation as to where James Patton and the other people killed in the 
massacre were buried. Curiously, no record of their burial site(s) seems to 
have survived, even amongst the large number of extant documents written 
by William Preston and other members of his family. It would appear that 
descendants of those involved in the massacre never touched on the subject 
in writing. One wonders if the graves were intentionally left unmarked in 
1755 and their location kept a secret by Preston and others close to him for 
many years. Perhaps as the years went by and after Preston and his immediate 
descendants had died or moved away, the grave sites were simply forgotten. 
We certainly know nothing of their whereabouts today. 125 Wherever these 
people are now resting will probably always remain a mystery unless some 
new documentation comes to light or construction projects on and around 
the VPI & SU campus disturb their graves. 

A Fort at Draper's Meadows (1756)? 
An initial attempt organized by Colonel John Buchanan during the 

first week ofAugust 1755 to overtake the Indians who had attacked Draper's 
Meadows failed. 126 A much larger military expedition under the command 
ofMajor Andrew Lewis set out against the Shawnee from Fort Frederick on 
the New River during the winter of 1756. This expedition hoped to reach the 
Shawnee villages in the Ohio River Valley, but it, too, was unsuccessful. 127 

On 8 September 1756, Governor Dinwiddie wrote to Colonel Clement 
Read asking him to "Give [Captain Samuel] Stalniker 100[£]. .. to qualify 
him to raise his Co. [company] and build a little Stockade F't [fort] at 
Draper's Meadow [sic] ... " 128 However, there is no documentary evidence 
that the fort was ever built. 129 

In 1916, the Allegheny Chapter of the National Society of the 
Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR) placed a monument in a field 
just above Tom's Creek along Shadow Lake Road (in a northern section of 
the greater Draper's Meadows tract). The monument's plaque states that 
this was the "Site of Barger's Indian Fort 1756." The official report of the 
DAR's dedication ceremony on 4 July 1916 stated only that the fort was 
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"commanded one time by Capt. Stalluaker [Stalnaker], and at another by 
Capt. John Floyd."130 This statement was probably based on the assumption 
that the fort Governor Dinwiddie wanted Captain Stalnaker to build at 
Draper's Meadows in 1756 was what became known as the Barger Fort, 
which seems quite clearly to explain why the DAR chose the date 1756. 
The information about Captain John Floyd evidently came from David E. 
Johnston's 1906 book about the New River settlements, in which Johnston 
suggested that Philip Barger and his family built a "fort" on Tom's Creek in 
the 1770s. Without citing sources, Johnston also wrote that the Barger fort 
was commanded by Captain John Floyd in 1777. 131 

The author has been unable to find any primary source documentation 
of a fort having been located at the site marked by the DAR on Shadow 
Lake Road. 132 In the author's opinion, local tradition that a fort or fortified 
homestead was located at this place is credible, but the fort was probably not 
built until the 1770s and was not present as early as the 1750s. The DAR's 
placing 1756 on their monument was due to their mistaken assumption that 
the fort Stalnaker was supposed to have built at Draper's Meadows was 
what later generations referred to as the Barger Fort. It is important to note 
that Casper Barger's 507-acre tract ofland on the headwaters of Strouble's 
Creek (deeded to him in 1754) did not include the land where the Barger 
fort is believed to have been located. The western border ofCasper Barger's 
tract was one mile from the later site of the Barger fort (see Figure 1) and 
there appears to be no documentary evidence that Casper's immediate heir, 
Philip Barger, lived in that area as early as the 1750s. 133 Therefore, this fort 
has no history of being present before the 1770s, and it probably has no 
direct connection to Casper Barger, the Draper's Meadows Massacre, or the 
fort Stalnaker was supposed to have built. 

There is also believed to have been a fort built possibly during the 
French and Indian War by Michael Price at a large spring beside present-
day Old Fort Road (about one mile south of Price's Fork) on the 1,130-acre 
Price tract at Draper's Meadows. This fort reportedly was used during the 
Revolutionary War (l 775-1783) for militia musters in what was by then 
Montgomery County, 134 but there is likewise no direct evidence apart from 
local, oral tradition that it was built before the 1770s. 

The Abandonment of Draper's Meadows 
The Draper's Meadows settlement appears to have been abandoned 

soon after the Indian raids of 1755, as there is little indication in the surviving 
records that the area was occupied again until approximately the late-l 760s. 
On 29 August 1755, about a month after the Draper's Meadows Massacre, 
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Governor Horatio Sharpe of Maryland wrote the following in a letter to 
General William Shirley: 

The Virg [Virginia] Assembly has granted £40,000 for the service & 
Govr. Dinwiddie speaks of raising 1,200 men therewith & sending 
them to build a Fort somewhere near the meadows or just over the 
Alleganny Hills, but I doubt he will scarcely execute such a scheme 
for it will require no small number of Men to protect the Frontiers of 
that Province whch have been much infested by Indians since Gener! 
Braddock's misfortune. The Inhabitants who dwelt in the distant parts 
ofVirga [Virginia] on New River & that called Green Brier [Greenbrier 
River] have all left their Plantations. 

Just how terrifying the frontier had become by this time is expressed 
poignantly in the reasons given by deputy sheriffs Samson Matthews and 
William Lusk for not executing warrants against men whom they believed 
were still living in the New River Valley. In March 1756, Matthews' warrant 
against Thomas Looney was "Not Executed by Reason I was informed it 
was Dangerous to go to New river." Lusk did not execute his warrant 
against Frederick Stem "by Reason of the murder Done on the New River 
by the Indians." 135 

Summary 
This article concludes the author's survey of the historical Draper's 

Meadows settlement between the years 1746 and 1756. The locality was still 
being called Draper's Meadows as late as the 1780s, 136 but by that time William 
Preston and William Black had both settled in the heart of the community 
around the headwaters of Strouble's Creek and the name gradually went out 
of use. Smithfield Plantation, the Town of Blacksburg, Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute and State University, and Price's Fork, are today the most commonly 
recognized names associated with Colonel James Patton's survey on the 
waters ofTom's and Strouble's creeks at Draper's Meadows. 

Acknowledgments 
I would like to thank the following persons for their assistance to me 

in locating primary source materials for use in this study: Nancy Weaver 
and other members of the VPI & SU Interlibrary Loan staff; the Library 
of Virginia Interlibrary Loan staff; John Davis, clerk of Augusta County 
Circuit Court; Vickie Arnold, deputy clerk ofAugusta County Circuit Court; 
Jim Holmberg, curator of manuscripts at the Filson Historical Society; John 
McClure, Reference Department Manager at the Virginia Historical Society; 

22 



THE DRAPER'S MEADOWS SETTLEMENT (1746-1756) PART II 

Candice Roland, Library Clerk at the Virginia Historical Society, and other 
members of the VHS reference staff; John M. Jackson and other members 
of the VPI & SU Special Collections staff; and Cathy Reynolds, archivist 
of the F. B. Kegley Library at Wytheville Community College. I also thank 
Mary B. Kegley, Jim Glanville, Hugh Campbell, John M. Jackson, and five 
anonymous reviewers for their comments and suggestions on an earlier 
draft of the manuscript. 

Appendix 
The following is a transcript of the 1739 petition of George Draper 

described in the section George Draper and Family in Pennsylvania (17 3 Os) 
above: 

To the Honourable Justices of the Peace for the County of Chester at 
their Quarter sessions held at Chester for The sd County ye 281h of August 
Anno Dom 1739 

The humble Petition of Georg Draper of the Township of Newton 
all in the sd County Sheweth That whereas Your petitioner Did in the 
year 1734 Lease a Certain Piece of Land belon'ing [belonging] To James 
Gibbons Containing Two hundred Acres whereon Your Petitioner is now 
Settled and have [sic] Made very Considerable Improvements Haveing 
near one Hundred acres Cleard a Good Hous [illegible] Barn and about 
five or six acres of meadow cleard. And whereas Some time after Your 
Petitioner's Setling There There was by Order of the Governer and Counsil 
a Provincial Road Laid through the Improve' d part of sd land and within a 
few Yards ofYour petitioners hous which road Leads from Pexton To phil 'ad 
[Philadelphia] and is very much usd by Travalers So that Your Petitioner 
(with his neighbours) have been much burdend with them, There not being 
aney Hous of Entertainment within Tenn [possibly Four] miles on sd Road. 
Therefore Your Petitioner Prays that You may be pleasd to recomend him to 
the Governer in Order for His obtaining a Lisance to keep a Publick hous of 
Entertainment for man and hors [horse] and your petitioner shall ever pray 
George Draper 

We whose Names are heareunto subscrib'd are of opinion There is 
Great need of a hous of Entertainment at the place above proposd That 
being the place That the Dutch and other Travalers Make Their Stage 
There not being aney Other Convenient place To Watter [water] a Team 
[of horses] &c. within maney miles of sd Place on the sd Road and we 
belive Your Petitioner to be an Honest Man and well Qualified for Keeping 
That purpos[e]. Therefore we pray your may be pleasd to Recomend Him 
according to his Request. 
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[Below George Draper's petition, and written by a different hand 
(apparently that ofThomas Edwards), is the following:] 

These are to certifie whom it may concern that the Residence of this 
Petitioner [Draper] is a very proper place for a house of Entertainment, and 
the distance of Public houses on that Road is at Least 20 Miles, and that 
Place his lies near the Center where there is a general road for travellers to 
get Refreshment for man and horse, In testimony whereof I subscribe my 
name Tho: Edwards 

[Then following Edwards' subscription to the petition are George 
Draper's other neighbors, whose signatures are also transcribed verbatim 
but separated by commas:] 

Thos. Park, John Jackson, John Strode, Tho James, Samuel MaCue, 
Alex: [B]aillie, Antho Wayne, [illegible], Joseph Gibbons, Jon. Gibbons, 
William Trego, Abel Parke, James Porter, John Henderson, Samuel 
[illegible], [illegible], Willm: Darlinton, James Gardner, Thomas X [his 
mark] Nicklas, Jeremiah I [his mark] Peirsoll, David Thomas, Daniel 
Moore, Richard Pearsoll, John Pearsell, [illegible] 
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Peter Harrison Whisner, D.D. 

Paul L. Nichols* 

Introduction 
Peter Harrison Whisner was a leader in the Baltimore Conference 

of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South. 1 He is best known around 
Blacksburg for his role in the beginning of the Virginia Polytechnic Institute 
and State University. This article will tell more about him - his family 
background and college years; what he did for the school in Blacksburg; 
later accomplishments in his 46-year career in the ministry; what is known 
of his personality and temperament; and what he once wrote about his faith 
in God, the Bible, and the Methodist Church.2 

Background and College Years 
Peter was born February 1, 183 7, near Berkeley Springs, Virginia, in 

what is now part of West Virginia. Both his paternal and maternal ancestors 
had been farmers in Morgan County for several generations, and his parents 
were Methodists. 3 He attended the Lick Run preparatory school and, with 
his mother's urging and the help of his older brother, Samuel, was able to 
attend Dickinson College, a Methodist school in Carlisle, Pennsylvania.4 

He entered in 1856, spent three months in their grammar school, and was 
able to finish his freshman year in only two months. 5 

An important event that is usually noted in biographies of nineteenth 
and early-twentieth century Methodist preachers is their "conversion" 
experience. Many years after his conversion, Peter recalled, "My presence 
often in Class Meetings and Love Feasts induced me to desire to know the 
joy I saw and heard as the experience of others, so that when about thirteen 
years of age I sought the Lord at a camp meeting. I was at the mourner's 
bench Sunday afternoon and night, and Monday morning, afternoon, and 
night; and on Monday night a new and blessed experience came to me, for 
which I have still to thank the Lord."6 

But, he continued, "Because of personal hesitancy to tell the state of 
my mind to any one I had a very unsatisfactory condition from that time till 

' Paul L. Nichols, Ph.D., is the historian of Grace United Methodist Church in Gaithersburg, 
Maryland. He is the author of histories of his church published in 1992 and 2006 and is a life 
member of the United Methodist Historical Society of the Baltimore-Washington Conference. 
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I was about twenty years ofage. Part ofthat time I could scarcely say I was a 
Christian at all, and sometimes I went forward as a penitent, seeking to know 
more of the blessed experience that I had lost. This state of indefiniteness 
disappeared when I was about twenty, while I was a student at college. 
Throughout much of my boyhood I had the impression that I ought to be a 
minister of the Gospel, an impression that never left me. "7 

When Peter returned home in the summer of 1857, the preacher at his 
Berkeley Springs church granted him a license to exhort. 8 The exhorter was 
sort of a lay preacher requiring little education, who was often expected 
to speak after the preacher. He returned to Dickinson for his sophomore 
year and took courses in Greek and Latin, as well as a religion course 
based on Paley's theology.9 Peter took off the following year, most likely 
working with the preacher of the Berkeley Springs Circuit. In February 
1860, he was officially given a license to preach by the circuit's quarterly 
conference. When he went back to school that month, he was admitted as 
a senior, taking examinations to earn credit for the classes he had missed. 
Before he graduated, he began preaching in a church near the college. He 
ranked eighth in his 1860 graduating class of 24 students, even after being 
in college less than half the time usually required to complete the course. 10 

. 

']
,. 

Figure 1. College graduation photo dated 
1860, age 23. Photograph Archives, Archives - and Special Collections, Dickinson College, 
Carlisle, Pennsylvania. 

Methodists and the Slavery Issue 
The Methodist Episcopal Church had split in 1845 over the issue of 

slavery. 11 Conferences in the North remained with the original Methodist 
Episcopal Church, while southern conferences became part of the new 
Methodist Episcopal Church, South. The Baltimore Conference was in a 
difficult position; its boundaries extended north into Pennsylvania, and 
south past Blacksburg in the slave state of Virginia. The preachers were 
very aware of the historic significance of the Baltimore Conference, 
where Methodism in America had its roots. Most of them, even those with 
southern sympathies, decided to stay with the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
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and the Conference remained intact. That could change, however, if the 
denomination took a stand against slavery. 

In 1860, that is exactly what happened. The quadrennial General 
Conference, meeting in Buffalo, New York, added a passage to the Book 
ofDiscipline condemning slavery, and admonishing "all our preachers and 
people to keep themselves pure from this great evil, and to seek its extirpation 
by all lawful and Christian means." 12 The following year, the Baltimore 
Conference had a memorable Annual Conference in Staunton, Virginia. 13 

Southern delegates were angry over the so-called new chapter on slavery; they 
pushed a vote through declaring the Baltimore Conference independent from 
the General Conference, but still part of the Methodist Episcopal Church. It 
was at this meeting that Peter Whisner was admitted on trial as a member of 
the Baltimore Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church. 14 

After the Civil War broke out, it was nearly impossible for preachers 
of the Baltimore Conference to travel between the northern and southern 
parts of their territory. So each year while the war raged there were two 
annual Conference sessions, one in the North and one in the South. But all 
appointments to local churches were still made by the bishop, who presided 
over the northern meeting. Peter's first appointment in 1861 was as a junior 
preacher on the Rockingham Circuit in Virginia, which included Harrisonburg, 
Bridgewater, Mt. Crawford, Mt. Solon, Naked Creek, Fellowship, Wesley 
Chapel, and Dayton. 15 Junior preachers were unmarried and traveled among 
the churches on horseback, with their clothing and books in their saddlebags. 
Known as circuit riders, they usually stayed in the homes oftheir parishioners. 

In 1864, Peter was ordained as a deacon in the Methodist Episcopal 
Church; his first appointment as a preacher-in-charge was the church at 
Lewisburg, West Virginia, where he served for two years. 16 By 1865, the 
Civil War had ended, and, although slavery was no longer an issue, many 
Baltimore Conference preachers with Southern sympathies believed that 
they would feel more at home in the Methodist Episcopal Church, South. 
One of their leaders, Samuel Regester, had delivered an impassioned speech 
inviting all of the preachers in the Conference to attend the first meeting of 
what would become the Baltimore Conference of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church, South, to be held February 7, 1866, in Alexandria, Virginia. 17 The 
historic Baltimore Conference had finally split into northern and southern 
branches. Again preachers had to decide whether to remain with the 
Methodist Episcopal Church or join Samuel Regester and the Methodist 
Episcopal Church, South. Although Peter Whisner had come from a 
Virginia county that did not become part of the Confederacy, had gone to a 
college in a northern state, and his Berkeley Springs mentor was a northern 
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sympathizer, all of his appointments had been in the southernmost part of 
the Conference in Virginia. At age 29, he transferred his allegiance to the 
newly formed Baltimore Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South. Two weeks before the meeting, he married Louisa Ann Arey of 
Bridgewater, whom he had first met when he had been the junior preacher 
on the Rockingham Circuit. 18 

At the Alexandria Conference, the young Peter Whisner chaired the 
Committee on Seminaries, showing an early interest in Methodist educational 
institutions. He presented his committee's report, which began, "There 
never was a more favorable time than the present, for exerting ourselves in 
the great cause of education, with such immense advantage to our people, 
and such lasting good to the Church at large," the war having prevented 
the proper attention. "Of the Colleges and Schools under Conference 
control five years ago, we have today but one remaining, the Wesleyan 
Female Institute at Staunton; and of all the Seminaries looking to us for 
encouragement and support, and to which annually we sent our ministers as 
examiners, not one remains." The report continued, "The college building 
at Blacksburg, known as the 'Olin and Preston Institute' is unoccupied, and 
falling into decay. Immediate attention is asked to the matter, that all the 
money and labor expended on this enterprise of our Church may not be 
entirely swept away. As there is now no college in our territory, it becomes 
us to immediately provide for the wants of the sons of our people, either by 
reviving the Institute at Blacksburg, or founding one elsewhere." 19 At the 
close of the Conference, Rev. Whisner was given his first appointment as a 
member of the Baltimore Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South: preacher-in-charge of the church in Lexington, Virginia.20 

The next annual Conference was held in Baltimore. Peter and his 
Committee on Seminaries reported that there were still no colleges under 
control of the Conference, and they had no progress to report on the Olin 
and Preston Institute in Blacksburg: the building was still decaying for want 
of occupancy and "serving no purpose whatever." The Committee could not 
agree on a plan, but stated, "The citizens of Blacksburg and the community 
are most anxious that the Conference should purchase the property at once, 
and make it our Conference college." The committee urged all the delegates 
to carefully consider whether the Conference should have a college in 
Blacksburg and "how shall we possess ourselves of this college and put it in 
successful operation."21 It was not even clear which branch of Methodism 
should be responsible for the school, but the local church now belonged to the 
Baltimore Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South. No action 
was taken, and Peter Whisner was re-appointed to the church at Lexington. 22 
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The 1868 Annual Conference did take action. The minutes reported 
that the following resolutions were passed: first, "That the Baltimore 
Conference do appoint seven Commissioners to negotiate a loan for the 
purchase and repair ofthe building known as Olin and Preston Institute, with 
authority to mortgage said property for that purpose, and to secure a suitable 
Principal to put the School in successful operation as soon as possible"; 
and second, "That this Commission be constituted of the Presiding Elder of 
the Roanoke District and the preacher-in-charge of Blacksburg Station, and 
five Laymen, and that they have power to fill vacancies."23 The preacher-
in-charge appointed to Blacksburg by the Baltimore Conference was the 
Reverend Peter Whisner.24 

Peter Whisner in Blacksburg 
With his mandate from the Baltimore Conference, for which he was at 

least partly responsible, Peter was determined to do all he could to get the 
school reopened. After several months, in January 1869, Circuit Court Judge 
Robert M. Hudson issued a charter for a new school, new because it was 
now to be called the Preston and Olin Institute rather than Olin and Preston. 
John Lyle Jr., the owner of the property - five acres and one building -
then sold it to the trustees. 25 The trustees included those appointed by the 
Conference and others appointed by the judge. Rev. Whisner was named 
president of the school, so his appointment was to be both preacher of the 
Blacksburg church and school president. The report of Literary Institutions 
in the 1869 annual Baltimore Conference journal includes the following, 
probably contributed by Peter Whisner: "The commissioners appointed by 
Conference at its last session, in reference to Preston and Olin Institute, at 
Blacksburg, Va, have been completely successful in compassing the end of 
their appointment. The school property has been secured to the Church at 
a cost far below expectation; and the school is in successful operation. The 
unexampled low rates of board and tuition, and its other solid merits, are 
bringing to this school a very encouraging patronage. It is a great necessity 
to our Church for all that portion of our Conference, and fully deserves its 
confidence and support. "26 

The Conference reappointed Rev. Whisner as preacher of the 
Blacksburg church and president of the school in 1869 and again in 1870.27 

The 1869-1870 Preston and Olin Institute catalog listed him as the school 
president, a member of the board of trustees, and as professor of English 
and moral philosophy.28 It was said that Peter Whisner took great interest in 
the spiritual welfare of the students. A biographical sketch many years later 
of a preacher in the South Carolina Conference reported that John Shell 

37 

http:philosophy.28
http:trustees.25
http:Whisner.24


PAULL. NICHOLS 

was converted in 1870 as a 17-year-old while attending the Preston and 
Olin Institute. John then joined the Blacksburg church and began working 
with the Young Men's Prayer Meeting. He later went on to have a long and 
successful career as a Methodist preacher.29 Not much else is known about 
Peter Whisner's pastorate there. It is known that shortly before he arrived, 
the African-American members had left the church.30 

Before the war, many of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South 
churches, including the one in Blacksburg, had significant numbers of 
African American members. However, they generally played a subservient 
role, and most activities were segregated within the church. After the war 
ended, most preferred to form separate churches.31 In Blacksburg, the 
African-American members of the Methodist church formed their own 
congregation, which became affiliated with the African Methodist Episcopal 
denomination.32 There is no record of Rev. Whisner's attitude toward this 
division. It is known that later in his life, he was deeply committed to the 
reunification of the Methodist Episcopal church, which had thousands of 
African-American members (albeit mostly in segregated churches within 
nearly 20 separate Conferences), and the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South, which had almost no African American members. That remained a 
major obstacle to reunification. 33 

In 187 l, Peter Whisner'sappointmentto Blacksburg was as the institute 
president only. Figure 2 is an advertisement for the school that appeared in 
that year's Conference joumal.34 He is referred to as principal rather than 
president, the terms apparently having been used interchangeably. The 
school was said to be under the care of the Baltimore Conference, to have 
an able and full corps of instructors, and to be "unparalleled for cheapness." 

Rev. Whisner's appointment was made with the understanding that 
he could be needed before the end of the year to take over the Rockville 
(Maryland) Circuit.35 The preacher-in-charge of that circuit, Dabney Ball, 
was not well, and Peter Whisner was sent to Rockville in August 1871.36 

Before leaving Blacksburg, he learned that several Virginia schools were 
competing for the state's share of funds from the Morrill Land-Grant Act.37 

Although many of the other schools were much larger and better known, 
he and Dr. Harvey Black, another member of the Preston and Olin Board 
of Trustees, were able to convince members of the two houses of the 
state legislature to award two-thirds of the funds to the Preston and Olin 
Institute.38 The amount of the appropriated funds was a huge windfall for 
the struggling little school, which the act renamed as well as reconfigured; 
Preston and Olin Institute became Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical 
College. 
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ADVERTISEMENTS. 

PRESTON &OUN INSTITUTE,
BLACKSBURG, VA.. 

REV. p. H. wRISNER. . . . . . . . .............. PRINCIPAL. 

Public Attention is inrited to the following facts: 
That this Institute, under the care of the Baltimore Confer-

ence, has an able and full corps @f Instructors-·a 
thorough course of S.~udy. 

_..R.A TES OF TUITION and other expenses,' unparalleled for cheapness, 
together with ample accommodations and fu.cilities for instruction. . 

For otlier informatirm and for Oalalo9ue11 a~dre11, 

'l'HE PRINCIPAL. 

Figure 2. Advertisement for Preston and Olin Institute in the 1871 journal of the Baltimore 
Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South. 

Whisner had moved to Rockville by the time he signed the deed 
conveying the school property to the state of Virginia. The state school 
officially opened October 1, 1872. In 1896, "and Polytechnic Institute" 
was added to the name, shortened in 1944 to Virginia Polytechnic Institute. 
Finally, in 1970 "and State University" was added (a.k.a. simply Virginia 
Tech).39 Today, with a student body of more than 30,000, the university is 
nationally known for its scholarship, research, and athletics. Would it even 
exist if not for the efforts of Peter Whisner? 

Later Career 
Baltimore Conference leaders had begun to recognize this young 

preacher's talents and abilities, and the Rockville Circuit to which he 
had been appointed was an important one. He had been there only a few 
months when his wife, Louisa Ann, died suddenly at the age of only 27. An 
obituary in the St. Louis Christian Advocate indicated that she was endeared 
to the three congregations the couple had served: Lexington, Blacksburg, 
and Rockville. She was buried near her father at St. Michael's Reformed 
Church Cemetery south of Bridgewater.40 Two years later, Rev. Whisner 
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married Virginia Louisa Childs, who was living with her family near 
Norbeck in Montgomery County, Maryland. She was the daughter of one 
of his prominent parishioners in the Emory Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South, a point on the Rockville Circuit.41 There were no children from either 
marriage. 

By the time he left the Rockville Circuit, its membership had increased 
by more than 50 percent to 431, making it the fifth largest circuit or church 
among 134 in the Baltimore Conference. 42 His years on the Rockville Circuit 
were followed by increasingly responsible positions. Rev. Whisner's next 
appointment, which came in 1875, was presiding elder of the Moorefield 
District.43 The presiding elder (now called district superintendent) 
supervised the churches in the district, participated in events such as camp 
meetings, and advised the bishop. In 1878, he was appointed preacher-in-
charge of Central Church in Baltimore, and that year, he was elected by 
the Baltimore Conference members to be one of six clergy representatives 
to the upcoming General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South.44 The following year, he was elected trustee of Randolph-Macon 
College, a Methodist school in Ashland, Virginia. He then served three 
successive four-year terms as presiding elder, first in the Winchester District 
( 1882-1886). While Rev. Whisner was serving in Winchester, Randolph-
Macon College awarded him the Doctorate of Divinity, and he was elected 
delegate to his second General Conference in 1886. 45 After Winchester, he 
led the Baltimore District ( 1886-1890) and the Roanoke District ( 1890-
1894). As presiding elder of the Roanoke District, he supervised the church 
in Blacksburg that he had served as preacher-in-charge 20 years earlier. In 
1891, Dr. Whisner was a member ofthe executive committee that organized 
an Ecumenical Conference in Washington, D.C.46 One of the purposes of 
this conference was to discuss the possibility of the reunification ofvarious 
branches of Methodism. 

Figure 3. Photo ca. 1898, age 60. From 
H. H. Sherman, Souvenir History of 
Methodist Episcopal Church, South, 
Harrisonburg, Virginia, 1913. 
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His final pastorate was for one year in Buena Vista, Virginia, followed 
by his last Baltimore Conference position, three years ( 1895-1898) as 
presiding elder of the Rockingham District.47 That made a total of 18 years 
as presiding elder, a near record for the Conference.48 Dr. Whisner was a 
delegate to the 1898 General Conference ofthe Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South, and at that conference, he was elected corresponding secretary of 
the Board of Church Extension.49 The purpose of this board, headquartered 
in Louisville, Kentucky, was to aid both new and existing churches in the 
purchase of church lots and the erection or securing ofchurch buildings and 
parsonages. Eight years earlier, Peter Whisner had made a large contribution 
to the board ($7 ,000, the equivalent of $184,000 in 2014 dollars), but with 
characteristic modesty wanted it to remain anonymous. 5 ° For years, the 
fund was known simply as the "W. Loan Fund," and it was said that few 
even of the Board members knew the identity of the donor. 51 The Southern 
Methodist journal, The Independent, described the choice of Dr. Whisner as 
"a fit selection in every sense."52 He resigned as Randolph-Macon trustee, 
left his last position within the Baltimore Conference, and moved with his 
wife, Virginia, to Louisville. She died there in April 1901, after suffering 
from cancer for two years. Virginia Whisner was buried beside her niece 
in the Forest Oak Cemetery in Gaithersburg, Maryland. The Forest Oak 
church was another point on the Rockville Circuit, which Peter Whisner 
had served from 1871 to 1875. The Nashville Christian Advocate published 
a tribute he had written in her honor, in which he said: "No man ever had a 
wife who suited him any better than mine suited me."53 

In September 1901, not long after Virginia's death, Dr. Whisner 
went to London to represent his denomination at another Ecumenical 
Conference. The following year, he was voted to be a delegate to his fifth 
General Conference, which re-elected him to another term as corresponding 
secretary of the Board of Church Extension. 54 At the General Conference, 
he served as chairman of the Committee on Federation, and moved the 
adoption of his committee's report - expressing fraternal regard for the 
Methodist Episcopal Church, and resolving that the bishops of the northern 
and southern churches work together on the production of a new hymnal 
(the joint hymnal was completed in 1905).55 Dr. Whisner did not live to see 
reunification; it would not be until 1939, nearly a century after the Methodist 
Church had split over the issue of slavery, that the northern and southern 
branches were finally reunited.56 

In his position on the Board of Church Extension, Peter Whisner 
traveled extensively throughout the southern and Atlantic states, updating 
the various Conferences on the work of the board and appealing for funds. 
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The Washington Evening Star gave this account of his report to the 1904 
annual meeting of the Baltimore Conference: "Rev. Dr. Peter H. Whisner 
of the general church extension board addressed the conference, saying 
that there had been a gratifying increase in the money raised for church 
extension.... Dr. Whisner urged that assistance be provided for churches 
at various points, notably at Blacksburg, where many of the students of the 
rapidly growing Virginia Polytechnic Institute are Methodist young men."57 

After 33 years, he was still concerned about the spiritual welfare of the 
students at his former school. 

Death and Remembrances 
Peter Whisner never retired, but continued to work as Board of 

Extension secretary until his death on April 21, 1906, at age 69. The 
Nashville Christian Advocate reported that he had been suffering from a 
"complication ofdisorders," and his death was not altogether unexpected.58 

He died at the University of Maryland Hospital in Baltimore, where he had 
traveled two weeks earlier for treatment. Notices of his death reflected the 
esteem with which he was held: "He was one of the most beloved members 
of his church," according to one, and "He ranked among the ablest ministers 
of the Southern Methodist Connection," said another. 59 

Professor Collins Denny's memorial tribute to Dr. Whisner provided 
some insight into his personality and character. Here are some excerpts: 

Brother Whisner was in a high degree a sincere man. Free from 
conscious pretense, his character was marked with candor. When it 
was proper for him to announce his opinion or position, he announced 
it without the slightest concealment. He dug no tunnels. When he met 
you, either in opposition or in support, he met you in the open, like the 
true man he was. He never took part in an ambush. What he told you as 
to fact was as nearly true as the words at his command could express it. 
What he promised he would do was done up to the limit of his power. 

His life was very simple, almost monotonously plain. He eschewed 
all superfluities, and was almost ascetic in the regulation of his own 
life, yet he was wholly free from the spirit of asceticism and perfectly 
tolerant in his judgment of brethren whose lives were not after the 
pattern he chose for himself. He seemed to judge no man. Whoever 
heard him speak evil ofany man? He could and did speak the truth, and 
openly when duty demanded it; but no one offended him by differing 
from him in judgment. ... Everyone of us can well afford to cultivate 
this strictness toward ourselves, this tolerance towards others. 
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He was a grave man. Seriousness of spirit was characteristic of him. 
He was wholly free from levity and foolishness. Frivolity froze in 
his presence. Wesley's charge to his preachers to do everything as in 
the immediate presence of God more than met the approval of Bro. 
Whisner; it was his constant practice. Though he was serious he 
was not morose. No one who knew the man could think of him in 
connection with anything coarse or vulgar. Whatever was innocent in 
wit and humor he could heartily enjoy, and his bright smile and quiet 
laugh showed his appreciation. 

How tender he was! His courage had tenderness for a bride, and he was 
chivalrous and true to that bride. Children in homes in which he was a 
frequent guest drew near to this grave man, climbed with confidence 
into his lap, were not repelled by his dignity. In him those who suffered 
found sympathy; those who were needy, generous help. He was not a 
weak man in any sense of the word; on the contrary, he was a very 
strong man, one of the strongest in our Conference. Because he was a 
strong man, and when duty called could with emphasis, directness, and 
power meet troublesome and painful situations; those who saw him at 
only such times, or knew little of him except what could be discovered 
in these circumstances, might suppose him lacking in tenderness. The 
supposition would be erroneous. Strength and tenderness can combine 
in character, often do combine. They combined in him. 

Funeral services were conducted in the new Grace Methodist Episcopal 
Church, South, Gaithersburg, Maryland, by his close friend and associate, 
Dr. Beverly W. Bond, other presiding elders of the Baltimore Conference, 
and Thomas J. Lambert, the local preacher.60 He is buried next to his wife 
Virginia. The grave marker, which was replaced some time after his death, 
reads "Rev. Peter Harrison Whisner of the Baltimore Conference, M. E. 
Church, South." Three years later, the church in Gaithersburg lost a popular 
young preacher. In a memorial tribute, that young preacher's widow wrote: 
"His body rests in Forest Oak Cemetery beside the sainted Dr. P.H. Whisner 
and his wife." 61 

The church in Blacksburg did erect a new and larger building that 
was able to accommodate the growing number of college students. It was 
completed in 1907, the year after Peter Whisner's death, and was named 
the Whisner Memorial Methodist Episcopal Church, South, in honor of 
"this outstanding church leader and educator."62 Today the Blacksburg 
congregation has an even larger church, but the 1907 structure, now called 
the Whisner Building, is still in use as a fellowship hall. 
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Figure 4. Whisner Memorial Methodist Church, 
completed 1907, and named for Rev. Peter Whisner. 
Original photograph in Special Collections, 
University Libraries, Virginia Polytechnic Institute 
and State University, Blacksburg, Virginia. 

Reflections 
The Baltimore Conference Memoir includes some thoughts Dr. 

Whisner had written shortly after his wife Virginia died in 1901.63 These 
lines may have come from a letter to Dr. Denny, but they are not among 
Denny's papers at the University ofVirginia library. 

I record my thanks to the Father of spirits for all His mercies to me 
and blessings bestowed upon me from my infancy to this hour. He has 
not forsaken me in any ofmy sorrows. I am alone. I believe God loves 
me, and means me no harm in these dispensations. He has made most 
of my life to be largely free from sorrow. 

I thank Him for my parents, and especially for such a mother as He 
gave me, and allowed to live for me all through my childhood and 
youth. I thank him for my conversion, and for sparing me through all 
the years in which I gave him only a very defective service. I thank 
Him for not cutting me off in any of my sins. I thank Him for any 
faithfulness that I have been able to show in any of those years. I 
propose to trust in and love and serve my Savior while ever he shall 
keep me in the world. 
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I thank God for the Methodist Church, for its reasonable doctrines, its 
practical polity, and for the many faithful true men and women I have 
been associated with in the Church through all these years. 

I accept every word of the Bible as true, and I propose by the help of 
divine grace to trust in my Lord and live in His service till He shall call 
me to join all the many loved ones gone before me in the presence of 
the ever blessed Lord. 

Professor Denny concluded his memorial tribute, 

His brethren of the Baltimore Conference join our brother in this 
thanksgiving, and add their thanks to God for giving us for long years 
this devoted servant of His Lord, this unsullied character, this faithful 
friend. He loved us and trusted us, and in turn was loved and trusted by 
us. Gratefully do we record that he was true to every trust committed 
to him, that in every circle he entered his action and manner were in 
harmony with his office as a minister of the gospel and his profession 
as a follower of our Lord Jesus Christ. We shall miss him in our annual 
gatherings, and the world will be forever poorer to those who were 
privileged to be his close friends. 
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the saints at rest will share. Signs ofthe agape are the loving cup and bread." http://archives.umc. 
org/interior.asp ?pt id= 1&mid=3096. 
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Olin and Preston Institute 
and Preston and Olin Institute: 

The Early Years of Virginia Polytechnic Institute 
and State University 

Part I 

Clara B. Cox 

Introduction 
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, popularly known 

as Virginia Tech, traces its official founding to 1872, when it opened its 
doors as Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical College (VAMC). 1 That 
year, the Virginia General Assembly used provisions of the federal "Act 
Donating Public Lands to the Several States and Territories Which May 
Provide Colleges for the Benefit of Agriculture and the Mechanic Arts" 
(popularly known as the Morrill Act or the Land-Grant College Act of 1862)2 

to appropriate land-grant scrip to the Preston and Olin Institute, a school for 
boys in Blacksburg, to become Virginia's white land-grant institution.3 

The state legislation required that Preston and Olin relinquish its 
name to become the Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical College. It also 
directed that the real estate belonging to Preston and Olin, which consisted 
of a three-story brick building and about five acres of land, be transferred 
to VAMC.4 Preston and Olin's predecessor school, the Olin and Preston 
Institute, had been responsible for constructing the building and purchasing 
the land.5 The quest to secure the land-grant money that created VAMC had 
been led by officials of the Preston and Olin Institute. 

Although Virginia Tech counts 1872 as the official year it started, an 
argument can be made that the university is actually a continuation of both 
the Preston and Olin Institute and the Olin and Preston Institute. This article 
looks at the first two decades of Virginia Tech history, which the university 
acknowledges as leading up to its founding but does not claim as part of its 
official existence.6 Part I of the article covers the university's earliest years 
as the Olin and Preston Institute and includes short biographies of the men 
for whom that institute was named and its first principal. Part II, planned for 
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a later issue of the Smith.field Review, will relate the history of the Preston 
and Olin Institute and examine its conversion into the college known today 
as Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University. 

Secondary Schools Open in Blacksburg 
By the middle of the nineteenth century, Virginia had begun to 

make advancements in the realm of education for its youths, aided by the 
establishment in 1810 of the Literary Fund, which provided money for 
public education throughout the commonwealth. Statewide, colleges were 
growing in number; academies were spreading; and schools for girls had 
already become well established, spurred by the changing roles of women 
in society, economics, and politics. Religious denominations contributed to 
the spread of educational opportunities, building seminaries and colleges.7 

"Good academies were everywhere," reported Alfred James Morrison, who 
examined the beginnings of public education in Virginia in a 191 7 study. 8 

In Montgomery County, Virginia, education during much of the 
nineteenth century consisted primarily of (1) tutorial and private schools, 
which served the wealthier classes; (2) the state-supported primary system of 
schools, which mainly served the poor; (3) classes taught by itinerant teachers, 
who traded lessons for board and a small fee; and (4) the quasi-public, old 
field schools that operated on tuition fees and donations. A new mode of 
education was introduced in the county with the opening of the Blacksburg 
Female Academy, incorporated by legislative act on 13 March 1840, making 
it the county's first recognized academy.9 The school's trustees purchased 
land the following year10 and constructed more than one building on the site. 11 

This educational institution most likely played a role in the establishment 
a decade later of a school in Blacksburg for boys. Certainly it would have 
focused attention on the lack of similar educational opportunities for male 
youths in the area, and around 1850, 12 several Methodist leaders in Blacksburg, 
some--or most--of whom were trustees of the female academy, 13 joined 
the widespread fervor to establish a seminary of learning "wherein youth 
might be instructed within a Christian atmosphere.''14 According to the 1926 
historical notes of Ellen Tyler McDonald, building the school "was then 
considered a very important event" in Blacksburg, and although it was a 
Methodist school, citizens of the town contributed to the effort.'5 

G. F. Poteet, who examined secondary education in Montgomery 
County, reported that these education-oriented Methodist leaders bought 
land from Jacob and Mary Keister on 5 March 1850, 16 which would have 
gotten the boys' school off to a start similar to that of the female academy. 
According to the deed filed in the Montgomery County Courthouse in 
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Christiansburg, Virginia, however, the land transaction actually was 
recorded ten years later on 5 March 1860, five years after the trustees had 
constructed a school building (see below). This purchase of land, made 
as much as a decade into the life of the institute, calls into question the 
original location of the school. 17 Based on court records in Montgomery 
County, the 1860 land purchase was not the first property acquired by the 
trustees, although no records of additional deed transfers seem available. It 
is possible that a deal was made with the Keisters to purchase their land but 
was not recorded until much later, although records indicate that the Keister 
plot abutted another lot previously acquired by the trustees. 1H 

Regardless of its original site, the new school was christened the 
Olin and Preston Institute. Its founders selected the name "Olin" to honor 
the popular Methodist preacher and educational leader Stephen Olin, who 
had been the first president of Randolph Macon College, another school in 
Virginia that was founded by the Methodist Church, this one two decades 
earlier. Since the citizens of Blacksburg had contributed to the local 
educational project, they were allowed to determine part of the new school's 
name. They selected the name "Preston" to honor William Ballard Preston, 
a native son and respected community leader who was a well-known 
politician, businessman, and lawyer. 19 

Biographical Sketches of Olin and Preston 
Little has appeared locally about Stephen Olin, one of the two men 

for whom the new school was named, other than to identify him as a 
"beloved Methodist minister"20 and "the first president of Randolph Macon 
College."21 Consequently, a short biography of this man follows, as does a 
brief look at the life of William Ballard Preston, about whom more has been 
published locally, especially in the Smithfield Review. 

Stephen Olin 
A sickly man with weak lungs most ofhis life, yet a charismatic speaker 

and prolific writer, Stephen Olin was born in 1797 in Leicester, Vermont, 
to Lois Richardson Olin and Henry Olin, at various times a congressman, a 
lieutenant governor of Vermont, and a judge. Stephen was the fifth of nine 
children and the couple's first son to survive infancy.22 

Educated at Vermont's Middlebury College, Stephen Olin taught23 at a 
new seminary in Abbeville District, South Carolina, planning to commence 
legal studies, a goal for him held by his father. However, he experienced 
a religious conversion, determined to become a Methodist preacher, and 
commenced preaching in 1823 at different churches in the area where he 
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lived. Twenty-six-year-old Olin relinquished his teaching job and received 
a station in Charleston, South Carolina, as a traveling minister, 24 becoming 
known almost immediately, according to biographers James Grant Wilson 
and John Fiske, "as one of the most powerful and fervent preachers in the 
denomination. "25 In 1826, he was named a professor of belles-lettres at 
Franklin College (today's University ofGeorgia) in Athens, Georgia, and at 
the beginning of 1827, he started his new duties. 26 He continued to preach, 
however, writing to a friend after two months in Athens: "I am now in much 
better health than I have been since I first lost my health in 1824. I have 
not missed one duty; I have preached every Sabbath but one, and on one 
occasion twice upon the same day, without any permanent injury."27 

Olin married Mary Ann Bostick, a native of Georgia, in 1827 when 
he was 30 years old and his bride was probably around 35.28 The following 
year, he was ordained an elder in the Methodist Episcopal Church. He 
maintained his connection with Franklin College for seven years, according 
to the Rev. Dr. Wightman, "in bad health most of the time; nevertheless, he 
was a brilliant professor, and has left the impress of his mode of instruction 
on the institution to this day."29 Because of his poor health, Olin moved 
back to Vermont, and he and his wife lived in a room at the rear of his 
father's house. During the fourteen months they spent there, his poor health 
rendered him unable to preach, write, read, or study.30 

In late 1832, the same year in which he received an honorary Doctor of 
Divinity from Middlebury College, the trustees ofRandolph Macon College, 
a new Methodist institution located in Boydton, Virginia,31 elected Olin, 

Figure 1. Stephen Olin, for whom Olin 
and Preston Institute was named, in part, 
was a minister, the first president of 
Randolph Macon College, and a president 
of Wesleyan University. This engraving 
of him by J. F. E. Prudhomme appeared 
in the Randolph Macon Monthly, April 
1882. Courtesy of Mary Virginia Currie, 
Randolph Macon College. 
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then 35 years old, to become the school's first president, but he declined the 
appointment because of his delicate health. However, the trustees appealed 
to him to withdraw his resignation and accept the position, and with the 
added urging of his friends, he finally consented, with the caveat that he 
could spend several months annually in Vermont during the hotter part of 
the year ifnecessary for his health. He resigned his professorship at Franklin 
College, effective Christmas 1833, and delivered his inaugural address at 
Randolph Macon three months later. That fall, he began writing a series of 
articles for the Christian Advocate and Journal. The following year, both 
the University of Alabama and Wesleyan University conferred honorary 
Doctor of Divinity degrees upon him. 32 

In 1836, with his health remaining poor after his return to the college 
from his customary stay in Vermont, he decided to travel abroad, where he 
anticipated receiving the best medical advice. He left Randolph Macon-his 
last commencement there was in June 1836-and he and his wife embarked 
on their long journey in February 1837. His wife died in 1839, during the 
trip, and was interred in an English cemetery near Naples, Italy.33 While 
still abroad, Olin was elected the second president of Wesleyan University 
in Middletown, Connecticut, but he postponed the appointment while he 
attempted to recover his health, and another man filled the position until he 
could accept it. 

According to William North Rice, writing about Wesleyan University 
in 1876, when Olin finally arrived at the school in 1842-by then he was 
the third president-his 

fame as a pulpit orator, and his previous success in similar institutions, 
caused him to be greeted with an enthusiastic welcome. His health 
was so feeble as never to allow him to devote himself as he wished to 
the work of the institution. He was, however, successful in improving 
the financial condition of the university, and especially in extending 
its reputation, and his noble and commanding character was itself an 
inspiration to all the students under his charge.34 

In addition to putting the university back on track financially, Olin 
consolidated the curriculum and won the respect of the students. During 
his presidency, he continued to preach and debate, gaining support for the 
university, both monetary and otherwise.35 

Olin had owned slaves while living in the South, but during his 
presidency at Wesleyan, he was the 1844 delegate from the slavery-opposing 
New York Conference to the Methodist Episcopal General Conference. In 
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James M. Buckley's history of Methodism, the author noted that Olin gave 
the only speech at the conference that exhibited "a full comprehension and 
just estimate of all sides of the subject."36 Working to avoid a schism in the 
church, Olin served on a committee trying to find "a basis of agreement for 
the pro-slavery and anti-slavery groups." Following the conference, he led 
a movement to secure fraternal relations between the two factions. 37 

In 1843, at the age of 46, Olin married again, this time to 29-year-
old Julia Matilda Lynch of New York. The couple had two sons, Stephen 
Henry and Lynch. Lynch died on 29 July 1851 at the age of two. Always 
in delicate health, Olin was profoundly affected by his child's death, which 
precipitated his own fatal illness and death on 16 August 1851, less than a 
month later, at the age of 54.38 

Olin published several works during his lifetime, and after his death, 
his widow used his letters as the basis of a two-volume autobiography, The 
Life and Letters ofStephen Olin.39 His trip abroad provided material for his 
Travels in Egypt, Arabia, Petra, and the Holy Land, published in 1843.40 

Two of his baccalaureate sermons at Middletown were published in 1846 
and 1851, soon after each was delivered, and, after his death, in a single 
volume entitled Youthful Piety (1853).41 Other posthumous publications 
included Greece and the Golden Horn, edited by his widow,42 and College 
Life, Its Theory and Practice.43 These publications undoubtedly contributed 
to Olin's widespread fame, even after his death. 

William Ballard Preston 
The man honored with the second part of the institute's name, William 

Ballard Preston, was born at Smithfield Plantation in Montgomery County, 
Virginia, in 1805 to James Patton Preston and Ann Taylor Preston. He was 
the second child born to the couple and the first of three sons. Four daughters 
of James and Ann Preston died young, including their first-born child, who 
lived only a few months; a fifth daughter survived long enough to marry but 
died in childbirth.44 

William Ballard Preston, known as "Ballard," studied at Hampden-
Sydney College in Prince Edward County, Virginia, from 1821 to 1824 and 
began studying law at the University of Virginia the following year. He was 
admitted to the bar in 1826 at the age of 21 and successfully practiced law 
in the commonwealth. The son of a three-term governor of Virginia, he soon 
entered politics and served as a delegate and then as a senator in the Virginia 
General Assembly before his election as a Whig to Congress, where he served 
a two-year term beginning in 1847. President Zachary Taylor, also a Whig, 
named him secretary of the navy, and from 8 March 1849 to 22 July 1850, 
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Preston was a member ofthe president's cabinet. Upon Taylor's death in 1850, 
the 45-year-old Ballard Preston withdrew from politics for several years.45 

The 34-year-old Preston married Lucinda Staples Redd, who was 
20, in 1839, and the couple had six children. After his father died in 1843, 
Ballard and his family moved into the original Smithfield manor, which he 
shared with his mother, and he farmed the section of the plantation that he 
had inherited. Although he had spoken against slavery during his days in the 
Virginia legislature, he became a large slaveholder.46 According to Preston 
biographer William Harris Gaines Jr., in addition to engaging in politics 
and farming, Ballard again practiced law, quickly winning "a statewide 
reputation as a defense attomey."47 

According to Laura Jones Wedin, who has completed part one of a 
three-part article on Smithfield and the Prestons for the Smithfield Review, 48 

Ballard Preston "understood the importance of education and its link to 
prosperity in the area" and was a trustee ofthe Montgomery Female Academy 
in Christiansburg, Virginia,49 a school for girls that opened in I 852 and was 
supported by the Montgomery Presbytery.50 After the founding ofthe Olin and 
Preston Institute, he, along with his brother Robert T. Preston, became a trustee 
of that school as well. 51 By 1854, the two men's brother, James F. Preston, 
had joined them on the board at Olin and Preston.52 Since Ballard's name 
appears first in several lists of trustees ofOlin and Preston, he most likely was 
president of the board. 53 Thus, the Preston brothers, and particularly Ballard, 
likely played crucial roles in the operation of Olin and Preston Institute. 

In 1858 and I 859, Ballard Preston visited France as a commissioner 
representing a project to establish a direct line of commercial steamers 
between Norfolk, Virginia, and Le Havre, France. The specter of war as the 
United States struggled with issues of slavery and states' rights, however, 
doomed the project. 54 

As war loomed, Preston was elected a delegate to the Virginia 
convention considering secession, which he initially opposed. The 
convention appointed a delegation, which included Preston, to meet with 
President Abraham Lincoln to discuss his policy regarding the South. With 
Lincoln resolved to hold the forts in the South, the delegation returned 
to Richmond. There, Preston submitted an ordinance of secession-the 
Preston Resolution-and the convention reversed its decision, voting in 
favor of secession after Confederate troops fired on Fort Sumter in South 
Carolina and President Lincoln called for volunteers to put down the 
rebellion. Ballard Preston was elected a senator from Virginia to serve in 
the first Confederate Congress, which met on 22 February 1862. He died at 
Smithfield nine months later-on I 6 November I 862-at the age of 57.55 
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The First Principal of Olin and Preston Institute 
In addition to naming the Blacksburg school for two nationally 

prominent men, the founders of Olin and Preston Institute tapped William 
Ryland White, who later became a well-known educator and pioneering 
educational leader in West Virginia, as the first principal, or president,56 of 
the institute. 57 Likely, the actual appointment of White, who had previously 
been a Methodist minister, came from the Baltimore Conference of the 
Methodist Episcopal Church. 

The man named to guide the new academy was born in Georgetown, 
D.C., in 182058 and, according to his friend, Thomas C. Miller, 

enjoyed exceptional advantages for that day. His father was an educated 
man who had been in some ofthe best schools oflreland, and had come 
to this country in his early manhood to enjoy the freedom of the then 
young republic. Young William's early training was with reference 
to the law as a profession, but afterwards he chose the ministry and 
began his preparation for this work at Dickinson College.59 

White graduated from Dickinson, a school in Pennsylvania, in 1841 
and entered the Baltimore Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church 
in 1844 at the age of 24, becoming "one of the best known and most 
distinguished men in the Methodist ministry" in what later became West 
Virginia.60 He earned that reputation while serving as the pastor of various 
churches in the Baltimore Conference from 1844 until 1852.61 

According to Miller, when White's voice began failing him, he 
"relinquished ministerial work for awhile, and naturally turned to the 
education field."62 At the age of 32, he moved to Blacksburg, Virginia, to 
serve as the principal of Olin and Preston Institute, beginning in 1852 and 
remaining until 1855, in what apparently was his first job in education. 
According to Frangie Davis Lucas, who reported on schools in southwestern 
Virginia in 1935, White also taught classes.63 It was most likely during his 
three years in Blacksburg that he met and married Cecelia Leavitt Kent,64 a 
sister of Mary Irby Kent Black, wife of Dr. Harvey Black, whose role in the 
founding of Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical College in 1872 will be 
discussed in part II of this article. Although new to the field of education, 
the preacher-turned-educator reportedly was "held in the highest esteem by 
all" while working at the fledgling school for boys. Many years later, after 
White had died, a Blacksburg resident told Miller, "[H]is memory is very 
precious to many of us."65 
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Figure 2. William R. White served the 
Olin and Preston Institute as its first 
principal ( 1852-1855) and later became 
the first superintendent of free schools in 
the new state ofWest Virginia. Photograph 
by Cynthia Staley of a portrait of White. 
Courtesy of Amy Baker Pellegrin, 
Fairmont State University. 

In 1856, by which time White had moved to Fairmont, Virginia 
(West Virginia after 1861 ), he commenced an eight-year term as principal, 
or president, of the Fairmont Male and Female Seminary (or Academy),66 

reportedly establishing "a seminary of high grade" there. While working 
at the seminary, he was an advocate of the new state government of West 
Virginia.67 

White became the first superintendent offree schools for West Virginia, 
elected to the position for a two-year term by the state legislature in 1864.68 

He began working to put the new school system into operation and "so well 
did he do this that he won for himself the title 'the Horace Mann of West 
Virginia."'69 As superintendent, White led the movement to establish normal 
schools (schools that taught students how to teach) and other institutions 
of higher education in the state, reporting to the legislature at one point, "It 
would be better to suspend the schools of the state for two years and donate 
the entire school revenues for that time to the establishment and endowment 
of a state normal school than to have none at all." Through his efforts, West 
Virginia had three normal schools by 1867 and added another three in 1872. 70 

White worked to improve the education of both the black and white 
races. After he stated during his first year in office that "Negroes deserved 
educational assistance from the state," the West Virginia legislature amended 
its original free school law, which it had passed in 1863, to authorize 
"township boards of education to establish separate schools for Negroes 
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between six and twenty-one years of age." White assured the Freedmen's 
Bureau in West Virginia ofthe desire ofWest Virginians and state authorities 
"to secure to the colored youth, the same educational advantages that the 
whites enjoy."71 

According to Miller, 

As State Superintendent, he had many discouragements, everything 
being new and untried, and yet within five years [the] system was well 
under way, free schools had been organized in all sections, the Normal 
Schools had been established, and much done to popularize the work 
throughout the State. Probably Professor White's most efficient service 
as Superintendent was in traveling over the State and addressing the 
people on educational topics. In the transition from the old to the 
new much prejudice had to be over come, and in many communities 
the estrangements caused by the Civil War produced a great deal of 
friction. All these obstacles he labored earnestly to remove, and no 
man in the State could have succeeded better in the effort. 72 

The two-year appointment as state superintendent that began in 1864 
stretched into five years, lasting until 1869,73 when White resigned to 
become the first principal of the West Virginia normal school at Fairmont-
Fairmont Branch Normal School, now Fairmont State University-one of 
the schools he had helped found. When the school year ended in 1870, he 
resigned his position to become the West Virginia agent of the American 
Bible Society.74 

In 1875, White returned to the ministry, working as a religious leader 
in various Methodist Episcopal churches in West Virginia. He was stationed 
as pastor in Morgantown in 1875, moved back to Fairmont in 1877 for 
a similar position, and went to Wheeling to fulfill that role for a year 
beginning in 1878. He then served as presiding elder in the Buckhannon 
district from 1879 to 1883. In 1884, he returned to his ministry in Fairmont 
for two years and then went back to Morgantown for three years, beginning 
in 1886, the same year that the Allegheny conference conferred the degree 
Doctor of Divinity upon him. 75 A history of the Wesley United Methodist 
Church in Morgantown, where White had already served twice, listed him 
as the church's minister again in 1891.76 

In 1892, White returned to education, serving as principal of 
Buckhannon Public Schools. By the time he died on 11 November 1893 at 
the age of 73, he had been named superintendent in charge of all schools in 
the Fairmont district. 77 According to his obituary, he "was a ripe scholar and 
an able preacher."78 
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Four years after White's death, Miller described the character ofthe man: 

In thinking of an old instructor and personal friend, Professor White, 
I recall very distinctly his strong personality, his critical accuracy, his 
dislike for sham and pretense, and his emphatic views and actions upon 
all moral and social questions. As a teacher he came very nearly being 
the ideal English rector of olden times, who was a moral, a social and 
a spiritual guide for the entire community. Professor White served 
respectively as a teacher, pastor, lecturer, moral and social reformer, and 
as an acknowledged leader in every patriotic and benevolent enterprise. 79 

Olin and Preston Opens 
The new institute in Blacksburg led by William R. White was "founded 

under the guardianship of the Baltimore Conference of the Methodist 
Episcopal Church"80 with "support and cooperation from members of other 
denominations."81 Olin and Preston ''was officially made the men's college 
of the Baltimore Conference of the [Methodist Episcopal Church, South]" 
in 1853,82 but the year that the school opened its doors to students could not 
be determined because of conflicting dates reported by historians. Jenkins 
M. Robertson, a Virginia Tech historian, wrote that it opened in 1855.83 

Anson Watson Cummings, author of The Early Schools ofMethodism, and 
Christopher Ross Donald, who delivered a series of lectures on Blacksburg 
Methodist churches, identified an 1853 opening, 84 but other historians have 
reported that it opened in 1851.85 Regardless, the first principal did not begin 

Figure 3. Student Abraham Hogan used this textbook 
at the Olin and Preston Institute in 1855. His great-
grandson, Dr. David Minichan Jr. , loaned the book to 
Virginia Tech in 1997 for use in a display. Photograph 
by William E. Cox. 

61 



CLARA 8. Cox 

working at the school until 1852. 86 It is possible that the founders spent the year 
1851 organizing the institute and soliciting money for its operation. It is also 
possible that the school began operating without the services ofa principal. 

Where the school held its classes once it did open is uncertain, but 
accommodations must have been made to house its classes. No records 
could be found of any building projects early in the school's existence, 
perhaps because the Baltimore Conference had advised the trustees not 
to initiate a building program without sufficient financial backing. The 
Committee on Seminaries, the educational oversight committee for the 
conference, recommended that the trustees "take no steps toward erecting 
buildings for educational purposes, until they have secured on subscription 
at least three-fourths of the sum necessary to build-and in the failure to 
use such precaution, it will be fruitless to look to this conference for aid."87 

Apparently, the trustees ignored this advice when they constructed a school 
building a few years later (see below). 

In addition to a principal, Olin and Preston had an agent, and the 
first one reported in the records of the Baltimore Conference was J. N. 
Davis, appointed by the conference in 1852.88 An "agent," according to 
Robert Shindle, archivist of the United Methodist Historical Society of the 
Baltimore-Washington Conference, "was used as sort ofan all-purpose term 
for someone acting on behalf of the denomination or one of its boards .... 
Agents appointed by the conference to get a project under way were usually 
fairly prominent and persuasive clergy or lay members who could manage 
the project and convince others to get behind it."89 

In 1853, the Baltimore Conference failed to identify an agent. 90 

Operating without such an official apparently hampered the financial 
operations of Olin and Preston since the institute reported to the Committee 
on Seminaries that it needed the conference to provide it with one. Based on 
the entire report from Olin and Preston and on reports from two other schools 
supported by the Methodists, the committee made five recommendations, 
including the following four: 

1. Resolved, That [the other schools] and Olin and Preston Institute, 
Blacksburg, Va., institutions under the patronage of this Conference, 
are hereby commended to the confidence and support of our church, 
and of the public generally. 

2. Resolved, That we recommend the appointment of an agent from 
among the members of the Conference, to travel and collect funds for [the 
other schools] and Olin and Preston Institute, all single men ifpracticable. 
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3. Resolved, That the bishop be requested to appoint visiting 
committees for the Institutions named above, for the ensuing year, 
each committee to consist of three members of Conference. 

5. Resolved, That each of the Seminaries under the control of the 
Conference be requested to send a general statement of its condition 
and prospects to the Conference at every annual session thereof, to be 
placed in the hands of the Committee on Seminaries, to aid them in 
making out their report. 91 

Olin and Preston Constructs a Building, Becomes Incorporated 
The year 1854 was an important one for Olin and Preston Institute, a 

high-water mark in its history. William R. White continued to run the daily 
operations of the school, and a newly assigned agent, John T. Stansbury, 
raised money for it.92 The Baltimore Conference's Committee on Seminaries 
reported that Olin and Preston "promises to be a flourishing school and an 
efficient auxiliary to the interests of the Church in the section of the country 
where it is located."93 

The report possibly reflected two significant events that occurred that 
year. First, the trustees of Olin and Preston Institute commenced a building 
program, entering into a contract (see Figure 4) on 6 February 1854 with 
Samuel H. Stokes and Alden Pusey, partners who were carpenters and house 
joiners, and John N. Lyle and 0. Alexander, partners who were brickmasons, 
to construct a building for $8,500 (nearly $243,000 today 94). According 
to the contract, the builders were to "erect a college building on the land 
purchased by the said institute" following plans attached to the contract and 
using materials specified in another attachment and "done in workmanlike 
manner." It also gave permission to the builders to make the bricks needed 
in the construction "on the lot purchased by the Institute."95 The contract 
specified 1 August 1855 as the final completion date.96 The facility erected 
by Stokes & Alden and Lyle & Alexander was a three-story brick building 
100 by 40 feet and was located on a hill near today's intersection ofAlumni 
Mall and Main Street. This project was to play an important role in both 
the demise and rebirth of the school, but at the time, it gave the institute the 
capability to accommodate about I 00 students.97 

Another important event in the life ofthe school occurred on 28 February 
1854 when the Virginia General Assembly passed an act to incorporate the 
Blacksburg school for boys, designating it as "a seminary of learning for 
the instruction of youth in the various branches of science and literature, 
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Figure 4. Page three ofthe 1854 contract 
to construct a building for the Olin and 
Preston Institute includes signatures of 
the school's trustees and the contractors 
they engaged. The trustees agreed 
to pay $8,500 to erect the building. 
Scan by Sarah A. Nerney, Library of 
Virginia senior local records archivist 
working at the Montgomery County 
Courthouse. Courtesy of the Office 
of the Clerk of Court, Montgomery 
County Courthouse, Christiansburg, 
Virginia. 

and useful arts, and the learned and foreign languages." The legislature also 
officially recognized the name as "Olin and Preston Institute."98 

The act of incorporation listed the institute 's trustees as William 
Ballard Preston; E. R. Anderson; M. R. White (this probably should have 
been "W. R. White," the principal); James R. Kent; David G. Douthat; 
Joseph Cloyd; W. A. Wade; Harvey Black; James F. Preston; John R. Philips; 
Benjamin L. Brown; David Barnett; N. M. Ronald; John Wall; Waller R. 
Staples; William H. Snidow; M. Goheen; A. Buhiman (two 1860 newspaper 
articles listed an "A. Buhrman" as a trustee,99 and an "A. Burman" was 
included in a list of trustees in the 1860 land transaction documents for the 
school, 100 so the name probably was misspelled in the act of incorporation; 
"Buhrman" most likely was the correct spelling); J. R. Wheeler; and Giles J. 
Henderson. It also listed the following men who had also served as trustees 
of the Blacksburg Female Academy: Robert T. Preston, Edwin J. Amiss, 
William H. Peck, and Alexander Black. The act delineated the powers these 
men would hold as trustees, named the officers they could hire to operate 
the school, and granted them the power to confer degrees. 101 
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In 1855, only White's name appears in the minutes of the Baltimore 
conference as an official of Olin and Preston102 in what was to become his 
last year at the school. Although no agent is identified in the conference 
records, Edmund B. Snyder served in that capacity that year. Snyder's 
agent's book, held in Special Collections in Newman Library on the Virginia 
Tech campus, lists the trustees in 1855 and provides other information 
about financial supporters of the school. Six of the trustees at the time of 
incorporation-Cloyd, Wall, Goheen, Buhiman (Buhrman or Burman), 
Wheeler, and Henderson-apparently had left the governing board since 
their names do not appear in Snyder's list, and two men-John Hale and 
A. L. Pitzer-had been added. 103 Although it could not be determined if the 
Baltimore Conference appointed trustees to the board on a regular basis, 
it did so on at least one occasion 104 and most likely selected the various 
Methodist ministers who served in that capacity during the life ofthe school. 

The agent's book also lists subscriptions, which Shindle defined as "a 
pledge ofsupport, a written promise by someone to give a certain amount of 
money within a certain timeframe." Institutions, he continued, "were often 
built 'by public subscription,' meaning that they were built on the pledge of 
support by presumably trustworthy people (such as church members)."105 

Figure 5. This two-page spread from the record book kept by 
Olin and Preston's agent for 1854, John T. Stansbury, shows three 
subscriptions made in support of the institute, including one for 
$500 from William Ballard Preston and another for $250 from 
Robert T. Preston. Courtesy Special Collections, University 
Libraries, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, Va. 
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Many of the initial names listed in the agent's book as subscribers (see 
Figure 5) are those of the trustees, with William Ballard Preston subscribing 
the greatest amount: $500 106 (just over $13,500 today), making him a-if 
not the-principal supporter of the school that bore his name. 

Financial Difficulties Surface 
Another agent-Joshua M. Grandin-was working on behalf of the 

school in 1856 107 but left by 1857, and the Baltimore Conference minutes 
that year reference financial difficulties for the first time, even while praising 
the institute's site, its facilities, and Grandin's work: 

The Olin and Preston Institute is beautifully located in Blacksburg, 
Montgomery County, Virginia. It possesses every facility for the 
instruction of those who may be committed to its care. The satisfactory 
statement, which has been presented to the committee by the recent 
efficient agent Rev. J. M. Grandin, justifies the prediction that a high 
and honorable destiny awaits it [emphasis added]. The only difficulty 
which at present seems to interfere to any extent with its prosperity, is a 
financial one, which however, we regard not a serious embarrassment; 
but with a view to its removal, and at the request of the Trustees of the 
institution, the committee recommend the appointment of an agent for 
the coming year. 108 

Grandin 's prediction of"a high and honorable destiny" for the institute took 
a number of years to realize. Meanwhile, Jacob Montgomery succeeded 
him in the position as agent. 109 

In 1858, the academy hired Charles A. Smith, a graduate ofthe University 
ofVirginia, to teach mathematics. Perhaps he replaced William Henry Dawson, 
who reportedly was the school's first math teacher. Since Dawson has also 
been identified as the person in charge of the "primary" department, 110 he 
may have moved into the latter position when Smith was hired. The principal 
succeeding White could not be determined, but Ellen Taylor McDonald, who 
in 1926 recorded some historic notes of the area, reported that the school in 
1859 was "in the care of Mr. Gilmore and Rev. Mr. Smith. Then Mr. Mc Neice 
and the Rev. Mr. Graham." 111 However, Mrs. S. A. Wingard claimed in her 
1939 history of Blacksburg that the principal in 1859 was Gilmore Smith, 
a combination of the two names given by McDonald. Wingard also listed a 
"Mr. McNeele" and a "Reverend Graham"-the first name similar to the one 
reported by McDonald and the second name the same-as having taught at 
the institute. 112 More than likely, Wingard incorrectly reported information 
that came from McDonald or that she had heard locally. 
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The year that Smith was hired to teach at Olin and Preston, the 
Baltimore Conference named a visiting committee to the Blacksburg boy's 
school. 113 The Committee on Seminaries again called for "the attention and 
support" of the Baltimore Conference for the institute, expressing its belief 
that such support would help it become "a first class college": 

To thus elevate this Institution should be one of the special aims of 
the Conference, as a college is no where more earnestly demanded 
by our interests than in [southwestern] Virginia. As we have no 
literary Institute of first order in all that section, the colleges under the 
patronage of other churches receive the support of our people. 

We therefore recommend [Olin and Preston Institute] to the patronage 
of our preachers and people, and to the public generally. 

Especially we recommend that the preachers ofRockingham, Lewisburg 
and Roanoke districts, call the attention of the public to this Institution, 
and make earnest efforts to procure for it sufficient patronage. 114 

That call for financial support may have been spurred by a lawsuit 
filed by Stokes & Pusey and Lyle & Alexander in January 1858 to recover 
money promised them in the contract to construct the Olin and Preston 
Building. The suit, which was filed against each individual member of the 
board oftrustees, alleged that the trustees failed to make any ofthe payments 
delineated in the contract: $1,500 on 1 May 1854, $2,000 on 1 November 

Figure 6. This three-story brick building, completed in 1855, 
was the subject ofa long-running lawsuit filed against Olin and 
Preston Institute by the contractors who built it and remained 
unpaid. Courtesy Special Collections, University Libraries, 
Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, Va. 
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1864, $2,500 on 1 April 1865, and $2,500 in three annual installments from 
completion of the building. 115 On 22 July 1858, Lyle met with the board of 
trustees and agreed to a settlement on behalf of the builders. According to 
the minutes of that meeting, he accepted $2,946.16 (around $84,000 today) 
"as the balance due to the contractors for the said building." In return, he 
agreed to dismiss the action that he had brought in circuit court. 116 

However, on 8 February 1859, Lyle was forced to file another suit 
against the trustees, this time collectively rather than individually, for the 
money that had been agreed upon at the July 1858 board meeting. According 
to the suit, the institute had refused to pay that settlement. The suit was 
continued for years, with the final conclusion not reached until after Lyle 
had died and the Civil War had ended. 117 

In 1859, perhaps again reacting to the suit in the courts, the Committee 
on Seminaries noted that Olin and Preston deserved and required 

at this time the special attention and cordial support of the church. A 
just and proper care of this Institution may, at no distant day, elevate 
it to the character of a first class College. This, your Committee think, 
should be one of the special aims ofthe Conference, as our interests in 
[southwestern] Virginia imperiously demand such an Institution. 

Your Committee heartily endorse the Institution, and cordially 
commend it to public confidence. 118 

In 1860, the Baltimore Conference appointed the Reverends John 
S. Martin, William F. Speake, and C. W. Dalrymple to form a committee 
of visitation to the Blacksburg school. Additionally, it named S. Regester, 
Speake, A. Buhrman, H.A. Gaver, J.C. Dice, and W. S. Edwards as trustees. 119 

In other action in 1860, a committee appointed by the conference to 
receive money for educational purposes mentioned a resolution passed "at 
the last session" to take up "a collection for educational purposes" that was 
to be equally divided among four schools supported by the conference, 
including Olin and Preston. The total amount raised was $422.34, making 
Olin and Preston's portion almost $105 .59 120 (about $3,000 today). However, 
holdings in Special Collections at Virginia Tech include a photocopied receipt 
for $136.78 from Thomas Myers, chairman of a committee, presumably the 
Committee on Seminaries, for "the share of the educational collection for 
Olin and Preston Institute," 121 which might be the portion actually received 
by the Blacksburg school--or it could constitute an additional amount 
collected to support the academy. 
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The money raised by the Baltimore Conference may have gone 
toward the 1860 purchase of land from Jacob and Mary A. Keister. Those 
representing the institute on the deed were "Wm B. Preston, E. J. Amiss, Wm 
H. Peck, Robert Preston, las. F. Preston, James R. Kent, D. G. Doughit, E. R. 
Anderson, Harvey Black, and N. M. Ronald all ofthe county ofMontgomery 
and state of Virginia and Wm F. Speak, J. S. Martin, A. Burman, J. E. 
Armstrong, J. R. Wheeler Ministers ofthe Methodist Church ofthe Baltimore 
Conference," who were named as trustees of Olin and Preston. The amount 
of land purchased was four acres, "adjoining George Keisters (sic) tanyard 
lots." One of the borders ran "to a stake passing through [indistinguishable 
word] Jacob Keister's land back of the college building," then ran "to a stake 
at the edge of the Salem and Pepper's Ferry turnpike." The Keisters received 
$650 (just over $18,500 today) from the trustees for the parcel. 122 

Although the Blacksburg school now had land and a building, the ongoing 
suit by Lyle, weak support from the Baltimore Conference, and heightened 
tensions leading to the Civil War forced Olin and Preston to close its doors. 
While a number of historians have reported that the institute closed during 
or at the end of the war, 123 a Preston and Olin Institute catalogue produced 
in the late 1860s stated that Olin and Preston was "successfully conducted 
until the commencement of the late war [Civil War]."124 Thus, it had already 
been closed for a few years when, on 11 May 1864, Major General George G. 
Crook established his headquarters in the vacated Olin and Preston Building 
as he and his Union troops made their way back to West Virginia following 
the Battle of Cloyd 's Mountain in Pulaski County. 125 But like a phoenix, the 
school rose once again after the war to be rechristened the Preston and Olin 
Institute, which later became Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical College, 
known today as Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University. 
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A Sketch of Letitia1 Preston Floyd 
and Some of Her Letters* 

Jim Glanville and Ryan Mays 
© 2015 

Introduction 
This article demonstrates that Letitia Preston Floyd ( 1779-1852) of 

Smithfield Plantation, Thom Spring Plantation, and Burke's Garden, was a 
remarkable woman whom history has badly neglected.2 

As evidence of that neglect, the authors are unaware of any published 
encyclopedia entry devoted to her, and note that even in today's Internet age 
of abundant online resources, it is impossible to find an adequate electronic 
biography of her. 3 Furthermore, the principal genealogical source for her is 
almost entirely devoted to her husband's biography.4 Surprisingly, despite 
many efforts to find one, there is no known picture of her. 

Letitia Preston Floyd wrote many letters, very few of which have been 
published. Some ofher letters are published here for the first time while others 
are reprinted from obscure and little-known sources. Her letters reproduced 
in this article will give the reader a firsthand opportunity to assess the strength 
of the lady's character, her abilities, and her historical significance. 

A contemporary assessment of the quality of her character comes from 
her grand niece Sally Campbell Preston McDowell ( 1822-1895), who wrote 
of the Preston family in an 1856 letter to her future husband, John Miller, 
that "the women were clever & the men handsome" and added that "Aunt 
Floyd [Letitia Preston Floyd] was a wonder."5 Edward Pollard wrote in Lee 
and His Lieutenants that "Letitia Preston, daughter of William Preston the 
surveyor, [was] a lady widely noted for extraordinary intellectual gifts and 
attainments."6 This article presents some evidence in her own words for just 
how "wonderful" Mrs. Floyd was. 

Letitia Preston (Mrs. Floyd) was born at Smithfield Plantation, 
Montgomery County, Virginia, on September 29, 1779. She was the tenth 
child ofWilliam and Susanna Preston. She married John Floyd Jr., the son of 

*This is one of three articles about Letitia Preston Floyd that appear in this issue of the Smithfield 
Review. The companion articles are an article about the relationship she and her husband had with the 
Catholic church and an article that describes her as a "Pioneer Catholic Feminist." 
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her father's "best beloved friend," and lived successively at Christiansburg 
(circa 1807-1818), Thom Spring in present-day Pulaski County7 (circa 
1818-1840), and as a widow at Burke's Garden in Tazewell County (l 840-
1852). She was the mother of twelve children, seven of whom survived to 
adulthood and lived to be married. 8 Three of her children died very young, 
two after a few months and one after a year and a half, and two died as 
young children (aged 6 and 11) ofscarlet fever at Thom Spring Plantation in 
1833. Her child-bearing years lasted from 1805 to 1827 or from the age of 
25 (one month short of her 26th birthday) to the age of47 and a half years. 

Because her husband enjoyed a successful career as a Virginia 
congressman and governor, she had a ringside seat for some of the most 
important political events of the 1820s and 1830s. This was the time of the 
Nullification Crisis and the controversial presidency of Andrew Jackson, 
as well as the period during which arose the great American question of 
the balance between the powers of the federal government and the separate 
states. Letitia for a few years was a part of significant American history. 
Necessarily, much of her life was occupied by the mundane daily business 
of child-rearing and plantation-running. In contrast, for a year or two in the 
early 1830s she lived amidst the high drama of the great national political 
discussion of states rights during the Nullification Controversy, which was 
"one of the more dramatic events in United States history."9 

This article is organized chronologically into six principal periods of 
her life: 

• Childhood and marriage 
• Her first thirteen years of marriage, during the latter part of which 

her husband served in the Virginia General Assembly 
• Her twelve years as wife of a United States congressman 
• Her four years as wife of the governor of Virginia 
• The period of her husband's final illness at Thom Spring Plantation, 

during which she served as his political and business adviser 
• Her years of widowhood, passed in relatively isolated Burke's 

Garden 
The article includes transcripts of fourteen of her letters including at 

least one from each of these six periods of her life. Twelve of the fourteen 
letters are here printed for the first time in the body of historical literature. 

Following our examination of the sixth period of her life comes a 
critical discussion of the newly uncovered (in January 2014) original copy 
of Letitia Preston Floyd's only well-known letter, written in 1843 and 
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addressed to her son as "My Dear Rush." The final section of the article 
offers a discussion of library repositories and other places where additional 
letters written by Letitia Preston Floyd may reside or may come to light. 

Childhood and Marriage (1779-1804) 
At the time of Letitia Preston's birth, the outcome of the American 

Revolution was still undecided. The summer of 1779 had been a troubling 
time for her father William Preston ( 1729-1783). Parties of Tories were in 
the neighborhood and her father's life was under threat. She was, however, 
too young to remember any of this, or to remember her father, who died 
suddenly two years after the Revolution had been won. 10 

Today, visitors who tour the restored Smithfield Plantation house 
are shown the upstairs bedroom in the west wing of the house, which is 
interpreted as the children's room. Very likely, it was while sleeping here in 
this room that Letitia Preston grew to womanhood. Her mother, the widowed 
Susanna Smith Preston ( 1740-1823), ruled the household with a firm hand, 
supported by Letitia's older brothers, the eldest of whom, John, 11 was 15 
years older than she was. Daily operations of the plantation were conducted 
by overseers, who would have managed and supervised the many plantation 
slaves. While no direct evidence seems to have survived, we may speculate 
that Letitia was partly raised by the house slaves at Smithfield Plantation. 

In keeping with the strong Preston family and Presbyterian tradition 
of giving their girls a good education, Letitia would have been well 
taught and tutored at Smithfield. While again we lack direct evidence, 
the circumstantial evidence is that Letitia's likely first instructor was the 
Irish-born Peter Byrns. 12 He was a teacher at Smithfield from 1780 to 1793 
(and perhaps until a year or two later). Letitia may well have been under 
his instruction into her middle teenage years. Another possible teacher of 
Letitia at Smithfield was Aaron Palfreyman. 13 

The authors have found only a single document related to Letitia's 
youth and childhood 14 and none of her letters. The first letter of hers we 
know of is one written in November 1803, when she was two months past 
her 24th birthday. This 1803 letter, reproduced below in full, was written by 
Letitia Preston from Franklin County, Kentucky, to her mother Susanna at 
Smithfield, from the home of her brother-in-law Nathaniel Hart. Hart, who 
was raised in North Carolina, in 1797 married Letitia's older (by six years) 
sister Susanna Preston (1772-1833). The couple moved to Kentucky soon 
after their marriage and lived there for the rest of their lives. 15 

In the letter, Letitia repeatedly apologizes for her delay in returning 
from Kentucky to Smithfield, offers the explanation that she has been 
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detained in Kentucky by her sister's "critical situation at this period," and 
explains that Mr. Hart will return with me "as soon as she (her sister] is 
recovered." However, Letitia also told her mother that she had met John 
Floyd, the son of her father's "best beloved friend," and a man of good 
mind, person, and "equality of station." Letitia's father, and the father-in-
law she would never know, had a many-year correspondence which has 
recently been published. 16 

In distant Kentucky, Letitia had fallen in love and found the man she 
planned to marry. He was four years younger than she was, but their marriage 
would indeed prove to be one of equals. Here is what Letitia wrote: 17 

Mr. Hart's, Novr. 30th 1803 
To what shall I appeal but to maternal tenderness for the extenuation 

of an offence against that tenderness? Is not the bosom ofa parent the 
safest and only tribunal for a child to trust its cause and feelings to? 
From the conviction that it is, let me ask of my Mother its operation 
in favor of her remaining orphan daughter. Oh! shall I confess that 
her protection is forsaken for that offered by a newly found friend, 
and then beg her to receive that friend as a Son, whose wishes, whose 
virtues, aspire to the choice? His evident claims of mind, person, 
equality of station, added to the circumstance of being the Son of 
my Father's best beloved friend Colo Floyd, will I trust place this 
request beyond the imputation of indiscretion. And yet farther, will I 
trust place this request by the consent and presence of my dear, dear 
Mother. This event (should it meet your approbation) will necessarily 
be postponed until my return to Virginia. In the meantime it will be 
my sincere desire that a strict silence be observed even to my brothers 
and sisters, from the fear that some incident may occur which would 
place me on an unpleasant footing and Besides, the possibility of its 
getting, through channel, to the ears of some 18 of my relations in this 
Country who would enjoy a feind-like [sic] pleasure in destroying 
every prospect that tended to the promotion or advancement of my 
happiness in any degree whatever. I shall rely on your goodness in 
this point as in every other where the welfare ofyour child is at stake. 
And now a pardon for my breach of promise in not returning home at 
the time appointed. But the causes of my detention were unforeseen 
and are such as humanity compelled me to listen to. Susanna's critical 
situation at this period and a promise from Mr. Hart to return with me 
as soon as she is recovered, left me no alternative but that of staying. 
This conclusion has cost me much. To be deprived of your society at 
a time when it would be most cordial, is a loss I am scarcely able to 
sustain. A few weeks more will restore me to the bosom ofmy beloved 
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Mother. When I hope to receive her blessing and approbation to a 
measure that will secure my happiness on the solid basis of domestic 
endearment and confidence. Let me have it from your own hand that 
you are well and that I shall be remembered by you. May God bless 
you my dear parent and grant you health and tranquility, and make the 
evening of your life as happy as the morning has been prosperous. 
Wishing it in sincerity I remain affectionately 

Your Daughter 
L. Preston 

[Ps] Susanna joins in love to the family. 

The First Thirteen Years of Marriage (1804-1817) 19 

On May 13, 1804, Letitia Preston married John Floyd in Franklin 
County, Kentucky. According to Nicholas Floyd, family tradition holds 
that John and Letitia Floyd were married with both being dressed in black 
satin.20 She was 24, he had just turned 20. She returned to Virginia, so that 
she could be near her immediate family, while he entered the University 
of Pennsylvania to complete his study of medicine. In addition to a brief 
period as a student at Dickinson College, in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, Floyd 
had earlier read medicine with a Dr. Ferguson in Louisville, so after 
marrying was able to graduate as a doctor in a relatively short time in 1806. 
We can infer from one of her letters that Letitia must have spent some time 
in Philadelphia while her husband was a student there, but we do not exactly 
know either when she was there or how much time she spent there. 

After graduation, Dr. Floyd took up a short-lived medical practice in 
Lexington, Virginia, but soon moved to Christiansburg, Virginia, where, 
Charles Henry Ambler says, "he soon acquired a wide and favorable 
reputation as a physician."21 We do not know exactly where the couple 
was living during the first six years of their marriage. However, we can get 
some notion from the birthplaces of Letitia's children: Susanna Smith Floyd 
was born at Smithfield in March 1805; John Buchanan Floyd was born at 
Smithfield in March 1806; George Rogers Clark Floyd (who died in infancy) 
was born in Montgomery County in November 1807; William Preston Floyd 
was born in Christiansburg in January 1809; George Rogers Clark Floyd (the 
second child so-named) was born in Christiansburg in September 181 O; and 
Benjamin Rush Floyd was born at Smithfield in December 1811. Dr. Floyd 
was appointed ajustice of the peace of Montgomery County in June 1807. 

Dr. Floyd was a surgeon in the Virginia Militia from 1807 to 1812, and 
was later appointed a surgeon with the rank of major to Lieutenant Colonel 
James McDowell's Flying Camp22 during the War of 1812. John Floyd's 
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political career began in 1814 with his election to the Virginia House of 
Delegates as a representative for Montgomery County. He served only one 
term in the state legislature, at the sessions of 1814 and 1815. It was during 
these years that Letitia must have grown accustomed to the prolonged 
absences of her husband on military or political duties which came to be 
a feature of their marriage until the final four years of her husband's life, 
when he finally gave up public office. 

Ambler states that before Dr. Floyd entered the General Assembly 
in 1814, the Floyds moved to Thom Spring Plantation in Montgomery 
County (in present-day Pulaski County), where he continued to practice for 
a number of years, and earned "a warm place in the hearts of the country 
folk who knew him." Nicholas Floyd notes: 

Returning to reside in the home State ofhis ancestors the young couple 
made their home in Pulaski County on a beautiful estate known--or 
named by them-Thom Spring. 23 Here Dr. Floyd soon won distinction 
in his profession to such an extent that within five years his home 
and all suitable buildings on the plantation were converted into an 
impromptu sanitarium to meet the requirements of patients from a 
distance, who needed and demanded protracted medical or surgical 
treatment. And here one ofthe two youngest sons ofhis Uncle Charles' 
numerous family (Nathaniel, ten years his junior), joined him to read 
medicine and assist in the dispensary of the sanitarium.24 

The land at Thom Spring was a bequest to Letitia from her father. He 
left her 900 acres of land at Thom Spring in the 1781 codicil to his will.25 

When the Floyds moved there in 1814 there was a residual 400 acres. Over 
half of Letitia's land had been sold nine years earlier on 5 November 1805 
in a deed from "John Floyd and Letitia his wife late Letitia Preston of the 
County ofJefferson and Commonwealth of Kentucky" to Samuel Caddell for 
500 acres "being the upper [northern] part of a larger tract of nine hundred 
acres."26 Presumably, the Floyds sold a substantial portion ofthe Thom Spring 
tract to finance the medical education of the doctor. Letitia Preston Floyd, the 
seventh child ofLetitia and John Floyd, was born "near Blacksburg" in March 
1814. Eliza Lavalette Floyd, their eighth child, was born at Thom Spring in 
December 1816. 27 These dates suggest that the Floyds took up permanent 
residence at Thom Spring in the latter part of 1814. This was to remain their 
home and base of operations for over twenty years. It was John Floyd's last 
home (for 23 years until his death), and Letitia's home until 1839. 

After the death oftheir father at the relatively young age of52, Letitia's 
brother, John Preston, 28 became the de facto male head of the Smithfield 
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Plantation. John Preston served in both the Virginia Senate and House of 
Delegates and as a major general in the Virginia militia. The following letter 
to him from his sister illustrates the frequent geographical separation of 
wives (such as Letitia herself) from husbands who took up military and 
political positions. Here is her 1807 letter which tells him of the death of his 
daughter in his absence:29 

My dear Brother 

Oh how unable am I to fulfil the task imposed on me. I am requested 
by [y]our afflicted wife to tell you your precious little Mary died 
this morning about 3 o clock. I cannot offer any consolation [for 
this] senslas [senseless] situation has convinced me nothing but time 
can quiet that agony of grief which as parents we feel in the death 
of promising and beloved children. Support it my dear Brother as 
becomes the father & Husband. Polly will delay the interment until 
your return which we expect on tomorrow evening. Sister Madison 
will be with her at Smithfield tomorrow evening. With the fullest 
sympathy for your misfortune. 

I am Dr. Brother your affect[ionate and] honable Sister L Floyd 
Roanoke Septr. 24th 1807. 

The daughter, Mary, was only a few months old. The Polly referred to in 
the letter was Mary Radford Preston, the first wife of John Preston. She bore 
him seven children and died before reaching the age of 30. We do not know 
the exact significance of the letter being annotated as written from "Roanoke." 

Despite John Floyd's medical practice and militia service, during the 
years 1807-1812 he and his wife were able to occasionally travel together. Thus 
in May 1811, he wrote to John Preston telling of their arrival in New York City. 

Sir, We arrived here yesterday, all safe, except a good deal sea-sickness 
and flea bites but they were not the worst bites we have met with, but 
that's no surprise; I am however fearful that our expedition has not 
been or will be attended with such consequences as were to be [ ] 
as Letitia complains very much today particularly of her breast30 and 
appressed respiration but we still hope for better prospects ... Laetitia 
desires her love to you and your lady and the rest of our friends in 
Richmond. I am sir, respectfully yours John Floyd. 3I 

Strangely, while we have no picture of Letitia Floyd, we do know that 
one day at the age of 32 she was flea-bitten and suffered from "appressed 
respiration." In 1811, travel was an ordeal even for the wealthy. 
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Letitia Preston Floyd wrote the following letter from Christiansburg 
to her brother John Preston in Richmond on July 26, 1812. At this time, her 
brother had served for two years as the treasurer of Virginia, an office that 
he was to hold for a decade.32 In the letter, she inquires about medicines 
for which she had paid, and asked her brother to give a box of bones to Dr. 
Barton that her brother had apparently failed to transmit. 

[tom] Previous to your leaving this County I had enclosed the check 
you furnished me to Mr. Cartson Radford with a list of the medicines 
wanted. As I have not heard from him since I feel apprehensive he has 
not received my letter. I am therefore compelled [tom] you about the 
matter and beg of [tom] to make some enquiry respecting it and [ ] 
know the result by the first opportunity [tom] is likewise a Letter here 
from Dr. Barton about his box of Bones which I pray you to convey 
him--Doctor Floyd has not yet returned but expected every hour--
Brother Frank's family left this yesterday on their way to the Springs. 
Mother continues [failing?]. Nancy much as she was [tom] anxiety 
for your arrival now [tom] is advancing we hope nothing will prevent 
your comin[g] [tom] your family along. My love [tom] believe me 
dear Brother to be your affectionate Sister L Floyd.33 

As noted above, Letitia's husband Dr. John Floyd had received much 
of his medical training in Pennsylvania, and part of it as a student of the 
American founding father Dr. Benjamin Rush. 34 Rush was a Pennsylvania 
physician and chemistry professor, and a Revolutionary era patriot who signed 
the Declaration of Independence, served as a Pennsylvania delegate to the 
Second Continental Congress, and as Surgeon General for the Continental 
Army during the Revolutionary War. Rush died on April 19, 1813. 

Dr. Rush's namesake, Benjamin Rush Floyd, was the sixth child of 
John and Letitia Floyd, born on December 10, 1811, at Smithfield Plantation. 
Some time before the baby reached the age of two years, Mrs. Floyd had 
apparently communicated with Dr. Rush and told him that her young son 
was named after him. That knowledge prompted Rush to send a charming 
letter to his namesake. It is reproduced as the second letter below. 35 Later, 
three months after Dr. Rush died, Mrs. Floyd sent his letter, accompanied 
by a transmittal letter, to the editor Hezekiah Niles of The Weekly Register, a 
Baltimore-based weekly news magazine. 36 The editor published both letters. 
The transmittal letter is reproduced in full immediately below, followed by 
the reply from Dr. Benjamin Rush to his namesake. 
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TO THE EDITOR OF THE WEEKLY REGISTER. SIR-Convinced 
of the importance of the enclosed letter on the conduct and prospects 
of a beloved son, I thought the best deposit I could make of so rich 
a legacy for him, was to obtain a place for it in your truly American 
paper. To attempt to eulogize the character of its illustrious author, 
would be an undertaking far beyond my capacity. The simple story of 
gratitude may be told in a few plain words. To the friendship and skill 
of the immortal Doctor Rush, my little family owe the lives and health 
of both parents. An impulse of a mothers heart prompted me to name 
a very promising child after the idolized friend of my husband.-
Hearing of this circumstance, that truly benevolent and great man 
addressed the subjoined letter to my son. "He thus, though dead, does 
still befriend." 

With much esteem, I am sir, your constant reader. LkTITIA FLOYD. 

Christiansburg, Va. July 7th, 1813. 

Dr. Benjamin Rush's reply: 

PHILADELPHIA, APRIL 21, 1812 
To Master Benjamin Rush Floyd 

My dear name-sake!-Your father has conferred a name on you which 
one of the dictionaries says is "proverbially worthless." But it is 
possible for you to remove the ideas that are naturally associated with 
it, by your good conduct, in which respect I hope you will be more 
successful than I have been. May you be kept by a kind Providence 
from all the errors and follies that characterized my youth, and from 
the controversies and bitter persecutions that attended my middle life, 
and may your old age be blessed as mine has hitherto been with good 
health, a faithful Wife, dutiful children, and a competency of the good 
things of this world. For the attainment of these blessings permit me 
to advise you to begin in childhood, to honor and obey your parents, to 
learn your catechism, and to commit passages in the Bible to memory. 
As you advance in life, go constantly to a place of worship; avoid bad 
company, and be very attentive to your studies. 

The less time you spend in fishing and hunting and other youthful 
amusements, the better. In reviewing my life I have often felt pain 
in recollecting the many innocent birds I killed for mere sport, for I 
had flesh enough and of a better kind than theirs to eat at any time I 
pleased, both at home and at the country school at which I passed my 
youth. I have been ashamed likewise, in recollecting how much time 
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I wasted when a boy in playing cat and fives and steal-clothes, &c. 
all of which consumed so many precious hours that might have been 
more profitably employed in getting my lessons, or reading instructing 
books.-In middle life avoid propagating new and unpopular opinions; 
but if you are impelled by a sense of duty to do so, never reply to 
anything that may be said to your disadvantage upon the account 
of them, for scandal will die much sooner of itself than you can kill 
it. Live temperately, that is, eat sparingly of simple food, and avoid 
tasting spirituous liquors in every part of your life. To a conformity to 
this advice I owe much of my present health, and pleasure in business 
and study, and probably the prolongation of my life. Adieu! my dear 
boy. May God bless you, and make you a comfort to your parents and 
an ornament to society! 

From your friend and name-sake, 
BENJAMIN RUSH 

We reproduce below the fourth and final letter from this period of 
Letitia's life, which she wrote on June 20, 1815, to her oldest brother, 
the treasurer of Virginia. The letter came from Solitude, a Preston family 
property that still stands much restored as the oldest remaining structure on 
the Virginia Tech campus.37 In the letter, she asked her brother to assist in 
getting a pension for the old soldier Nicholas Reeder, to whom she had been 
extending credit to purchase grain.38 

Solitude June 20th 1815. Dear Brother Sometime in April last Nicholas 
Reeder got Dr. Floyd to draw an order on the Treasury for his pension 
with the intention of sending it down by Barger or Ballard. Neither 
of them going down as expected the order was retained. The Doctor 
expected to see you on your way down and give it to you then. Failing 
in these calculations Reeder has been much pushed for money and 
insists on my making the application to you to procure the pension for 
him and send it by some private conveyance. If it is not out of your 
line ofbusiness or duty to do so, it will confer a favor on me as well as 
the poor old soldier in as much as I have advanced money to him (to 
buy grain) on the Faith of his pension-Enclose the money to me in 
small notes by the earliest private opportunity and at his request pay 
yourself out of it the postage of the present letter-Your Family are 
all well and are at Smithfield to day with the intention of hearing Sam 
[Thichell] preach in Blacksburg. James Preston's Family have been 
very ill with a fever and the youngest I think is in eminent danger-
Your Friends, except them are all well in this quarter-with a sincere 
wish for the preservation of your health I am your a ffet Sister L Floyd 
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The Congressional Years (1817-1829) 
For a student of history, these sixteen years of Letitia's life are 

interesting because of her involvement through her husband at an extremely 
high level at the very center ofAmerican political life. 

How much time did she spend in Washington City and how much at 
Thom Spring? We cannot answer that question with any certainty, but from 
the available evidence it seems that she spent most of her time at home 
on the plantation while making only occasional visits to Washington City. 
Similarly, it seems that her husband made only occasional visits home. The 
Oregonian historian John Schroeder says that Floyd was living at Brown's 
Hotel in Washington in 1820. 39 

Figure 1. The site of the Thom 
Spring Plantation house located 
on private property in modem-
day Pulaski County near the 
intersection of Old Oregon Trail (a 
modem name) and Newbern Road. 
All that remains today is bare soil 
and a few decrepit outbuildings. 
The Thom Spring lies in the 
valley just beyond the buildings. 
Photograph by Jim Glanville, 
March 2014. 

Figure 2. The Thom Spring. 
When the authors visited in March 
2014 the spring was producing 
an estimated 600--800 gallons 
per minute. Photograph by Jim 
Glanville, March 2014 

In this section we present three of Letitia's letters: In 1821 she wrote to 
her sister-in-law, Caroline H. Preston, in Louisville, Kentucky. In 1822 she 
wrote to her brother John Preston at nearby Horseshoe Bottom Plantation, 
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which was situated at the present-day site of the Radford Arsenal, about six 
miles west of Smithfield and fifteen miles northeast of Thom Spring. In 1829 
she described her experience at the inauguration ofPresident Andrew Jackson. 

The first letter4° went to her sister-in-law telling ofthe death ofher sister-
in-law's husband, William Preston, at Smithfield, and was written by Letitia 
from Thom Spring on January 25, 1821. It is published here for the first time. 

My dear Sister, 

The painful task has devolved on me of communicating to you the 
afflicting intelligence of the death of your devoted Husband. 41 This 
sad misfortune took place on Tuesday, the 24th at 15 minutes past nine 
o'clock at night. His entire confinement since the first of November 
terminated in a dropsy42 which closed his unparalleled sufferings 
without a struggle or groan. Never a sigh or word betrayed aught of 
diminished fortitude. He died as he lived, satisfied with the justice 
and goodness of his Creator. A friend to all honest men and the foe 
of scoundrels, his remains will be taken to Smithfield tomorrow and 
interred by the side of our Father, at his special request. An increasing 
wish to see you and Hancock [Caroline's seven year old son] occupied 
many of his agonized moments . 

. . . For the sake of his children he directed me to enclose to you a list 
of those friends and neighbors that visited him constantly. He wishes 
them to keep it in mind. They were his friends and to show them respect 
accordingly. Oh my Sister what a shield and stay his precious family 
have lost. I hope God will enable them to bear this sad bereavement. 

His beloved remains are still, in our house. Tomorrow they will be 
taken to Smithfield accompanied by many friends and on Sunday be 
committed to their parent earth. 

Sister Madison begs her love to you and dear Daughters. Accept the 
same from 

Your afflicted Sister 
Letitia Floyd 

The next of Letitia's letters (transcribed below) was written at Thom 
Spring Plantation on September 15, 1822 and sent to her brother John Preston 
at his plantation at Horseshoe Bottom.43 From this letter we learn the names of 
some of the Preston/Floyd family slaves (Emanuel, Lucius, Nancy, Cynthia, 
Amy, and Sally, and possibly Armistead). Such knowledge is rare. We also 
learn that Dr. Floyd was absent, with the slave Lucius, on a trip to Kentucky. 
In sum, the letter gives a brief glimpse of life on a busy, working plantation. 
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Dear Brother 

Manuel arrived a few hour ago in verry low [state?]. I fear part recovery. 
My Husband left home this day two weeks with Colo. McDowile44 for 
Kentucky.45 I am sincerly sorry it has so happened I can [illegible] do 
little for your Slave but as the poor creature is so solicitous to stay I 
have thought it right to endulge him and will make an experiment of 
the remedies Dr. Floyd has treated dropsy so successfully with. In 
order to do so it is necessary to have a gallon of Hard Cider. There is 
no fruit in this neighborhood and I have directed Armistead to bring it 
up tomorrow with a handful ofparsley roots and [toss] with a quantity 
of Horse radish roots. The drugs necessary I will furnish. I must state 
the fact of my present situation to you and let you know that I am 
unable to do for Emanuel what his low condition requires. Dr. Floyd 
took Lucius to Kentucky-Nancy is the only Servant I have whose 
time is much taken up with my poor little sick Baby46 Cynthia has to 
milk, chum, wash, and feed my Beeves. Amy cooks-Manuel will 
want clean clothes every other day and his Seaton [?] and Blisters 
dressed twice a day and his drinks handed at least three times a night 
to him. If you will send his Aunt Sally to nurse I will give him all 
possible attention. If you have time to spare it will give me sincere 
pleasure to see you here. I have heard nothing from Jas. McDowell 
but dread the worst. Sister Madison is with me. Accept the affection of 
your Sister-Laetitia Floyd 

We now tum to briefly discuss the congressional career of Letitia's 
husband, Dr. John Floyd.47 

John Floyd entered Congress in April 1817 as the representative of 
Virginia's fifth congressional district.48 He went on to serve six consecutive 
two-year terms in Congress before declining to seek reelection in 1828.49 

Over the entire course of his congressional career, Floyd was a supporter of 
Andrew Jackson but in the end lost his hoped-for reward for his devotion. 
Ambler says that Floyd declined congressional reelection in 1828 with the 
expectation that he would be invited to join Jackson's cabinet,50 or be called 
to "some higher place in the federal service. "51 However, as we learn from 
Letitia's letter reprinted below, her husband was offered only the territorial 
governorship of Arkansas, which he declined. Floyd's disappointment in 
failing to secure a prominent position in the Jackson administration was 
one factor in soon making him a bitter opponent of the president. Historian 
Charles Pinnegar said that the election of Andrew Jackson as president in 
1828 was "pivotal to Floyd's career" and that in its wake Floyd "began a 
five year tirade against the administration."52 
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Schroeder has provided an assessment of John Floyd's twelve-year 
congressional career.53 Oregon historians have been long interested in 
Floyd, who bears the sobriquet "Father of the Oregon Country," which 
originated in the title of Ambler's biography of Floyd. Schroeder wrote 
that in Congress, Floyd had honest intentions and liked tackling gigantic 
projects. Because he sincerely espoused consistent states rights principles, in 
domestic matters he often inflexibly adopted narrow and extreme positions. 
In contrast, in matters of foreign affairs, his zeal and imagination led him to 
advocate ambitious and bold measures. His commitment to expanding the 
United States to the Pacific was, says Schroeder, "a result of his aggressive 
personality and frontier heritage." 

Genealogist Nicholas Floyd summed up Dr. Floyd's congressional 
career by saying, "During his term in Congress his brilliant speeches on 
the Northwest Boundary question aroused the entire country, the North as 
well as the South, to the importance of taking some decisive action looking 
to the safeguarding of our territorial rights in that distant region. And it 
is to his untiring efforts, largely if not chiefly, and to the tenacious and 
comprehensive grasp of his mind upon the subtle intricacies of the subject, 
that we are indebted for the fact that the American flag floats over every foot 
of the 'Oregon Territory. '"54 

Charles Henry Ambler characterized Dr. Floyd's congressional years 
as a period when he served as a "Spokesman of the Frontier." Ambler wrote 
that after the American Revolution the new nation centered its interest 
"in the West, in the Indian wars, our relations with Spain, and our efforts 
to acquire and settle new territory," and that "[a]s a spokesman of these 
interests, if for nothing else, Floyd deserves a place in history."55 

John Floyd had become a supporter ofAndrew Jackson in 1818, when 
the general came under congressional censure for his unauthorized military 
incursion into Spanish Florida to attack Indian raiders based there. Floyd, 
no doubt recalling the death of his own father at Indian hands, became one 
of Jackson's staunchest defenders. 56 Both men wanted Spain to transfer 
Florida to the United States, a transfer that occurred through negotiations in 
1819. A decade later, Floyd took a prominent part in Jackson's successful 
presidential election campaign, calling Jackson "the only man capable of 
bringing the government back to true states rights principles."57 

President Andrew Jackson was inaugurated for the first time on 
March 4, 1829 and that day held a reception at the White House. In the 
letter58 reprinted below, sent from Washington City to Captain Benjamin 
Howard Peyton59 and dated March 13, 1829, Letitia describes attending the 
reception and meeting the president. Later that day the reception brought a 
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surging crowd of rowdy Jackson supporters to the White House and events 
got somewhat out of hand.60 While there, Letitia was impressed by "[s]o 
many courtesies-so many greedy applicants-so many beautiful women." 

Dear Howard-

I designed writing to you some days ago but from the hurry of trifles 
I have put it off until this time. I can only say that I wished every 
friend I have had been present at the Inauguration. Never could I have 
imagined such a spectacle. The interchange of feeling between the 
people and President surpassed description. The old Hero was appalled 
at the majesty of the multitude. 

We followed in the train to the Presidents house. Gen. Jackson received 
me kindly-he has offered your Uncle the Government of Arkansas 
which Dr. Floyd has declined accepting. 

Since I came here I became acquainted with Mr. Herst from Louisville, 
Mrs. M. Popes Lawyer-he tells me Maria refuses to confirm her 
Mothers sale. Judging you would be glad to get her share in the Tract 
I told Herst I knew a man that would give her two thousands dollars 
for her share. I now write to apprise you of the matter. You had best 
consider of it and I will see Herst this evening and converse with him so 
as to put the business on such a footing as to enable you to get the Land. 

I have visited Mrs Jessup who received me like a sister. How much 
difficulty false friends occasion poor Marias tale to her notorious 
Uncle was likely to deprive me of the Friendship of the Clarks, a 
family I always loved and valued. 

Our young Folks went up to see Mary Robinson in the Staunton 
Hospital. She was entirely composed-very pale and reduced-she 
was making hair Plaits of her fine long hair which had been cut off, 
her bosom was full of them. She fastened one on Letitia's wrist and 
one on Susannas. They continue to wear them. Dr Boys says she will 
be restored in six months. Old Green had been painting-he knew 
George and enquired about his com potatoes and walnuts. Wm Peyton 
has not been well he is going to his Farm near the Warm Springs. Your 
Uncle was at Court. 

I wish sincerely you had been with us to witness the management of 
this place-So many courtesies-so many greedy applicants-and so 
many beautiful women. 

General Jackson's Cabinet does not give entire satisfaction to his Friends. 
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I rejoice my Husband has retired before another storm sets in. 

Give my sincere love to cousin Agatha, and for yourself accept the 
best wishes of your 

Affectionate Aunt 
Letitia Floyd 

During her husband's congressional years, Letitia managed and 
operated Thom Spring Plantation and gave birth to six more children, while 
raising the four born earlier. 

The Gubernatorial Years (1829-1834) 
This section includes two of Letitia's letters. In 1830 she wrote to 

Sally Buchanan Preston, who three weeks earlier had married Letitia's son 
John Buchanan Floyd. In 1833 she wrote a remarkable letter to Dr. Floyd 
giving her highly unflattering opinion of President Andrew Jackson (in 
office 1829-183 7). If Letitia Preston Floyd were to be known for nothing 
else, she should be known for this letter. 

Letitia's involvement with American political life was particularly 
intense during this period when her husband was at the center of a political 
maelstrom revolving around slavery, the abolition of slavery, the question 
of states rights, and indeed the very basis of the American Union. During 
his years as governor, her husband irregularly kept a diary that Ambler 
published in 1918.61 The diary deals not only with the great issues Floyd 
was dealing with, but also with his wife Letitia and their domestic business. 

After resigning from Congress and departing Washington a 
disappointed man, Dr. Floyd briefly practiced medicine in Montgomery 
County, Virginia.62 He used his spare time to "enjoy the love and confidence 
ofa large family ofchildren and a devoted wife and to retrieve his declining 
fortunes ... [and] his children shared with him the pleasures of the chase and 
the violin."63 However, he would not be long back home at Thom Spring 
and out of politics. In October 1829, a Virginia Constitutional Convention 
convened in Richmond; after much debate it approved a new constitution 
on January 15, 1830, by a vote of 55 to 40.64 The delegates were a glittering 
array, including two former United States presidents (Madison and Monroe) 
and United States Chief Justice John Marshall. John Floyd was not among 
them-Montgomery County was represented by Gordon Cloyd.65 The 
principal issue that occupied the constitutional debate was what categories 
of white men should be entitled to vote. The delegates divided broadly into 
two camps ofeastern and western interests, with the westerners, who favored 
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rapid economic development of their region and a reduction of the influence 
of the slave-owning easterners, seeking to broaden the electorate to include 
all white men.66 While this convention was still sitting, Virginians elected 
a new governor, still using the old election system whereby the legislature 
elected the governor. 

On January 9, 1830, less than a year after he had left Congress, John 
Floyd was elected Governor of Virginia. The vote was 146 for Floyd to 66 
for his opponent, Peter V. Daniel, of Stafford County. Ambler suggests67 

that Floyd was chosen because of his states rights position and because 
he was a westerner and thus someone who could speak for the entire state 
of Virginia in the impending Nullification Crisis.68 Nullification was the 
political doctrine that a state was sovereign within its own borders and could 
within its borders declare null and void Acts of the federal government. The 
Nullification Crisis arose in 1829 in South Carolina as a protest against the 
1828 federal tariff to protect northern industrial interests to the detriment 
of the South and was anonymously articulated by the sitting vice-president 
from South Carolina, John C. Calhoun. Inherent in the crisis were the issues 
of states rights and the abolition of slavery. The crisis was exacerbated by 
the failure of the newly elected President Andrew Jackson to relieve the 
tariff as his supporters had promised in 1828. 

Floyd was unanimously reelected69 on February 11, 1831, to a three-
year term ofoffice, but was thenceforward term-limited, under the provisions 
of the new, soon-to-be-ratified, Virginia Constitution. During Floyd's four 
years as governor, between March 4, 1830, and March 31, 1834, momentous 
American political developments occurred, and Floyd used his position as 
Governor of Virginia to play a major role in them. Because of his actions 
during his governorship, Charles Henry Ambler (by choosing the phrase for 
his 1918 book subtitle) labeled Dr. Floyd "The Apostle of Secession." 

As was the case during her husband's congressional service in 
Washington City, Letitia remained at home at Thom Spring during much 
of the time he was in Richmond-her letter that follows demonstrates this 
situation. She wrote it on June 27, 1830, about three months into her husband's 
first term ofoffice as Virginia governor. 70 This hitherto unpublished letter was 
rediscovered in January 2014. 71 The letter transcribed below was postmarked 
Newbern, Virginia, and addressed to Mrs. Sally 8. Preston at Abingdon, 
Virginia. The letter is dated three weeks after Sally's marriage, on June 1, 
1830, to her first cousin and the future Virginia governor John Buchanan 
Floyd in Washington County. Among other things, Letitia tells her daughter-
in-law that the governor will be returning to Thom Spring in two weeks from 
Richmond with some of their children. She also reminds her son that he 
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has promised her to get serious about his legal studies. The recipient of the 
letter, Sarah "Sally" Buchanan Preston ( 1802-1879) was born at the Preston 
Salt Works in Saltville, and was a daughter of Francis Preston (brother of 
Letitia Preston Floyd) and his wife Sarah Buchanan Campbell. 

My dear Sally 

Let me embrace you cordially as a child, as the beloved wife of 
my first-born son - In this union may a gracious God spare you 
the vicissitudes and trials of our short and feverish Life. May the 
affections of your Husband remain undiminished and the moral force 
of his character sustain you in the hour of adversity. 

The allotted time for your undivided pleasures (a month) being nearly 
out. I wish now to make a claim on you both to return home. This 1 
hope will not be delayed any longer. My Husband and children will 
return by the I 0th of July at farthest and I wish you all to be with me to 
welcome that return. Maria and Ellen Preston I hope will accompany 
you and either or both of your cousins the Miss Thompsons. We can 
have a happy family party. I think Sister Preston is compensated now 
for all maternal anxieties by seeing two thirds of her Family happily 
and respectably married she deserves also the enjoyment of life and 
bestows in her children as I never knew a more vigilant [?] affectionate 
[faded or water damaged] mother. My brother is the most indulgent of 
fathers, and I trust amongst the happiest 

Say to my dear John I hold his bond now for the executions of his 
promises to me, namely the pursuit of his profession he has been 
gratified in that possession of the object of his wishes. [H]e must 
now resume his studies an[ d] confirm his views to that pursuit most 
industriously. 

I am happy to tell you brother James wife is better that we are also 
well but my poor little Mary72 whose situation here gives me much 
anxiety. 

Remember me sincerely to my kindred and say to sister Peggy Preston 
I will write to her Husband that I would do it often but my eyesight is 
getting so worn out that I have difficulty in writing legibly. 

God bless you my dear Daughter is the unceasing wish of your ever 
affectionate mother 

Letitia Floyd 
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From Dr. Floyd's diary we can see that Letitia did sometimes visit 
him in Richmond. For example, the diary records that the Floyds spent the 
first half of July 1831 traveling from Richmond to Thom Spring, stopping 
various places en route, including at Smithfield Plantation, so she must have 
been in the capital in June 1831. Similarly, for November 4, 1831 the diary 
records "This day my wife arrived and her children, John and his wife, 
William, Lavalette, Nicketti, Coralie, and Woushippakniga."73 

Letitia's second letter from this period contained much political 
content, reflecting the times in which she lived. Momentous issues Dr. John 
Floyd dealt with while governor were the so-called rights of southern states, 
the institution of slavery, and the movement for its abolition. 

There had been for many years antislavery sentiment in Virginia, and 
when Floyd took office in 1829 as governor, there were strong Virginia 
voices calling for slavery's abolition. The year 1830 has been described as 
"the high watermark of antislavery feeling in Virginia."74 The following 
year came the Nat Turner insurrection75 of August 1831 in Southampton 
County. During the insurrection, the insurgents killed over 50 white people, 
including many women and children in their beds. In suppressing the revolt, 
white patrols killed at least 100 blacks, including dozens who were not rebels. 
The amount of sheer slaughter on both sides helped account for the extreme 
reactions among whites, whether for abolition or for stricter regulation. In 
the wake of these events, Governor Floyd urged the December meeting of 
the General Assembly to revise "all the laws intended to preserve in due 
subordination the slave population of our State. "76 In early 1832 a great 
debate took place in the House of Delegates over slavery's future in Virginia. 
Subsequently, increasing resentment against radical abolitionist propaganda 
from the North shifted collective Virginia opinion from decrying slavery to 
defending it as a vital factor in the state's social order. 

What, we wonder, did Letitia and John Floyd say to one another 
during these events? Elizabeth Varon, in her book describing the role of 
elite Virginia women in antebellum Virginia, says that some of these women 
adopted an antislavery stance motivated by "sympathy and even affection, 
for blacks, whom they understood to be the victims of brutal oppression." 
An overt, political manifestation of this opposition came in the form of 
petitions ("memorials") to the General Assembly urging it to take steps to 
abolish slavery. Notable among these memorials were those from Fluvanna 
and Augusta counties. The Augusta memorial came with 215 signatories 
and was docketed with the title "Memorial of the Ladies of Augusta to 
the Gen1 Assembly of Virginia Praying the adoption of some measure for 
the speedy extirpation of Slavery from the Commonwealth." In addition 
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to their memorials, Virginia women organized the Virginia Colonization 
Society, as a branch of the American Colonization Society, which had been 
organized in 1816 with the objective of promoting the emigration of free 
blacks to Africa. Varon's book mentions many Virginia women by name, 
but Letitia Preston Floyd is not among them. Varon observes, however, 
that "[Governor] Floyd seems to have grasped what many contemporary 
historians have overlooked-that the political battle over slavery in Virginia 
which Turner's rebellion sparked was a battle for the hearts and minds of 
white women as well as men." One wonders if perhaps the governor's grasp 
of that situation had something to do with his wife. 77 

Nat Turner was executed on November 11, 1831, in Jerusalem, 
Virginia. In his diary on December 21, 1831, Floyd wrote: "Before I leave 
this government, I will have contrived to have a law passed gradually 
abolishing slavery in this State, or at all events to begin the work by 
prohibiting slavery on the west side of the Blue Ridge Mountains."78 Of this 
plan, John Alexander Williams wrote: "With the governor's encouragement, 
a group of 'talented young westerners' led by his nephews William Ballard 
Preston and James McDowell moved for the gradual abolition of slavery in 
the commonwealth, provoking a famous debate that went on in the General 
Assembly for more than a week. Eventually the motion failed, and the group 
did not put forward Floyd's fallback position of abolishing slavery only 
in western Virginia."79 This fallback position grew from Governor Floyd's 
view that western Virginia was well-deserving of economic development 
and his belief that slavery was a wasteful, inefficient labor system. 

Floyd took the position that the slave insurrection was the direct 
consequence of provocation in Virginia by Northern abolitionists. He 
laid out his opinions in a well-known November 19, 1831, letter to South 
Carolina Governor James Hamilton in which he blamed the "spirit of 
insubordination" on the "Yankee population" in general and Yankee 
peddlers and traders in particular; these travelers shared Christianity with 
the slaves and taught them that all are born free and equal, and told the 
slaves (in Floyd's words) "that white people rebelled against England to 
obtain freedom, so have blacks a right to do." Floyd placed the blame for 
masterminding the plan on the church leaders, but he believed that all the 
discussions about freedom and equality Jed to the uprising.80 Incidentally, 
Nat Turner was a Jay minister/preacher who moved around his home area a 
good deal because his owner hired him out to neighboring plantations and 
towns to do carpentry work. 

In the presidential election of 1832 in which Andrew Jackson was 
reelected with 55 percent of the popular vote, John Floyd was awarded the 
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eleven (out of a total of 219) electoral college votes of South Carolina. 
David Ericson comments that the South Carolina electors "wasted" their 
ballots on Floyd rather than vote to reelect Jackson. 81 

The Nullification Crisis had brought America to a critical point in late 
1832 and the threat ofcivil war loomed. Floyd pointed out the threat ofcivil 
war in a message to the Virginia House of Delegates on December 13, 1832. 
He told the delegates "On you now depends in a high degree the future 
destiny of this republic. It is for you now to say whether the brand of civil 
war shall be thrown into the midst of these states-and our fireside altars 
bathed in blood-or whether, trusting to the wisdom and integrity of the 
people, you will appeal to the states of the union for the maintenance of that 
harmony, and those states rights in which they have an equal interest with 
ourselves, and avert if possible the impending calamity of civil war. That 
your deliberations upon this important subject may result in a friendly and 
final settlement of the limitations of power, in imparting new life and vigor 
to the constitution, and in restoring the lost harmony of the country, is the 
ardent and sincere wish of your fellow citizen. John Floyd. "82 

Arguably, the single most historically important letter written by Letitia 
Preston Floyd was the one that she wrote to her husband on New Year's Day 
of 1833.83 The letter is notable because she comments on the political scene 
of the day and describes President Andrew Jackson as a "bloody, bawdy, 
treacherous, leacherous villian."84 The letter was published by Ambler 
almost a hundred years ago and is reprinted here with annotations. These 
annotations demonstrate that Letitia, despite being sojourned at the relatively 
remote Thorn Spring Plantation, was both highly knowledgeable of and 
remarkably well-informed about current political events.85 The letter reads: 

God bless you my dear Floyd-a happy, happy New Year to you. 
What will be its close? Will the alarming state of our country break 
up the enjoyments of our plentiful, peaceful home? Merciful Father! 
ls there not honesty enough in our government to render unto Caesar 
the things that are Caesar's and unto God the things that are God's? 
I rejoice to see you hold out to the people. I can not be patient at the 
possibility of a gallant enlightened community being sacrificed to the 
passion of a bloody, bawdy, treacherous, leacherous villian. Oh my 
husband, how prophetic has your friend Col. John Williams86 been as 
to yours and Calhoun 's87 fate, I fear power will crush you both. There 
is an universal indignation amongst the women of the country at the 
President's course "for letting the negroes loose upon us." Do you 
think such a thing Is possible? Ritchie88 I observe has got his cue from 
the Albany, Regency.89 You are to be sacrificed. Have you no personal 
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or political friend to aid you In these attacks? I advise you at once to 
discontinue your subscription to Niles Register,90 upon the principle 
that I would not pay any man for abusing me. Surely it has come 
to Ritchie's and Croswell ' 91 to meet out the same justice. Croswell 
has forwarded a statement of your dues to him which I will send by 
Nathan Hart92 to you, which please discharge and stop the Albany 
Argus. If money is to be given let it be to our own side. Duff Green 
has lately had his arm broken for the cause; strengthen it by giving him 
that which has pampered Ritchie and Croswell. 

Letitia's comment "Duff Green has lately had his arm broken for 
the cause" refers to an attack by South Carolina United States House of 
Representatives member James Blair. Green was the editor of the United 
States Telegraph, a newspaper that early strongly backed President Andrew 
Jackson.93 Former president John Quincy Adams' diary for December 24, 
1832, records "I met a man on the street, who accosted me and said there 
had been a battle. That General James Blair, a member of the House of 
Representatives had knocked down and very severely beaten Duff Green, 
Editor of the Telegraph and printer to Congress."94 It is noteworthy, and 
indicative of her high acumen, that Letitia was fully acquainted on January 1, 
1833 with Blair's attack on Green that had taken place only eight days earlier. 
She obviously read the newspapers closely and stayed on top ofcurrent events. 

The months of January and February of 1833 were particularly 
dangerous for America, with the "specter of Disunion stalking the land."95 

The South Carolinians, meeting in recent convention, had declared for 
nullification effective February 1, 1833, and in response "the old hero" 
Andrew Jackson had reinforced the federal forts in Charleston harbor and 
dispatched his leading general there. 96 

Calling attention to a premonition of events to come in 1861 at the 
beginning of the Civil War, Nicholas Floyd explained "During Mr. Floyd's 
incumbency as Governor of Virginia the trouble growing out of South 
Carolina's nullification ofan unfair tariff act ofthe Congress, caused President 
Jackson to make a tentative threat ofcoercion of that State by military force. 
This was so violative of Governor Floyd's idea of State sovereignty and 
political comity, that he sternly gave the President, his personal friend, to 
understand that no armed Federal soldier would be permitted to encroach 
upon the territory ofVirginia with hostile intent upon a sister State."97 

However, "[a ]s the nullifiers continued to make their own military 
arrangements, Jackson fixed his attention on the impending conflict. In mid-
January he fully expected to hear that civil war had broken out in South 
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Carolina, and he considered the possibility of arresting John Floyd the 
governor of Virginia should the passage of federal troops through Virginia 
be obstructed."98 In this heated climate, many leaders worked quietly toward 
a compromise and Henry Clay helped the passage of a lowered tariff. These 
actions allowed the crisis to pass, and thereby averted civil war for thirty years. 

Political and Business Adviser (1834-1837) 
On April 17, 1834, the Richmond Whig reported: "Yesterday Governor 

Floyd left for his residence in Montgomery carrying with him the hearty 
good wishes of the great bulk of this population for his happiness and 
prosperity."99 In retirement, writes Ambler, "his wife became his most 
trusted political and business adviser." 100 

Dr. Floyd suffered a stroke soon after he left office101 and was in poor 
health for the remaining years of his life. No doubt, even with her husband 
back home permanently at Thom Spring Plantation, Letitia carried on running 
the place as she had been doing for many years. There were no longer any 
small children at the plantation, with Mary Lewis Mourning Floyd, her last 
child, having died in the summer of 1833 at the age of six. Letitia's daughters 
Lavalette, aged 18 and unmarried, and Nicketti, aged 15 and unmarried, 
were probably resident at Thom Spring in 1834. Perhaps her two youngest 
sons, George Rogers Clark Floyd (aged 24) and Benjamin Rush Floyd (aged 
23), were there part of the time, although lured by the cotton boom they 
left Virginia in 1834 to go to Swan Lake, Arkansas. 102 During his waning 
years, Letitia and the children would have no doubt taken good care of the 
now invalided Dr. Floyd. From Letitia's letter written from Thom Spring on 
January 25, 1821, and reprinted above, we know the names of some of the 
Thom Spring slaves. There were apparently twelve of them in l 83 l. w3 

The letter that we reprint in this section was written during a visit that 
Letitia and her husband made to New Orleans in early 1837.U)4 The letter is 
dated January 30, 1837, and is addressed to her niece "Miss Sarah E. Lewis, 
Charlottesville, Albemarle, Virginia. To the care of Mr. John Cochran."105 

The letter probably began "My Dear Niece," but the comer ofthe letter where 
that would have been written is missing because someone cut the stamps off 
it. In the letter, speaking of her husband's health, Letitia notes that Dr. Floyd 
looks as well as he has for the past two years and is able to walk on his own a 
short distance. Apparently they stayed for some months in New Orleans and 
Letitia told her niece that she would have been quite content with the place, 
except that her "poor old gentleman" had got the idea that he should travel to 
Cuba to help his recovery. Here is her 1837 letter: 
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[My dear?] Niece 

I have waited so long for the arrival of Letitia & Lavalette, whom I 
expected would write to you that I am out ofpatience, and determined 
I would scrawl something myself that would give you the intelligence 
of our condition. In the first place I would state that we have been 
nearly two months at this place, that your Uncle has recruited106 more 
than I ever expected he would. [H]e walks the distance of 300 yards 
without any assistance, has measurably recovered his flesh, and but 
for the stoop in his shoulders (produced I think by the leation [lesion] 
in his neck) looks as well as he has done for two years. We left our 
two oldest Daughters at Louisville on the first of December, they 
promising to join us by Christmas. We have had not a line or letter of 
news from them. John Floyd101 and his family came as far as Arkansas 
with us, where they landed. I have heard but once from him. Saley 
[Sally] was sick then. Tom Taylor from South Carolina saw Wm Floyd 
and your brother William, three weeks ago in Montgomery, Alabama. 
They purpose exploring the upper part of the State of Mississippi 
and then coming down here. On arriving at the City of New Orleans 
we were invited [by, clipped] Preston 108 to locate ourselves at his 
residence, [across, clipped] from town. We have been at his house 
during the winter. I find his wife a generous warm hearted Lady with 
many pleasing qualities, no formality, no forged grandeur of wealth 
or Style - (bye the bye her style is better than the most of our Folk), 
but a constant desire to give happiness to all around her. I should have 
been entirely content here, but for the unfortunate notion, my poor 
old Gentleman took in his head of going to Cuba. This desire, has 
harassed me because the course our children have taken has put it 
out of my power to gratify him. I feel spared all the amendment his 
disease, can ever [abate?] has been effected here, as well as it could 
have been done at Havanna. We hope to be at the Thom Spring in 
May, what route we shall take home I cannot now say. 

Saw [?] for an account of this Country, nothing short of one of Col. 
Bentons most gorgeous smiles [swells?] could give you an idea of it. 
The river so vast, the soil so fertile, the climate so delicious, the people 
so numerous such variety ofcolors and nations, their great wealth, their 
incredible industry, their striking want of education and cultivation, 
their scathelessness [?],and want of humane feelings for each other. 

[tear] [m]uch surprised at the over proportion of men to the females. 
The City abounds with well draped, fine looking gentlemen - very few 
ladies. The Theatres are very splendid and much resorted to. Nicketti 
has spent much of her time in the Town with Mrs Grayson, the wife 
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of John Breckinridge Grayson a kinsman ofours, who is a very elegant 
gentleman. Nicketti is greatly pleased with the society of the place. 
I have passed an anxious winter on account of my dear old Sisters 
health - I hear that [Mr] Madison has been quite unwell - I have not 
heard a wo[ rd from] my Sister McDowell, what her determination is, 
as to her [tear] residence. I see by the papers that old Mrs Peyton is 
dead what an even tenor her long life has been - How unlike your Aunt 
Madison who has checquered hers by her warm sympathies for others. 
I wish my darling Sarah you would write every thing to me and direct 
[it] to Helena, Arkansas to the care of my son John. Kiss little John 
Cochran for me, tell Lynn I love her and her most excellent Husband 
very sincerely. God bless you. Ever your most affectionate Aunt 

Letitia Floyd 

Dr. John Floyd died on August 21, 1837, while visiting his daughter 
Letitia Preston Floyd Lewis at her home at Lynnside at Sweet Springs in 
Monroe County (now West Virginia). He is buried there. 

Figure 3. The Lynnside House 
and property in Sweet Springs, 
Monroe County, West Virginia. 
Governor John Floyd died here at 
the home of his daughter Letitia 
Preston Floyd Lewis. Governor 
John Floyd and his wife Letitia 
Preston Floyd are buried in the 
cemetery at the snow line on the 
hill behind the house. Photograph 
by Jim Glanville, February 2014. 

Figure 4. The graves of Governor John 
Floyd (bottom) and his wife Letitia Preston 
Floyd (top) at Lynnside. Photograph by 
Jim Glanville, August 2014. 
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Widowhood (1837-1852) 
Letitia Preston Floyd remained at Thom Spring Plantation for only 

a year or two after her husband died. On December 12, 1839, soon after 
Pulaski County had been established, she and six of her children appeared 
at the courthouse at Newbern and sold and signed over to David Cloyd for 
$15,000 the Thom Spring land "that was devised to the said Letitia Floyd by 
her father the late Colonel William Preston deceased."109 She then moved to 
Burke's Garden in Tazewell County, to a log cabin built by Samuel Sayers 
situated on 800 acres. II 0 She called her new home "Cavan." George Gose 
asserts the name derived from the numerous caves on the property, but this 
seems fanciful. 111 Certainly, the cabin was situated on a low cliff above a 
large spring near the junction of Blue Spring Creek and Rhudy Branch, and 
at a place strongly resembling the setting at Thom Spring. 

Figure 5. Burke's Garden, Tazewell 
County, Virginia. This view is 
looking north from the Burke's 
Garden Central Cemetery behind 
the modem-day Lutheran Church. 
The stream is Rhudy Branch. The 
authors judge that Letitia Floyd's 
widowhood home was behind the 
big tree to the left, on the far bank 
of the branch, and overlooking a 
big spring. Photograph by Jim 
Glanville, June 2014. 

Her move was to land already owned by her son George Rogers 
Clark Floyd, who operated a store in Burke's Garden in conjunction with 
his brother, John Buchanan Floyd. 112 John Buchanan Floyd had been swept 
up in the excitement of the 1837-1838 cotton boom and had ventured to 
Arkansas to try to make his fortune. In the outcome, the cotton growing 
enterprise was a failure and he grew dangerously unwell. He therefore 
abandoned Arkansas and returned to his family at Burke's Garden, where 
he spent a considerable time recuperating. After regaining his health, he 
once again took up the successful practice of law at Abingdon, Virginia. 113 

Ralph Mann has provided us with an excellent picture of what daily 
life was like in Burke's Garden during this final period of Letitia Preston 
Floyd's life.114 New information, presented in one the companion papers, 
however, reveals that she was actively promoting a Catholic settlement in 
Burke's Garden and corresponding widely to make that happen. Mann's 
work and the new information provide quite a good picture ofwhat her life 
was like as a widow. 
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Squabbles about money occur in many, if not most, families. Here is 
a letter from Letitia Preston Floyd written on January 27, 1845, at her home 
at Cavan complaining to her attorney that money promised her and her late 
husband for an expensive gold watch was never paid. 115 

Cavan Burks Garden Jany 27 1845 
Mr Samuel Pack 

Dr [Dear] Sir 
A few weeks since I received your Letter relative to the Suit, I wished 
you to bring in Montgomery for me I sent the Letter to my son Rush 
who failed to return it, which is the cause of my not answering it 
earlier. I now reply from memory of it contents - My mother was 
in possession of Bank stock many years previous to her death which 
took place in June 1823. She made a will giving the Bank Stock to 
her Daughter as all her other property, estimated So I heard at twenty 
five hundred dollars. Then desired her Sons, Francis & James to act as 
her Executor - they refused to do so The sisters wished Mrs Madison 
the eldest of the Sisters to administer on the Estate, for the purpose of 
distribution she did so and gave the securety required. There was some 
money on Lands and Bonds, amongst the Bonds was one from Govr. 
Floyd for one hundred and fifty six dollars I stated to Judge Mccomas 
the incidents growing out of that Bond. Who told me a Physcians 
accounts were legal offsets for indebtedness. Dr. Floyd's accounts 
amounted to upwards of three hundred dollars which made him a 
Creditor rather than a Debtor. Mrs Madison in the year 1826 or 7 paid 
me ten dollars interest on my share of the Bank Stock for which I gave 
a receipt - I often applied to her for my portion of the Estate, which 
she witheld pleading the neglect of the parties to make settlements. In 
1831 Govr. [James Patton] Preston paid me ten dollars more interest on 
the Bank Stock as Mrs Madison again for which I gave him a receipt. 
In 1834 Mrs Madison, Mrs M Dowell, Mr Nathaniel Hart, Col. John 
Preston and myself win[?] at Abingdon. Gent Frans Preston proposed 
buying out our Interest, all sold but my self refusing to do because I 
thought Genl. Preston had affirmed a right as an Executor ofmy Father 
transfer a sum of money due me as a Legatee of Col Pres tons from the 
Loyal Company, which was not the full amount of my interest and 
that money was taken out of my Hands for the benefit of Mr Hart and 
Col. John Preston, who had received a larger portion of my Fathers 
Estate than I thought had fallen to my Share. Moreover Govr Floyd 
was not present, and although he never exercised any ownership of 
my Mothers Legacy I judged it proper to ask his advice in the matter. 
Things stood in this state until 1837 when Mrs Madison died, (I was 
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absent in New Orleans) after some little time I applied to Mr Howard 
Peyton a Legatee and Executor of his Grandmother. He said he was 
willing to do whatever Mr Ballard Preston, who was another Executor 
thought right. I applied to Mr Preston who declined doing any thing. I 
then desired Mr Piper who was in Richmond to look into the condition 
of the Bank stock belonging to my mother, he found it all transferred 
to Gen! Frans Preston. Whereupon I requested Judge McComas to sue 
Mrs Madisons Heirs - he failed to do so. Now sir you will perceive my 
perfect right to this money - and I pray you to obtain it for me. As to 
the Dower in the Lot in Montgomery. My brother in law Col. George 
Floyd gave me as a bridal present a remarkably fine gold repeating 
and alarm watch for which he paid two hundred and fifty dollars. 
When Col. Wm C. Preston was about to make the Tour of Europe 
his Father purchased the watch and paid for it in [meaning with?] the 
comer Lot on the public Square in Christiansburg. My brother made a 
conveyance to Govr. Floyd whether my Husband ever had it recorded 
I know not, sometime afterward the Lot was purchased by the Court of 
Montgomery for the sum of three hundred Dollars which the Deputy 
Sheriff Mr Thomas Bowyer collected and never paid it over to either 
Dr Floyd or myself. These are the Facts - Majr. Henry Edmundson and 
Majr John Taylor are appraised of them, Should a Title be necessary 
for Forms sake Gen! Frank Prestons Executor will make me one I 
desire this Claim because the Court of Montgomery hunted up an 
obsolete Law which was Dealt out to Govr. Floyd, to deprive him of 
the Sheriffalty, as he thought for States rights opinions, and afterwards 
gave the Sheriffalty to Col James Barnet and Majr Edmundson both of 
who had held Federal offices. Moreover Mr Hamilton Wade who had 
been absent from the County was never objected to as a Magistrate - I 
hope the Patton prop[ erty] and McComas business may be pushed. 
I am getting very old and the delays of the Law press heavily on 
widowhood and old age. 

Offer my kindest regards to Mrs Pack and for yourself Accept the 
Esteem of your Friend and Hbl [humble] Sert [servant] 
Letitia Floyd 

The "My Dear Rush" Letter 
The "My Dear Rush" letter is a 31-page document written by Letitia 

Preston Floyd dated February 22, 1843, (see figures). The authors of this 
article discovered the original copy of this important document in January 
2014 (after its being unknown for 171 years) in a storage box at the 
Smithfield Plantation. 116 The letter, written in Letitia's own hand, records 
many things that can be found nowhere else in the historical record. It is the 
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most significant of all the writings about the early history of the Patton and 
Preston families in Virginia, and is a crucial document for understanding the 
European settling of southwest Virginia. 

Despite the fact that the original document has only very recently 
come to light, the language and content of the "My Dear Rush" letter have 
been long known to historians, because near contemporaneous copies of 
the original document were made independently by George Frederick 
Holmes,117 son-in-law of Letitia Preston Floyd, in May 1846, and James 
Cochran,118 grandson of Letitia's sister Mary Preston Lewis, in October 
1846. We discuss these copies below. 

Figure 6. The date, place of writing, and opening 
salutation ofthe original "My Dear Rush" letter written 
by Letitia Floyd. This letter is held at Smithfield 
Plantation and was discovered there by the authors in 
January 2014. Many Internet sources say that this letter 
was written at "Cairo." Seeing the original explains 
how this error of transcription could have originated. 
Photograph by Jim Glanville, January 2014. 

This "My Dear Rush" letter accounts for almost all of Letitia Preston 
Floyd's online presence. Copies of the letter (usually with unexplained 
origins) are held in various repositories, and copies of those copies made 
at unknown times by unknown persons show up with regularity in the 
online genealogical literature. Fortunately, having now found the long-lost 
original, we are spared the responsibility (which was our original plan) of 
making a study and analysis of all those unknown-origin copies 

The "My Dear Rush" letter was written at the instigation of the well-
known Wisconsin historian Lyman Draper. Draper was an active seeker 
after the history of the development ofAmerica, and that he would request 
Letitia's account was natural. Benjamin Rush Floyd duly sent a copy of his 
mother's letter to Draper, writing to the historian in October 1846 "I ho[pe] 
[to] heaven my Mothers narration reached you safely. I hope it will be of 
service."119 However, Floyd's transmittal must have miscarried, for there is 
no record of the letter ever reaching Draper. 

However, Draper did get another copy ofthe "My Dear Rush" letter by 
a different route. On May 18, 1846, Letitia's son-in-law George Frederick 
Holmes wrote to Draper as follows: "Before me is your letter to Mrs. Floyd 
of last July dated at Baltimore, which she has sent to me. She had requested 
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me to copy out for you this manuscript account of the Floyd and Preston 
families, which she had written out at your request for your forthcoming 
work on the Pioneers of the West."120 This copy of the letter did arrive. 
Holmes' copy ofthe "My Dear Rush" letter has been preserved in Wisconsin 
since 1846. In her 1844 letter to Draper, reproduced below, she commented 
that she wrote her account after Benjamin Rush Floyd forwarded to her 
Draper's letter seeking historical information. 

Figure 7. The closing of the original "My Dear Rush" 
letter reads "Ever your affectionate Mother. Latitia 
Floyd." The coin shows the scale of her signature. 
Photograph Jim Glanville, January 2014. 

Figure 8 The recipient address of the original "My 
Dear Rush" letter. Lines one and two read "Rush Floyd 
Wythe CH [Courthouse]." The third line is illegible. 
Photograph Jim Glanville, January 2014. 

George Frederick Holmes apparently retained a second copy of the 
"My Dear Rush" letter in his possession for over thirty-five years before 
sharing it with R. A. Brock, the editor ofthe Richmond Standard newspaper. 
On Saturday, June 5, 1880, Brock published, with a scattering of footnotes, 
the first of four installments of the letter under the title "Incidents of Border 
Life," with the announcement "We are indebted to the kind attention of 
Professor George Frederick Holmes, LLD, of the University of Virginia for 
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the following valuable, graphic, and highly interesting narrative."I 2I These 
newspaper installments were doubtless the source of many of the copies of 
the "My Dear Rush" letter now archived. I22 

The handwritten James C. Cochran copy of the "My Dear Rush" letter 
is held in Special Collections at Newman Library at Virginia Tech. I23 This 
letter was expertly transcribed and interpreted, and published in two parts 
in Volumes 1 and 2 of the Smithfield Review with the titles "Recollections 
of 18th Century Virginia Frontier Life by Letitia Preston Floyd" and "John 
Floyd, Kentucky Hero, and Three Generations of Floyds and Prestons of 
Virginia." I 24 

The authors plan a future, definitive article about the "My Dear Rush" 
letter in its various versions and formats, which, along with discussion of the 
original, will include an analysis of the Holmes and Cochran copies. To that 
end, they have already prepared a three-column, side-by-side tabulation of 
the original and the Holmes and Cochran copies. That tabulation will allow 
the eventual publication of the authoritative transcription of the original 
"My Dear Rush" letter. As a summary, preliminary assessment, we note 
that while both the Holmes and Cochran copies have merit, neither is fully 
faithful to the original. 

Virginia governor David Campbell (served 1837-1840) was another 
person approached by Lyman Draper in search ofhistorical records. Campbell 
knew that Letitia was preparing her historical account for Draper and 
commented to Draper about Letitia: "The memoir prepared by Mrs. Floyd 
the daughter ofCol Wm Preston will, I am sure be well done, as she is a well 
informed and highly intellectual woman. She can also tell you much about 
Colo John Floyd of Ken[tuck]y and the Lewis family." 125 As a southwest 
Virginian (Abingdon) himself, Campbell must have been well acquainted 
with the Floyd family and in a good position to pass his judgment of Letitia. 

As noted above, Lyman Draper finally received his copy of the "My 
Dear Rush" letter in 1846, three years after it had been written. Letitia had 
intended that Draper receive a copy two years earlier, and, as we learn from 
the following letter, from Letitia to Draper written in September 1844, 126 

Letitia's daughter Nicketti had made a fair copy for Draper because Nicketti 
wanted to keep her mother's original letter for herself. We do not know 
what happened to the copy that Nicketti made for Draper, but we do know 
that "My Dear Rush" passed down from Nicketti through the family and 
eventually reached Smithfield Plantation many years later. 

The letter below is noteworthy for Letitia's telling of the loss of 
her father William Preston's papers and her description of practicing her 
childhood reading skills among her father's papers and correspondence. 
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To Mr. Lyman C. Draper Cavan, Burks Garden Septr. 30, 1844 
[Page l] 

Your Letter of the 10th Instant was duly received. I [ ] [answering] it 
as early as I wished [ ] [sickness] of my son Colo. George [ ] Floyd 
from Virginia [ ] being [ ] of my [ ] I have determined to write 
to you. I regret much that I had not the satisfaction ofmeeting with you 
as you passed through Virginia. I would have detailed many Facts that 
would have shed light on the early settlement of the West as soon as 
my son [ ] Ben Rush Floyd sent your my Letter to him to me desiring 
whatever I might know as the above subject. I write now an account 
of my Family that of the many singular Incidents connected with the 
my family of western Virginia and as well as that of Kentucky. The 
[ ] to Mrs. [ ] Lewis her [ ] Floyd [ ] Kanawha to [ ] it to my 
son B. R. [ ] My daughter Mrs. Nicketti Buchannan Johnston of [ ] 
[county?] was very anxious to possess the original has transcribed a 
fair copy for you. I will write to Mrs. Lewis today on the subject. Rest 
assured [ ] the Papers as soon as Congress meets. I [ ] or against [ ] 
Colo. George W. Hopkins our Representative. I grieve that no great 
care was taken of my Fathers papers. 

[Page 2] 
His Letters were all Labeled and carefully put away in a Room attached 
to the Surveyors Office. After learning to read writing it was my constant 
habit to read those Letters. Fifty five years have obliterated much 
of their content from my memory. But the Letters of Colo. Thomas 
Lewis of Rockingham County, Genl. Andrew Lewis of Botetourt, 
Colo. William Christian, Colo. William Fleming of the same County 
Colo. John Floyd of Kentucky are yet vivid in my recollection. In the 
year 1806 Gen. John Preston gave Mr. Nathaniel Hart of Woodford 
County Kentucky the greater part perhaps all Colo. Floyd's Letters to 
my Father. My son George who passed through Kentucky this Autumn 
has advised me of an incident in Colo. Floyd's life related to him by 
Colo. George Thompson of Lexington who had it I believe from a man 
by the name of [Hempenstal] [near Shelbyville?] who was an actor 
in the affairs which will display the unequaled personal courage and 
devoted friendship of Colo. Floyd. The early death of this chivalrous, 
noble man [ ] to be an irreparable misfortune to his wife and sons and 
great loss to the opening West. His active and generous life secured 
the opulent fortunes of the Brown, Breckinridge, and Howard families 
as well as those of my Father when I know that all his great services to 
his Friends and Country were forgotten and that no remembrance was 
ever made to his Posterity by them one or other. I am almost obliged to 
conclude that it is the height of [ ] immediately for either. 
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[Page 3] 
Friends or Country- I have promised Mr. James A. Lewis to give him 
an account ofthe Lewis's. Ifl have I will do so. Mr. Robert Wickliffe of 
Lexington Ky has probably the papers of Mr. John Howard his Father-
in-law. Mr. Howard married my Fathers youngest sister and survived 
Colo. Preston fifty years. His second daughter Mrs. Mary Parker is 
yet living in Lexington her residence for half a century in Kentucky 
would furnish you with much original matter. Mr. Nathaniel Hart's 
[ ] property may have Colo. Floyd's Letters. I know Colo. George 
Thompson will aid you to obtain a view of them. Colo. [ Byers?] met 
with the Messrs. Browns of Frankfort the sons of the [Horeljohns?) 
who was accurate in preserving Papers [ ] might [ ] much from them. 
Genl. William Clarks [ ] of [ ] Lewis The [ ] Croghan their [ ] 
whose Fathers service all the Wars of the West and [ ] might furnish 
you with much [ ] Fact. Many years ago a Gentleman by the name 
of Kercheval from Berkly County in this State called on me for more 
infonnation relative to the settlement of Western Virginia. I referred 
him to my sister [Madison] who was living, paid my subscription to 
his intended work which has never appeared. I will be able to get an 
exact account of the Battle of Point Pleasant on the Ohio in 1774 from 
the memoranda of Capt. James Newell who was in the Battle. This 
I will furnish you with. Pardon this long Letter. Old age makes me 
prolix. Should I meet with anything of Interest to you I will [ ] it. 
Wishing you much success in your arduous undertaking. 

I am Sir Your very Obt. Set. 
Laetitia Floyd" 

Potential Sources for Letitia Preston Floyd Letters 
During the preparation of this article, its authors investigated where 

they might find sources of letters written by Letitia Preston Floyd, with 
the idea that they would use far more than the fourteen letters that they 
have included here. As the work developed, it became clear that a full 
investigation of the extant letters of Letitia Preston Floyd would carry their 
work far beyond the planned compass of a single introductory biographical 
article about her. Therefore, this concluding section summarizes their 
preliminary investigations and points to some of the archives that will likely 
reward future visits. In effect, this section is a set of recommendations for 
future work. 

In the 1998 Volume 2 of the Smithfield Review, Laura Katz Smith 
surveyed libraries that hold Preston family manuscript collections, and her 
work remains the first place to look for family sources, including materials 
on or by Letitia. The information below in this section supplements but not 
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supplants Smith's catalog. 127 However, in the intervening 16 years, there 
has been a dramatic growth in the availability of archival records via direct 
online access. 

There are two specific potentially useful collections at the Library of 
Virginia. The first is "The Executive Papers of Governor John Floyd, 1830-
1834,"128 from which biographical information about the governor was cited 
above. The second collection is the Johnston Family Papers, 1779-1891.129 
This latter collection includes John Floyd's diary published by Ambler and 
frequently cited in this article, as well as some letters ofLetitia Preston Floyd. 

There are six potentially useful collections at the University of 
Virginia-five at the Alderman Library in Charlottesville and one at the 
University of Virginia's College at Wise. In Charlottesville are first the 
papers of Joseph E. Johnston and George Frederick Holmes. 130 The George 
Frederick Holmes papers include letters to his mother-in-law, Letitia 
Preston Floyd. Second, in Charlottesville is the book Papers ofJames Lewis 
Woodville, which includes letters from Mrs. Letitia Floyd of Newbern, 
Pulaski County, Virginia.U1Third, at Charlottesville is the correspondence 
of Leonidas Baugh of Abingdon, one of whose correspondents was Mrs. 
Letitia Floyd. 132 The fourth potentially useful collection in Charlottesville 
is the papers of the Preston and related Radford families ( 1726-1895) 
which include letters of Letitia Preston Floyd. 133 The fifth potentially useful 
collection in Charlottesville is the papers of Charles Carter Lee and the Lee 
family ( 1768-1931 ), which includes various materials related to Jacksonian 
era politics as well as some correspondence of Letitia Preston Floyd. 134 

At the University ofVirginia's College at Wise are the papers ofDaniel 
Trigg and John B. Floyd. 135 The Floyd papers relate to his public service 
and contain correspondence between the women of the Floyd and Johnston 
families. We know from the footnotes in Ralph Mann's paper "Mountains, 
Land, and Kin Networks: Burkes Garden, Virginia, in the 1840s and 1850s," 
cited above, that these papers include many letters of Letitia Preston Floyd. 
However, when Mann was engaged in his studies he made hand written 
notes, rather than making actual copies of Letitia's letters. 136 

At Duke University are the John Warfield Johnston Papers (1778-
1890). 137 This collection includes the papers of Johnston and his wife 
Nicketti Virginia [sic] (Floyd) Johnston, of her parents, Dr. John Floyd 
and his wife Letitia Preston Floyd, and of other members of the Preston 
family. It also contains the papers of Francis Smith Preston (1765-1835) 
and his sister, Letitia Preston Floyd, concerning pioneer life, plantation 
management, politics in Virginia and the nation, and family and personal 
affairs, including Roman Catholicism. 
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At the College ofWilliam and Mary are the George Frederick Holmes 
papers. 138 These include papers from the years 1790-1822 relating to the 
Floyd and Preston families. 

An interesting recent development has been the discovery ofchancery 
case records relating to Mrs. Floyd in Christiansburg, Virginia. These 
records have been found because of the project currently underway in the 
Circuit Court archives maintained by Montgomery County Clerk Erica 
Williams. 139 For example, one of the civil suits from the courthouse archives 
dating from 1848 pitted Letitia Floyd against the executors of the estate of 
Elizabeth Madison (Letitia's deceased oldest sister). Letitia claimed that 
the executors had denied her a proper share of their mother's legacy. The 
judge agreed, and awarded Letitia $218.38 plus interest. The 1845 letter 
from Letitia Floyd to her attorney Samuel Pack, transcribed above, was 
drawn from this chancery case. 140 

Finally, deserving of further investigation are the files at Smithfield 
Plantation, which have produced two of the letters published in this article. 

In Conclusion 
This article has demonstrated that Letitia Preston Floyd of Smithfield, 

Thorn Spring, and Burke's Garden, was a remarkable woman whom history 
has badly neglected. Her letters reproduced here give the interested reader an 
opportunity to form his or her own opinion about Letitia from her writings. 

She was an interesting and highly intelligent lady who is surprisingly 
absent from any of the feminist literature, which has seen a revival of 
interest among historians in the past two decades. She perhaps deserves 
a full biography, or at least a Master's thesis. In any event, she is worth 
studying not only in her own right, but also for the insight such studies may 
provide to the Jacksonian period ofAmerican history. 

Sources identified here suggest a rich trove ofLetitia's correspondence 
may remain to be discovered. 
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Governor John Floyd, Letitia Preston Floyd, 
and the Catholic Church* 

Jim Glanville 
©2015 

Introduction 
Letitia Preston ( 1779-1852) was born at Smithfield Plantation in present-

day Blacksburg, Virginia, and lived there until her marriage to John Floyd at 
the age of24. For her biographical sketch see the companion article published 
in this issue of the Smithfield Review. Around 1820, as she approached the age 
of 40, Mrs. Floyd commenced a relationship with the Catholic Church that 
culminated three decades later, in the final year of her life, with her formal 
conversion to the faith. Specific documentary evidence about this relationship 
comes in six letters written to her by two different Catholic bishops and two 
other Catholic churchmen between the years 1843 and 1846. 

This article consists mainly of these six letters, which are here 
published in full transcriptions for the first time, with added annotations and 
background information by the author. The six letters concern Mrs. Floyd's 
efforts to found a Catholic community in Burke's Garden in Tazewell 
County, Virginia, and her conversion to Catholicism. 

With the death of her husband, Governor John Floyd, in 1837, Letitia 
Preston Floyd became a widow at the age of 58. She had been married 
to him for 33 years and had given birth to 12 children. At the time of the 
governor's death they were residing at Thom Spring1 in Pulaski County, 
Virginia, where they had lived for approximately two decades, or since 
about 1817. In 1839, two years after becoming a widow, Mrs. Floyd moved 
from Thom Spring to Burke's Garden, to a home she called "Cavan." She 
lived at Cavan until her death there 13 years later, in 1852. The historian 
Ralph Mann has provided an excellent picture of what life was like in 
Burke's Garden during this final period of her life.' The six letters published 
here all come from this final period, and all were addressed to her at Burke's 
Garden. The letters deal principally with Catholic responses to her efforts 

*This is one of three articles about Letitia Preston Floyd that appear in this issue of the Smithfield 
Review. The companion articles are a biographical sketch of her including some letters written by her 
and an article that describes her as a "Pioneer Catholic Feminist." 
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to establish a Catholic community in Burke's Garden, with several of them 
also urging her conversion to the Catholic faith. 

The Floyd Family and Catholicism 
Letitia Preston grew up in a Protestant household at the Smithfield 

Plantation. Her parents, William and Susanna Preston, had both been 
educated by Scottish Protestant clerics: William in Augusta County by the 
Aberdeen-trained Presbyterian minister John Craig and Susanna in Hanover 
County by the Edinburgh-trained Anglican minister the Reverend Patrick 
Henry (uncle and namesake of the founding father). 3 

John Floyd was born near present-day Louisville, Kentucky, in 1783, 
two weeks after his father had been killed by American Indians. His mother 
was Jane Buchanan (daughter of John Buchanan the surveyor and a ward 
of William Preston), and his stepfather was Alexander Breckinridge. Both 
his mother and stepfather were of Scotch-Irish extraction, so Floyd was no 
doubt raised in a Protestant, and probably Presbyterian, environment, and 
was educated at the local log schoolhouse.4 

The association with, and conversion to, the Catholic church of the 
Floyd family was well described by an article published in the New York 
Freeman's Journal soon after Mrs. Floyd's death and reprinted in the 
February 5, 1853 edition of The Tablet. 5 The article, titled "The Late Mrs. 
Letitia Preston Floyd, of Virginia, Her Conversion and Death," is in effect 
her obituary combined with a brief history of her family's relationship with 
Catholicism. The entire short article is reproduced below: 

Our century has been renowned for the number ofbrilliant and eminent 
persons who have returned to the bosom of the Catholic Church. It is 
not as swelling the number of these, but as an edifying and consoling 
example of how souls of a high mould, sooner or later, find their true 
home in the bosom of the Church, that we devote a few lines to the 
memory of Mrs. Floyd. 

Born, by her misfortune, outside of the Catholic Church, and remote 
from Catholic influences, she yet, by the instincts of a virtuous and 
noble nature, clung to the Catholic traditions of family and society that 
it is the misery of our times to see so fast dying out in the Protestant 
world. The proof of the excellent moral training of her family exists 
in the fact that of her surviving children no less than four are already 
garnered within the Catholic Church. Of the living we will not speak; 
we are only recording the memory of the dead. 
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Mrs. Floyd was the widow of the late General John Floyd, formerly 
Governor of Virginia; mother of ex-Governor Henry B. Floyd, sister 
of the late James P. Preston, ex-Governor, also, ofVirginia, and aunt of 
the late Governor James McDowell of Virginia, and of the Hon. Wm. 
Campbell Preston, of South Carolina. 

On the 12th of August last the Right Rev. Dr. Whelan, Bishop of 
Wheeling, had the satisfaction of receiving this lady into the Catholic 
Church,6 when she received the Holy Sacraments with the lively 
devotion and penitence that marks the true convert. Just four months 
from that date, on the 12th of December, after practising the duties of 
religion and enjoying its consolations, in the 74th year of her age she 
yielded up her soul to God at her residence, Burke's Garden, Tazewell 
Co., Va., and was buried according to the rites of the Church in a 
blessed grave7 by Rev. Mr. Parke, of Wytheville. 

"Even in these days," a friend writes to us, "when the Faithful are 
consoled and cheered by the conversion of so many that are good and 
great, the Church has not made conquest of a more elevated spirit, 
a warmer heart, or a more splendid intellect than hers for whom I 
request your prayers." 

May her soul rest in eternal peace. 

Mrs. Floyd's daughters Letitia, Lavalette, and Nicketti, were the first 
members of the Floyd family to formally convert to Catholicism. All were 
baptized at St. Peter's Church in Richmond. The church records do not give 
the precise dates, but the baptisms apparently occurred while their father was 
governor (1831-1834 ). The present-day Catholic historian Gerald Fogarty 
considers that Father Timothy O'Brien was the priest responsible for the 
"successful cultivation" of the Richmond elite for the Catholic church.8 

The Catholic historian Joseph Magri gave "about I 832" as the conversion 
year of Mrs. Floyd's daughter Letitia and wrote that it "caused a sensation 
throughout the state."9 

The tenure of John Floyd as governor corresponds to the beginning of 
a period of rapid growth ofCatholicism in Richmond at the time of building 
there of St. Peter's Church, which was consecrated in 1834. This rapid 
growth of Richmond Catholicism is evidenced by the records of baptisms 
and marriages during this church's early years. In 1834 and 1835 combined, 
I 9 baptisms and 12 marriages took place at St. Peter's. In 1836, 28 baptisms 
and 17 marriages took place, and in I 837 there were 48 baptisms and 14 
marriages. 10 
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The best explanation that has been offered for the ongm of the 
engagement of the Floyd family with Catholicism comes from a writer 
known to us only by his initials "JWJ." 11 JWJ suggests the origin occurred 
when Congressman John Floyd sent two of his young sons to Georgetown-
related Catholic schools in Washington City. 

JWJ wrote "Perhaps no conversion ever occurred in this country 
which was so unexpected and surprising, and attended with such great 
consequences, as that of Miss Letitia P. Floyd ... the eldest daughter of 
[Governor and Mrs. Floyd]." JWJ added that Letitia's mother (Mrs. Floyd, 
the governor's wife) "was a member of the Preston family, which produced 
so many brilliant men and women, and was remarkable for her powers of 
conversation, in which she equaled any of the distinguished men of the day. 
She took the same interest in public affairs that her husband did, and kept 
well informed about them during her whole life." 12 

As for the initial involvement of the Floyd family with Catholicism, 
JWJ explained that before Floyd became governor he "had been for a number 
of years a member of Congress, and, in order to have his sons near him, had 
caused two of them to be educated at Georgetown ...." 

John Floyd was first elected to Congress for the Fifteenth Congress 
which assembled in Washington City in March 1817 during the first two 
years of the presidency of James Monroe. Floyd's two sons who attended 
Georgetown were William Preston Floyd (who was age 8 in 1817) and 
Benjamin Rush Floyd (who was age 6 in 1817). A Catholic school for 
secondary education that was associated with Georgetown Academy was 
opened in Washington, D.C., around 1821 and the two sons may have 
attended there, or possibly at an earlier Georgetown facility. 11 

Both William Preston Floyd and Benjamin Rush Floyd went on to 
graduate from Georgetown College. William Floyd received the A. B. 
degree in 1830 and the A. M. degree in 1836. Benjamin Floyd received the 
A. B. degree in 1832 and the A. M. degree in 1836. William Floyd made a 
valedictory address in 1830 that was "long remembered for its eloquence," 
and in 1832 an address by Benjamin Floyd to the Philodemic Society at 
Georgetown was received with plaudits. 14 

Six Letters to Letitia Preston Floyd 
Letter l 15 

The letter below was written by Bishop Richard Whelan from Richmond 
on February 24, 1843, to Mrs. Floyd at Burke's Garden. In 1842, Mrs. Floyd 
had proposed in a now lost letter to Bishop Whelan that Catholic colonists 
be sent to Burke's Garden. 16 This is Whelan's response to her proposal. It is 
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noteworthy for Bishop Whelan's telling of his "attachments to the West." 
Six years later, he would propose that the Diocese of Richmond be divided 
into eastern and western sees. The Catholic Provincial Council in Baltimore 
in 1849 made this recommendation to Rome, and a Pontifical Brief in 1850 
created the new Diocese of Wheeling with Whelan as its first Bishop. 11 The 
Diocese ofWheeling originally encompassed (with the exception ofthe eight 
panhandle counties) all of present-day West Virginia counties and 17 and 
one-half counties in Southwest Virginia. In 1974, the Diocese of Wheeling 
was realigned to be coterminous with the state of West Virginia. 18 Much of 
the letter consists of the bishop thanking Mrs. Floyd for a tub of butter. 

Richmond, Feb, 24th 1843 

My Dear Madam, 

A few days since I received a letter from you which I read with much 
pleasure as a manifestation of your confidence & an evidence that you 
appreciated the sincerity of the interest I had expressed for the welfare 
of your estimable family. At the moment it was not convenient to reply 
and when this morning I determined to do so, judge ofmy surprise when 
I found that instead of replying to a letter of the last few weeks I was 
to answer a communication penned in November. No doubt you must 
have felt hurt that I should have remained so long seemingly indifferent 
to your kindness; unless perhaps your charity supplied an excuse for 
my delay. The letter was either lost sight of by the person to whom it 
was entrusted, or was allowed to remain in the [torn, length of about 15 
alphabet letters absent] my knowledge that it was there. This will explain 
my apparent [torn, length of about 20 alphabet letters absent] explains 
also what had been somewhat of a mystery to myself. [torn, length of 
about 30 alphabet letters absent] large firkin [wooden tub] of butter 
for now some time since [ten letters in 3 words unreadable], possibly 
the sd. Mr. [torn, length of about 35 alphabet letters absent] could give 
no account of it; nor could I conjecture when [torn, length of about 25 
alphabet letters absent] tho' I must admit, I strongly expected Lavalette 
[Mrs. Floyd's daughter] as the donor before(?) you will please, tho' late, 
accept my sincere thanks for your kind remembrance which has proven 
a most useful auxiliary at our table. Now you will permit me to tell you 
that your letter was as welcome an intruder as the firkin, & that I shall 
enjoy myself as much in the renderings of any little service to yourself 
& family as I could in making use of the fruit of your generosity. 

I have made every exertion to send colonists to the garden [Burke's 
Garden], and I hope that my efforts will not be unsuccessful. Indeed 
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one of your own children would scarcely feel more pained at the idea 
of your giving up your house there, than would I. I wish to see you 
enjoying yourself many years yet in the midst of your hospitable and 
deserving family, & then leaving them in possession of comfort and 
contentment. Whatsoever I may be able to do in my humble way to 
effect this, shall be done. You are kind enough to observe that I would 
be a welcome visitant at the Garden, and I will not say that I shall allow 
the summer to pass without being there. My arrangements are still 
unsettled, but I am sure my attachments to the West will plead strongly 
when I begin to make up my mind. When the church at Lynchburg will 
be ready for dedication I am unable to say: but ifyour daughters desire 
to be present I shall not fail to give them due notice, & I am delighted 
to hear that they design to come to the ceremony. Present my kindest 
remembrance to each of the members of your family, Mr. Johnston 
and his mother, the Pole and his lady, & [torn, length of about 30 
alphabet letters absent] Mr. Kelley. 19 To yourself, my dear Madam, 
permit me to tender [torn, length of about 30 alphabet letters absent] 
& the assurance of my esteem 

That God may bless you all is the ardent prayer of [torn, length of 
about l 0 alphabet letters absent] 

Yours most very sincerely 
t Richard Vincent Whelan 

Bp of Richmond 

Letter V0 

Bishop Richard Whelan wrote the letter below from Richmond on 
May 9, 1843, to Mrs. Floyd at Burke's Garden. A fascinating aspect of 
the letter is his reference to a letter written by Mrs. Floyd to his "Most 
Christian Majesty." In England, Queen Victoria reigned from 1837 to 190 I. 
She married her Prince Consort, Albert, in February 1840. Judging from 
what Whelan wrote, Mrs. Floyd's letter was perhaps addressed to Prince 
Albert. 21 Whelan also wrote that he had forwarded a letter from "Mr Kelly" 
to Ireland at the request of Letitia's daughter Lavalette and that Father Fox 
was working to get the church in Richmond completed. 

Richmond May 9th 1843 

Dear Madam, 

Your last kind letter was deserving of a much earlier notice; but you 
are aware that it is not always in our power to render to each one 
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according to his deserts. I have been exceedingly occupied Since, & 
I must add that the difficulty of providing during these hard times for 
my large household has encroached upon Some of my already busy 
hours. Your letter convinces me too that you appreciate our increase 
of both during the Season of lent & the time immediately following 
Easter. I am just upon the point of setting out for our Synod which 
opens in Baltimore on the 14th Just. but my conscience would perhaps 
reproach me, if I did not beforehand make an acknowledgement for 
the very kind Imposition you have manifested & the zeal with which 
you are forwarding the religious views ofyour daughters: You are truly 
displaying the Spirit of "Old Virginia" in reaching across the Atlantic 
& lifting your petition to the throne itself. I hope his "Most Christian 
Majesty'', as you very properly style him, will not deny your request & 
that you will be cheered by the sight of your children rejoicing in the 
consummation of their desires. 

I have just received Lavalette's letter of March 1st inclosing one from 
Mr Kelly to a friend in Ireland. I have inscribed a few lines in the latter 
& forwarded it to its destination. Your daughter speaks to me both of 
this Church & the sale of a portion of your land. The latter shall be 
borne in mind during my approaching visit to the North, and I promise 
myself that my exertions will not [be] unavailing. Also the Church I 
hope that Rev Fhr [Father] Fox will now be found a useful agitant in 
pushing it to completion. I have just heard from him & he tells me 
he has visited the Garden. He writes in good Spirits & appears quite 
pleased. He is quite a zealous & active & pious young man & I expect 
much good from his assiduous labor. There is about him a simplicity 
& devotion that will abundantly compensate for more brilliant 
qualifications, & which fit him on a peculiar manner, I think, for his 
mission. L[ e ]t Lavalette therefore not be discouraged hearing return I 
may reply more at length to her letter; but in the mean time you will 
glean my thanks for the full & interesting Sheet I have just read. I must 
ask of you also to present my affectionate remembrance to her & her 
sister and all the other members & con[] ofyour excellent family with 
whom I met last Summer. May our Heavenly Father bestow on you all 
every blessings that appertain to this life & the next. 

Most Sincerely & resply [respectfully] Your friend & Servt 

Richard Vincent Whelan 
Bp [Bishop] of Ri- [Richmond] 
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Letter 322 

The following letter was written by Father Edward Fox from Norfolk 
on August 13, 1844, to Mrs. Floyd at Burke's Garden. In early 1843, Bishop 
Whelan appointed Edward Fox as a circuit riding priest in western Virginia. 
There, Fox divided his time among Lynchburg, Wytheville, Burke's Garden, 
and some western counties. The letter was written while Fox was temporarily 
in Tidewater Virginia on "a begging trip in Norfolk."23 It demonstrates that 
by August 1844 Father Fox was well acquainted with many residents of 
Burke's Garden, several of whom he names in the letter. Fox's short letter 
closes with a religious exhortation to Mrs. Floyd. 

Norfolk Augst l 31h - [ 18)44 

Dear very dear Mrs. Floyd 

Almost tired from begging and yet scarcely half equal to our debts, I, 
instead of being home to see you & any other dear friends am obliged 
to trouble you with the page I'm scraping - and to tell you that I dont 
know when I can enjoy the pleasure of seeing you, which indeed used 
be unalloyed pleasure to me - IfLavalette helped us with the little she 
has, it would expedite my return, and restore me to my little flock, 
& to the gratification above which I so anxiously desire - I too have 
become fond of the mountains & people about. I did think & do still 
that Lavalette owns a generous & sympathising heart - Won't she do 
it? I'm stationed here for a time only. 

My best wishes to my sisters Lavalette Nicketti Mrs Floyd Darthula24 

Mrs Lewis25 - yes, & to the poor Irishman & Lady, to Mr. Kelly 
affectionately, to Colonels Rush George & Doctor William;26 in fact 
to all my Burke's Garden friends who are very dear to me- Certainly, 
Mrs Floyd, you are very dear to me - would that you would take my 
advice - in time & eternity it would inconcieveably [sic) serve you -
do once more to M' Johnston Captain Matthews Captain John & Lady 
affectionate & best wishes 

M" Floyd I am yrs procure a pupil [?] for the Bishop - in thanks & 
respect E. Fox 

[PS] The Bishop & Reyd M' 0 Brien were well when last I saw them -
about 2 weeks since. Dear Mrs Floyd, your term of existence is coming 
fast to a close - and shall it be that you will leave us without receiving the 
Sacrament of God your Saviour which He mercifully puts in your way? 

oh Mrs. Floyd - Reflect well. 
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Letter 427 

The next letter was written by Bishop John Joseph Hughes from New 
York on January 8, 1845, to Mrs. Floyd at Burke's Garden. Its author was 
the fourth Bishop of New York ( 1842 to 1850) and the first Archbishop of 
New York (1850 to his death in 1864). A native of County Tyrone, Ireland, 
born in 1797, Hughes emigrated to the United States in 1817 at the age 
of 20, became a priest in 1826, and rose to great national prominence. 
He was a strong supporter of the Union cause during the Civil War and 
a correspondent of Abraham Lincoln. He has been characterized as one 
of America's foremost citizens and is said to have exhibited "towering 
character, genius for government, and intense patriotism." He was referred 
to as "Dagger John," both for following the Catholic practice of a bishop 
preceding his signature with a cross and, when provoked, his aggressive 
personality.'" 

New York Jany 8 1845 
Dear Madam 

I have had the honor of receiving your letter of the 26 ulto which I 
read with great interest. I deeply regret that imigrants who arrive in 
this country with a view of settling on the soil as farmers should not 
be as convinced as I am of the advantages which they might enjoy in 
selecting your beautiful valley as the place oftheir residence. I shall not 
lose sight ofthe object, as set forth in your letter. But the great difficulty 
with me is the responsibility of giving advice. I should be right - but 
they, (having no experience of the Country) would think otherwise. I 
have not, at present, any prospects on the subject; but still you will not 
be surprised if you should hear from me again in relation to it. 

I shall put a notice in the Truman's Journal for such a Dairyman, as, you 
want and ifl can find one, such as I think will suit, I shall send him on. 

Wishing you, dear madam, all the happiness and consolation of this 
holy season I have the honor to be 

Your obt [obedient] Sert [Servant] in JCst [Jesus Christ] 
t John Bp [Bishop] ofN.Y. 
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Letter 529 

Bishop Richard Whelan wrote the next letter from Richmond on May 
8, 1845, to Mrs. Floyd at Burke's Garden. It demonstrates his ongoing effort 
to persuade Mrs. Floyd to convert to the Catholic faith, which, as noted 
above, did not come about until seven years later in 1852. We do not know 
from the record whether or not Whelan visited Burke's Garden in 1843, as 
he suggested in his letter. We do know he was there in 1852 to officiate at 
Mrs. Floyd's conversion ceremony. The reference in the letter to Carolina no 
doubt pertains to Mrs. Floyd's attending the marriage there of her daughter 
Eliza Lavalette in February of 1845.30 

Richmond May 8th 1845 
My Dear Madam, 

When I opened anew your last very kind letter & ascertained that it 
had been written just 4 months ago, I could scarce persuade myself 
of the reality. I will scarce be able to persuade you that there is not 
wanton neglect in my long silence, & yet I do assure you that it is 
not so. My time is so exceedingly occupied that days & weeks, nay 
months, run their course without my being aware almost of their quick 
succession. Your presumed absence from home & the wish to notify 
you that your very acceptable present had reached me safely induced 
me to defer my reply for a while. The gross neglect of the person to 
whom your kind token of remembrance was confided, in consequence 
of which it has never come to hand, made me put off from day to day 
an acknowledgement of your letter, still hoping that the enduring day 
would enable me to gratify you by the assurance that all was well. 
At length the arrival of Rev Fhr [Father] Fox apprized me of your 
return from Carolina & induced me to decide upon an immediate 
acknowledgement ofyour letter & intended Kindness. But if the rogue 
disappointed me in this I hope to avenge myself by partaking ofbutter 
& potatoe [sic] both with you during the coming summer. I shall write 
in a few days to our mutual friend, M' Schreiber,31 to express to him 
your desire that he would accompany me in my expected jaunt to the 
Garden. Shall I not have the pleasure of meeting there M'' Lewis & 
Lavalette? With you I regret that the latter did not select a Virginian 
for her partner. We cannot spare any of our small Catholic population, 
but particularly such as your daughter, such an ornament to the little 
Church by her personal qualifications no less than by her position 
in society. I think you were almost in duty bound to retain her, & 
now to make reparation to their Church, I see no other plan then to 
prepare yourself for admission. Do, my fond friend, do prepare for 
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this desirable event. Subdue the rebellious feelings of proud nature. I 
feel Sure that your intelligent & well informed mind will scarce allow 
you to admit any resting place between Catholicity & infidelity; I feel 
equally sure that Christianity carries with it too many evidences of 
truth to allow you to stake your everlasting hopes upon its rejection. 
Adopt then the part of prudence, take the safer course, Subdue proud 
nature, & make an humble & candid acknowledgement of fault, & 
I will almost guarantee that all difficulties will vanish. Consider the 
influence of your example for good or ill; how many may already 
have attempted before God to excuse or palliate their own neglect by 
your example; how many may still be led astray by it. It is now, my 
dear friend, the 11th hour for you, as you still have it in your power to 
repair much of the past, to do a vast deal of good, by acknowledging 
before men that Savior whom you wish to acknowledge you before 
his Father in Heaven. What a consolation will it be to me if in my 
approaching visit I shall be allowed to extend the grace of our Holy 
Religion to yourself, M' Johnston & his mother. Apprize them of my 
hopes & for me ask them both to pray in the interval most earnestly 
to God that he may be pleased to enlighten their minds & exercise his 
gentle influence over their hearts. 

With kindest remembrance to your daughter near you, to her husband 
& mother in law, & M' Kelly, I remain, Dear Madam, with many 
thanks for your kindness 

Most resply [respectfully] & Sincerely Yours 
t Richard Vincent Bp of Ri 

Letter 632 

The final letter was written by Father Timothy O'Brien from Richmond 
on March 13, 1846, to Mrs. Floyd at Burke's Garden. We do not have a 
copy of the letter that was enclosed with this letter, but its import is readily 
apparent from what O'Brien says about it here. As demonstrated by several 
of the letters above, Mrs. Floyd was continuing her campaign to bring 
Catholics to Burke's Garden. 

We know a good deal about O'Brien. He arrived in Richmond in 1832 
and "commenced a new era of the Church in that city." From a small, rented 
rectory near the then-existing Catholic chapel in Richmond he raised funds 
to erect the church of St. Peter. The new church was dedicated in May 1834, 
and O'Brien wrote in a letter to Archbishop Whitfield in Baltimore that 
Governor Floyd had taken a pew in the new church. 33 The governor was 
apparently familiar with O'Brien from the time of this priest's first arrival 
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in Richmond. Writing in his diary for May 27, 1832, the governor recorded 
"I went to the chapel to hear Mr. O'Brien, who is a man of talents and a 
respectable orator."3• Eventually, in 1850, O'Brien fell into a nasty dispute 
about the ownership of property (was it the church's or was it O'Brien's?) 
with the newly appointed, third bishop of Richmond, John McGill. O'Brien 
left Richmond in 1854 and moved to Lowell, Massachusetts, to administer 
a school founded by his brother, who was also a priest, and combat the local 
Know-Nothings.35 O'Brien died in Lowell in 1857.1• 

Richmond March 13th 1846 
My 0' Mrs Floyd 

On this same day I received your favor of the 24th Ult. I enclosed 
it in a letter to the Rev<l Mr Donelan of Washington, with a request 
that he would at once engage the Services of the young man who 
purposed to go to Burkes Garden. I have just rece<l the enclosed which 
will inform you of the result. I have thought it necessary to write you 
without a moments delay least you might be depending on him & 
neglect other arrangements. The reasons for not going I take to be 
obvious. I suspect the man does not Know the business he proposed to 
undertake & wishes to avail himself of any excuse to get off. I regret 
this disappointment very much for your Sake. Here he is not one who 
would be fit to undertake it. 

I saw M' Holmes37 a day or two ago. We spen[t] [tom part of page] the 
day out at the Bishops & all seemed to be pleasa[nt] [tom part ofpage] 
I hope we shall always be as good friends as at presen[t] [tom part of 
page]. He seems very happy & has but one draw-back. It is that he is 
so far removed from his "darling wife & beautiful child" I hope he will 
Soon be able to effect a better arrangement for Mutual comfort. None 
will be more pleased than I. Make my compliments to Mrs Holmes & 
My other friends in & about the Garden & believe me 

Very Sincerely & Respectfully 
Yours IC [in Christ] 

F Obrien 

P.S. I fear I will not be able to See the Garden this Summer. Accept, 
however, my thanks for yr. invitation 
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Conclusion 
We may conclude that Mrs. Floyd was casting her net very wide indeed 

in her search for Catholic immigrants for Burke's Garden-as evidenced by 
her communications both to a European monarch and to Archbishop Hughes, 
the leading Catholic American of her day. However her motives are not 
readily apparent, and Mrs. Floyd's exertions to bring Catholic immigrants 
to Burke's Garden after she moved further into southwest Virginia from 
Pulaski County after being widowed raise more questions than can be 
answered. Did she advocate the active importation of foreign workers? 
Did she favor an influx of poor Irish and possibly German Catholics? Why 
did she want immigrants? At present, it is not possible to answer these 
questions. The companion biographical sketch of her published in this issue 
of the Smithfield Review suggests many places where letters written by her 
presently unknown to students may be found. We may hope that future 
scholarship will be able to shed light on these questions. 
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He too lived across the Atlantic and sat upon a throne and ruled a sizeable kingdom at that time. 
These American writers were clearly unsophisticated about European titles. 

22. Edward Fox, letter to Mrs. Letitia Floyd at Burke's Garden from Norfolk, August 13, 1844. 
Transcribed by Cori Burner. 

23. Fogarty, Commonwealth Catholicism, 83, 86, 89-90. Portions of this third letter are quoted by 
Fogarty. 

24. Darthula was perhaps Darthula Thompson, a 12-year-old girl who, according to Internet genealogy 
sources, is listed in the 1850 census for Tazewell County, Virginia. 

25. Mrs. Lewis was Mrs. Floyd's daughter Letitia Floyd Lewis (1814-1887) who was born near 
Blacksburg, Virginia, and was the third wife of William Lynn Lewis whom she married in 1837. 
Lewis lived for many years in South Carolina. The couple moved to Lynnside at Sweet Springs 
in Monroe County (now West Virginia) in 1848. 

26. These are three of Mrs. Floyd's sons. 
27. John Hughes, Bishop of New York, letter to Mrs. Letitia Floyd at Burke's Garden from New 

York, January 8, 1845. Transcribed by Cori Burner. 
28. Patrick Hayes, "John Hughes," in The Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 7 (New York: Robert 

Appleton Company, 1910); online at www.newadvent.org/cathen/07516a.htm. See also John 
Hughes (archbishop of New York) at www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Hughes_(archbishop_ 
of_New _York). 

29. Richard Vincent Whelan, letter to Mrs. Letitia Floyd at Burke's Garden from Richmond, May 8, 
1845. Transcribed by Cori Burner. 

30. Mrs. Floyd's daughter Eliza Lavalette married George Frederick Holmes (a native of British 
Guiana) in South Carolina in February 1845. John Frederick Dorman, The Prestons ofSmithfield 
and Greenfield in Virginia (Louisville: The Filson Club, 1982), 297. 

31. This reference is probably to the Rev. Peter S. Schreiber, an Archdiocese of Baltimore priest who 
spent some time in Richmond. See Bailey, A History ofthe Diocese ofRichmond, 61-62. See also 
the "Individuals" archives of St. Mary's Seminary and University online at www.stmarys.edu/ 
archives/collections/associated-sulpicians-of-the-United-States-archives/individuals/#schreiber. 

32. Timothy O'Brien, letter to Mrs. Letitia Floyd at Burke's Garden from Richmond, March 13, 
1846. Transcribed by Cori Burner. 

33. Bailey, A History ofthe Diocese ofRichmond, 62-72. The "new era" quote appears on page 62. 
See also the anonymous article "A Remarkable Priest: Many Converts Through Work of Rev. 

Timothy O'Brien," The Sacred Heart Review 59 (1918), 12; online at newspapers.bc.edulcgi-
binlbosthonsh?a=d&d=BOSTONSHJ9180420-0J.2.57#. 

34. Ambler, The Life and Diary ofJohn Floyd, 193. 
35. Peter Condon, "Knownothingism" in The Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 8 (New York: Robert 

Appleton Company, 1910); online at www.newadvent.org/cathen/08677a.htm. In brief, 
Knownothingism was a fairly short-lived political movement antagonistic to recent American 
immigrants and favoring "nativism," interpreted as persons born in the United States. The 
movement had a particularly ugly anti-Irish and anti-Catholic flavor. 
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36. Fogarty, Commonwealth Catholicism, 104-108. 
37. For Holmes, see Leonidas Betts, "George Frederick Holmes, Nineteenth-Century Virginia 

Educator," Virginia Magazine ofHistory and Biography 76 (1968), 472-84. Holmes was born 
in 1820 in British Guiana and sent to England at the age of two to be educated. He moved to 
Virginia in 1838 to teach school in Caroline County, Virginia, later became a lawyer in South 
Carolina, and eventually a professor at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville. In 1845 
he married Lavalette Floyd, the youngest daughter of Governor John and Letitia Floyd. Betts 
writes: "In 1847, as a result of the influence of former President John Tyler and Laetitia Floyd, his 
mother-in-law, Holmes was given a position as professor of political economy at the College of 
William and Mary." He died ien Charlottesville in 1897 and is buried in the cemetery at Lynnside. 
John Newton Harman in Annals of Tazewell County, Virginia (Tazewell, Va.: Self published, 
1922) reports that the Tazewell County records show that Holmes renounced allegiance to Queen 
Victoria in 184 7 and became an American citizen. 
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Letitia Preston Floyd: Pioneer Catholic Feminist* 

by Harry E. Winter, OM/1 

Edited by and with Introduction and Notes by Jim Glanville 
:e 2015 

Editor's Introduction 
This article presents an updated and lightly edited version ofa heretofore 

unpublished manuscript written by Father Harry Winter in 1990. The original 
manuscript was written without notes. The endnotes here are by the editor. 

As the title implies, Father Winter makes a spirited case for the 
historical significance of Mrs. Letitia Preston Floyd. Readers should keep 
in mind that this article is not a formal document of history, but rather the 
enthusiastic writing of a missionary priest, assigned to rural West Virginia, 
where on arrival he discovered that an important and under-appreciated co-
religionist was buried. 

Letitia Floyd is buried on the Lynnside property in Sweet Springs, 
West Virginia, beside her husband, Governor John Floyd. The cemetery 
where they lie is located on private property. Because Governor Floyd is 
buried outside present-day Virginia, and because he today enjoys only a 
modest historical reputation, the Lynnside site is obscure and rarely visited. 

It was only as recently as about 1980 that an accident started Lynnside 
on a path of modest rediscovery. That accident was the posting of Father 
Winter as a missionary Catholic priest to Monroe County, where Lynnside is 
located. After he was posted there, Winter naturally took a strong interest in 
local Catholic-related places and especially in Sweet Springs, the location of 
both St. John's Chapel2 and the nearby Lynnside Manor1 property, with its two 
cemeteries where many Catholics are buried. This interest led in tum to his 
studying the broader story of the Floyd family and Catholicism. Inevitably, 
Winter soon met Lynn Spellman,4 a Catholic lay person who at the time 
owned the Lynnside property. Sharing a natural interest in Catholic history, 
Winter and Spellman teamed up and worked successfully to get Lynnside 
Historic District named to the National Register of Historic Places.5 

*This is one of three articles about Letitia Preston Floyd that appear in this issue of the Smithfield 
Review. The companion articles are a biographical sketch of her including some letters written by her 
and an article about the relationship she and her husband had with the Catholic church. 
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Immediately below is the edited version of the manuscript that Harry 
Winter wrote in 1990 while living in Monroe County, West Virginia. It comes 
from an unconventional historical perspective and sheds an interesting new 
light on the remarkable former first lady of Virginia. 

LETITIA PRESTON FLOYD-
PIONEER CATHOLIC FEMINIST6 

By Harry E. Winter (1990) 

When Alexis de Tocqueville was finishing Democracy in America,' 
about 1835, he asked what was "the chief cause of the extraordinary 
prosperity and growing power of this nation," and he wrote succinctly, "the 
superiority of their women." 

Recently, the Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston, which covers the 
entire state of West Virginia, decided to honor one of these women, the 
author and educator Letitia Preston Floyd ( 1779-1852). She was to the 
manor born, with her brother, James Patton Preston, serving as the governor 
of Virginia from 1816 to 1819; her husband, John Floyd Jr., from 1830-
1834; and her son, John Buchanan Floyd, from 1848 to 1852. However, 
the manor was not in slaveholding and aristocratic Tidewater Virginia, but 
in the antislavery~ and populist Appalachian Mountains, near what is now 
Blacksburg, Virginia. Her childhood home, Smithfield Plantation, is today 
surrounded by the large land-grant university Virginia Polytechnic Institute 
and State University (vPt&su), commonly called Virginia Tech. Smithfield 
was in the Preston family for five generations, and was deeded in 1959 
to the Association for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities. Beautifully 
restored, and open to the public, it gives a good insight into what it was like 
to grow up on the frontier, in a powerful, landed family. 

Mrs. Floyd herself, with terse and polished prose, described her 
childhood at Smithfield in a long letter (or perhaps a short history) written 
on February 22, 1843 to her son Benjamin Rush Floyd.• She wrote lovingly 
about the books her father had arranged to be purchased in London. "A 
good selection of the classics, ancient history, the distinguished poets of 
England, the Dictionary ofArts and Sciences, a sort of encyclopedia, with 
much polemics and many religious productions, constituted the libraries." 
And then she summed up her view of the importance of education on the 
frontiers: "the use of these books gave to each family possessing them a 
station which outranked many wealthier families." 
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Letitia's father was the surveyor for much of central and western 
Virginia. He employed several deputies, and Letitia wrote that every young 
man whom he employed had to teach school for him "six months at least, 
thereby finding out his temper, diligence, habits and trustworthiness." One 
such man was Colonel John Floyd, Sr. In 1804, Letitia married his son, John 
Floyd Jr. (1783-183 7). 

Trained in both law and medicine, John Floyd Jr. was soon serving 
in the U.S. House of Representatives (1817-1829). A cousin, Charles, had 
been a member of the Lewis and Clark expedition. John tirelessly pushed 
for the occupation of the Oregon area, both during and after his service in 
Congress. In 1830, he became the last governor of Virginia to serve under 
its 1776 pre-Revolutionary War constitution, then the first to serve under the 
1830 post-Revolutionary War constitution. In the national election of 1832 
he received the eleven electoral votes of South Carolina for president of the 
United States. 

It was during his governorship that their children started becoming 
Catholic, and therein lies a mystery. What led the family to become Catholic 
in a time when Catholicism was a very suspect religion?io 

Two people were certainly involved. The first was the very personable 
pastor of St. Peter's Church, Richmond, Father Timothy O'Brien. Governor 
Floyd maintained a pew at St. Peter's during his term of office. The three 
daughters began to convert at this time, during their teens. Three of the four 
sons eventually became Catholic. Undoubtedly, the sermons they heard 
from their pew helped. In fact, on May 27, 1832, their father recorded in his 
journal, "went to the chapel to hear Mr. O'Brien, who is a man of talents 
and a respectable orator." 

The second person involved was Bishop Richard Whelan, second 
bishop of Richmond and first bishop of Wheeling. His views on slavery, and 
those of Governor Floyd, were remarkably similar: they wanted to stamp it 
out. Governor Floyd wrote in his journal on December 26, 1831: "I shall not 
rest until slavery is abolished in Virginia." (The Nat Turner slave rebellion, 
which Floyd had to subdue, must have been a tragic time for the whole 
family). Slavery affected Bishop Whelan no less seriously. One of the main 
reasons he left Richmond altogether for Wheeling was his hatred of and 
opposition to slavery." 

Thus two clergymen undoubtedly influenced the Floyd family. But it 
is quite certain that the teenage girls could never have joined the Catholic 
Church without the permission of their mother. 

Governor Floyd had never enjoyed robust health. Mrs. Floyd's sister 
Mary had married John Lewis, a part owner of the famous resort Sweet 
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Springs. The powerful families of the day summered for several weeks at 
each of six resorts: a modern historian (Fishwick) notes "one HAD to be 
at the Sweet for the last week in August and the first week in September. 
It [the gathering of the powerful] was like the salmon, who knew when it 
was time to go back up the Columbia River." 12 John Floyd died suddenly at 
his daughter's home, Lynnside, just outside the village of Sweet Springs, 
Virginia (now West Virginia) on August 21, 1837. He was only 54 years 
old. Local historians assert that John Floyd was received into the Catholic 
Church on his deathbed, but no records have ever been found. Consequently, 
the reports have never been accepted by Diocese of Richmond authorities. 

The oldest daughter, also named Letitia, had become the third wife 
of widower William Lynn Lewis, John Lewis' son, in a Catholic marriage 
on March 19, 1837. They were first cousins, and some 15 years different in 
age. Letitia Lewis now became mistress of the estate of Lynnside, some five 
months before her father's death. 

They buried her father in the Lewis Family Cemetery, at the Lynnside 
estate where they had spent so many happy summers. Letitia Lewis set 
about building a chapel for local Catholics, and securing the services of a 
priest. The chapel, St. John's, Sweet Springs, stands to this day and is the 
oldest Catholic Church in West Virginia to be preserved in its original form. 
Bishops, archbishops, and probably even Cardinal Gibbons 13 beat a path to 
Sweet Springs to stay with the powerful Lewis/Floyd family and celebrate 
Mass at St. John's. 

After her husband's death, Letitia Floyd directed the affairs of her 
family from an estate high in the Appalachians, at Burke's Garden, Virginia. 
She certainly spent many summers in Sweet Springs, at her sister's and 
daughter's estate. And she wrote thousands of letters. 

Her lengthy correspondence with Bishop Whelan is probably 
preserved among papers of the Floyd and Preston families in the several 
archives and state libraries. No one has yet edited the letters and written 
the definitive biography of this Christian feminist, but four of the letters 
from Bishop Whelan to her are available in the archives of the Diocese of 
Richmond. The one of May 8, 1845 is especially revealing. Bishop Whelan 
had lost patience with her, and used every argument to help her make up her 
mind. "I feel sure that your intelligent and well informed mind will scarce 
allow you to admit any resting place between Catholicity and infidelity. 
I feel equally sure that Christianity carries with it too many evidences of 
truth to allow you to stake your everlasting hopes upon its rejection." He 
wanted her to consider the influence of her example: he felt that many had 
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attempted before God to excuse or lessen their own neglect by her example. 
He concluded these and other arguments by warning her "it is now, my dear 
friend, the 11th hour for you, and you still have it in your power to repair 
much of the past, ... by acknowledging before men that Saviour whom you 
wish to acknowledge you before his Father in heaven." He wrote that it 
would be a great consolation to him on his approaching visit to receive her 
and two others he named into the Catholic faith. 

Mrs. Floyd put off the final decision for seven more years, not being 
received into the Church by Bishop Whelan until June, 1852. She died on 
December 12 of the same year. The pastor of Wytheville, Virginia, her sons 
and sons-in-law accompanied her body the 80 miles from Burke's Garden 
to Sweet Springs. A beautiful journey over mountains and streams in good 
weather, it would have been a torturous one in bad. They buried her next to 
her husband in the Lewis Family Cemetery on the knoll with the exquisite 
view behind her daughter's house. 

If one reads the historians of frontier religion, particularly Methodist 
historians, one can perhaps understand why it took Mrs. Floyd so long to 
join an organized religion. One of the signs of fervor during revivals was 
the amount of barking one could do. Religion in the Appalachians, even up 
to Civil War times, was very messy and chaotic. The slavery issue affected 
all churches with great bitterness. It is perhaps to her credit that she allowed 
her children to join as they approached their late teens, but took much more 
time for her intellect to accept the reasonableness of the Latin language and 
other externals of Catholicism at that time. 

On January 24, 1821, Mrs. Floyd witnessed the death of her brother 
William. She had to write William's wife the sad news. 

"He died as he lived, satisfied with the justice and goodness of his 
Creator." Devout but not saccharine, she then added "A friend to all honest 
men and the foe of scoundrels." Signing the letter to her sister-in-law "Your 
afflicted Sister," Mrs. Floyd expressed the belief, "Oh my Sister what a 
shield and stay his precious family have lost. I hope God will enable them 
to bear this sad bereavement." She may not have been quick to join any 
organized religion, but she was deeply religious. 

Governor Floyd's grave had been marked with a handsome dressed 
concrete slab some three feet long, six feet wide and ten inches thick. After 
discussion with Mrs. Floyd's direct descendent, Mrs. Jack (Lynn) Spellman, 
who maintains the Lewis Family Cemetery, this text was agreed for Mrs. 
Floyd: 
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JOHN FLOYD LETITIA PRESTON FLOYD 

TWICE GOVERNOR OF VIRGINIA WIFE OF GOVERNOR JOHN FLOYD 

AN APOSTLE OF SECESSION MOTHER OF GOV. JOHN BUCHANAN 

AND THE FATHER OF THE OREGON FLOYD 

COUNTRY AUTHOR AND EDUCATOR 

DIED AUG. 21, 1837 DIED DEC. 12, 1852 

But a major problem would be to find Mrs. Floyd's grave, for it had 
been unmarked, with only the understanding that she was buried "next to 
her husband." 

An archaeologist trained in restoring cemeteries had been hired to 
recover the graves of many early Irish settlers buried in the adjacent Old 
Catholic Cemetery. Professor Ken Robinson, of Lillington, North Carolina, 
spent the weeks of September 26, I 988, and June I I, 1990, restoring both 
cemeteries and locating the grave of Mrs. Floyd. No attempt was made to 
excavate or exhume any human remains. Rarely did the excavations extend 
any deeper than 10 inches. Excavations were conducted mostly with hand 
tools such as shovels, mattocks and trowels. Excavation areas were marked 
prior to the excavation and the precise locations of the excavated areas were 
mapped and recorded in order to maintain permanent record of where the 
excavations were conducted. 1• 

Since the massive concrete marker to Governor Floyd had not been 
placed on his grave until the 1930s, some one hundred years after his death, 
it was deemed prudent to see if the marker actually covered his grave. 
Intensive investigation determined that it was off center by at least two feet. 
The concrete slab, and a large concrete box supporting it were both moved 
4 feet west and 2 feet north of the original location, since both historical 
evidence and soil analysis and probing indicated that was where the 
governor's grave was, with an identically matching grave on its south side. 
This unmarked grave gave every indication ofbeing Letitia Preston Floyd's 
grave. So the new marker was placed on it, and the Most Rev. Bernard W. 
Schmitt, seventh bishop of Wheeling, was invited to bless it and celebrate 
the occasion. 

On August 15, 1990, direct descendants of Mrs. Floyd from Virginia 
and West Virginia joined Bishop Schmitt first in the chapel of St. John and 
then at the newly marked grave itself, to celebrate the memory of this great 
Christian feminist. A Roanoke, Virginia, television station gave the church 
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service extensive coverage. A van brought officials of the Montgomery 
County Branch ofthe Association forthe Preservation ofVirginiaAntiquities, 
and other interested people from Smithfield Plantation, Letitia's childhood 
home about 75 miles from her grave site across the border in Blacksburg, 
Virginia. 

During the ceremony at the grave, Professor Robinson explained his 
excavation procedure and Bishop Schmitt blessed the new marker, standing 
where his predecessor, the first bishop of Wheeling, Richard Whelan, had 
stood when he visited the grave site on October 19, 1859. 

Today, the drive from Wheeling takes more than five hours. Then, the 
coach ride must have taken at least a week. Bishop Whelan had come to 
preside at the marriage ofone ofMrs. Floyd's granddaughters; and probably 
would not have missed the opportunity to pray at his famous convert's grave. 

Did de Tocqueville, who embodied his praise of American women 
ever meet this feminist,? The Floyds are not listed among the people 
he interviewed during his 1832 trip up the coast from New Orleans to 
Washington, D.C. But he almost certainly heard of her. His very poor 
impression ofAndrew Jackson after interviewing him coincides remarkably 
with the shared opposition that Governor and Mrs. Floyd showed to President 
Jackson. This shared opposition leads me to conclude that she undoubtedly 
formed a strong partnership of mind, heart, and action with John Floyd. 

In addition to the ceremony at the grave, a memorial service was held 
in St. John's Chapel. One speaker1' at that service mused that when he first 
started reading about Mrs. Floyd, he was tempted to call her "the Abigail 
Adams ofVirginia." Then, as he read more, he began to wonder if someday, 
when Mrs. Floyd's letters are edited and a definitive biography written, 
we might not be calling Abigail Adams "the Letitia Preston Floyd of New 
England!" 

Editor's Conclusion 
This essay and its two companion articles in this issue of the Smithfield 

Review make it abundantly clear that Letitia Preston Floyd was a remarkable 
woman who has been largely ignored by writers of Virginia history. In the 
male-dominated society of her lifetime, she stands out as a tough-minded 
lady with an agenda of her own. Obviously, she ought to be far better 
known. We are fortunate that the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate 
posted Father Harry Winter to Monroe County and that he worked there 
with Lynn Spellman to establish Lynnside as an Historic District. We are 
also fortunate that Winter came to understand the role of Letitia Preston 
Floyd as a Catholic feminist and wrote about her from that perspective. 
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Endnotes 
I. 0. M. I. stands for "Oblates of Mary Immaculate." The Oblates are a community of Catholic 

priests and brothers who "serve the poor and needy people in the United States and more that 60 
countries world wide." Harry Winter was born in New York in 1937, and joined the priesthood 
in Rome, Italy, on December 16, 1964. From 1979 to 1994 he was pastor at churches in Virginia, 
West Virginia, and North Carolina. It was during his service at Union, in Monroe County, West 
Virginia, that he became interested in Lynnside and the role of Letitia Preston Floyd as an 
important early Virginia convert to Catholicism. As of 2015 he was Director, Oblate Residence, 
I 04 N. Mississippi River Blvd., St. Paul, MN 55104. His website is www.harrywinter.org. 

2. The Encyclopedia West Virginia article about St. John's Chapel is at www. wvencyclopedia.orgl 
artic/es/156. Harry Winter's unpublished nine-page article about the history of the chapel is on 
line at ;vww./ynnside.org/files/StJohnsChapelBriefHistory I 999.pdf 

3. The 2012 "Preservation West Virginia" brochure about Lynnside Manor is at it•ww.pawv.org/ 
endangered20/ 2/Elsitesheets3 _lynnside.pdf 

4. Lynn Spellman is the daughter of the late Philip Preston Keiley and the late Madeleine Emilie 
Marie Leclercq and inherited the (now sold) Lynnside property. The Keiley family is a noteworthy 
Virginia Catholic family, having produced over the years a bishop and an international jurist. 
Spellman lived for many years adjacent to the Lynnside property. At the time of this writing she is 
confined to a nursing home in Colorado. During the years 2007-2012, Lynn maintained the now 
defunct website lynnside.com. Her website recorded the histories and genealogies of the Floyd, 
Lewis, and related families. Lynnside.com has recently been replaced (August 2014) by lynnside. 
org, which is maintained by Jim Glanville, editor of this article. 

5. The National Register of Historic Places Registration Form for Lynnside, a 23-page pdffile with 
maps and pictures, is at www.wvcu/ture.org/shpo/nrlpdflmonroe/9I 000452.pdf. 

6. Manuscript originally written August 15, 1990. The original manuscript is on line at www. 
lynns ide. org/files/Harry Winter I 990.pdf 

7. Alexis de Tocqueville, Henry Reeve, trans., Democracy in America, (London: Saunders & Otley, 
1835). Multiple subsequent edited and reprinted editions. 

8. Author Winter is perhaps overly generous to the western Virginians here, many of whom owned 
slaves. Specifically, despite Winter's statement, Letitia's father William Preston was a slave 
owner. In 1759, he purchased for £752 eighteen slaves brought to Maryland on the vessel True 
Blue. At the time of his death he owned 42 slaves. See Jim Glanville, "The Neglected William 
Preston," The Roanoke Times, Friday August 8, 2014, page 7. Letitia and her husband also owned 
slaves, and it is worth noting that two of them lie buried only a few yards from Letitia and her 
husband. 

9. This important "My Dear Rush" letter is discussed in the companion biographical article about 
Mrs. Floyd in this issue of the Smithfield Review. 
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I0. The answer to this question is perhaps that it was the Georgetown connection, discussed in 
the companion article about Governor and Mrs. Floyd and the Catholic Church in this issue of 
the Smithfield Review. 

11. James H. Bailey, A History of the Diocese of Richmond: The Formative Years (Richmond: 
Chancery Office, Diocese of Richmond, 1956), I 00, writes: "Bishop Whelan became convinced 
that the western parts ofVirginia, differing in its natural features from the rest ofthe Commonwealth, 
offered greater inducements for Catholics to settle, as slave labor was comparatively rare and 
the country was rapidly developing." Fogarty, Commonwealth Catholicism, 98, writes: "Whelan 
was convinced of the necessity of splitting his diocese, not because of the size of its Catholic 
population, but because of the extent of its territory." 

12. Marshall W. Fishwick, Spring/ore in Virginia (Bowling Green, Ohio: Popular Press, Bowling 
Green State University, 1978). 

13. James Gibbons ( 1834-1921) was successively Bishop of Richmond, Archbishop of Baltimore, 
and a cardinal. He was the second American to attain the rank of cardinal. 

14. Kenneth W. Robinson, "Archaeological investigation of the Governor John Floyd and Letitia 
Preston Floyd Graves, and documentation of the Lewis Family Old Catholic Cemetery, Sweet 
Springs, Monroe County, West Virginia." Report prepared for the St. Johns Catholic Church, 
Monroe County Parish, Sweet Springs, West Virginia, February 15, 1991. The report describes 
the archaeological investigation of a grave site in Monroe County, West Virginia, undertaken 
in order to determine the approximate location of the grave of Letitia Preston Floyd ( 1779-
1852) relative to that of her husband, former Virginia Governor John Floyd ( 1783-1837). It 
includes copies of photographs and diagrams of the grave site. On line at www.lynnside.org/files/ 
KennethRobinson 1991.pdf 

15. The editor strongly suspects that the speaker to whom Father Winter here refers to was himself. 
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Brief Note 

Sugar Maples and Maple Sugar 
at Historic Smithfield 

Donald E. Bixby* 

"What is that big tree just over the rail fence?" is a question often 
asked by visitors to Historic Smithfield, especially in the autumn when the 
tree is ablaze with fall color. The answer is that it is the last of the ancient 
Smithfield sugar maples, or Acer saccharum. The tree has been dated to 
the late 1700s, and is likely a contemporary of the first years of the Preston 
family at Smithfield. 1 

As recently as I 0 years ago, there was evidence of six of these 
magnificent trees planted in a row along the rail fence. This row consisted 
of four trees and two stumps. Three of the trees were in serious decline. Two 
were hollow, and the staff often watched baby raccoons peering from holes 
in the trees. Eventually, the three had to be removed for reasons of safety.2 

In the spring of 2014, the surviving tree provided about 40 gallons of 
sap, enough for staff member April Danner to produce a gallon of maple 
syrup, or about five pounds of sugar, at a youth demonstration. 3 

Native Americans had long harvested the sweetness of the maple; 
perhaps first noticing that squirrels and birds wounded the bark ofmaples and 
then ate the sugar crystals. A broken branch would often produce a "sapsicle" 
at the wound that could be broken off and enjoyed. Trees were gashed with 
an ax, and the sap was collected in birch bark baskets. Meat was often boiled 
in sap, and sometimes the syrup was poured onto snow to crystallize, or into 
shells and decorative wooden molds. Maple sugar became an important part 
of the late winter diet. Other trees, such as birch and hickory, were tapped, 
but the quantity and sugar content were much lower. 4 

*Donald E. Bixby, DVM, was a volunteer at Historic Smithfield for a decade and coordinated 
the agriculture and horticulture programs for much of that time. His professional career included 
clinical veterinary medicine followed by the directorship of The Livestock Breeds Conservancy, 
an organization dedicated to livestock genetic diversity. In the latter position he worked, among 
other areas, with historic sites across the country and internationally to establish period appropriate 
livestock and agricultural programs. dehixhy@verizon.ne/ 
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European settlers substituted an auger and wooden spite, or spout, to 
collect the sap in wooden or metal buckets. The small hole produced by the 
auger allowed the trees to be harvested annually without damage to the tree. 
Today, most sugar bushes use plastic tubing to connect multiple tapped trees 
to a central collection station. s, 6 

The area around Historic Smithfield is not a likely region for sugar 
maples7, so why were these trees planted there? An article in the Colonial 
Williamsburg Journal by Mary Miley Theobald may suggest an answer. 
Benjamin Rush and the abolitionist Quakers ofPhiladelphia promoted maple 
sugar over cane sugar with the goal to "lessen or destroy the consumption 
of West Indian sugar, and thus indirectly to destroy negro slavery." Thomas 
Jefferson joined Rush's group. The maple sugar scheme combined Jefferson's 
love of botany and his anti-slavery sentiments, though his slaves provided 
him with the leisure to pursue this idea and his many other interests. 8 

There was also international interest in maple sugar as a low-cost 
substitute for cane sugar. Louis Philippe, Duke of Orleans and later the 
last French king, was traveling through Virginia in 1 797. He was intrigued 
by the possibility of large-scale production, particularly in French-held 
North American territory. More than a curiosity, European tensions were 
disrupting trade, including sugar transported from the Caribbean.9 

Maple sugar is easier to produce than cane sugar and requires less 
investment in machinery, animals, labor, and slaves. A farm family could 

Figure 1. The remaining Preston Sugar 
Maple being tapped for sap in the 
spring. Courtesy of Historic Smithfield 
Plantation 

Figure 2. The Sugar Maple towers over 
the manor house. Courtesy of Historic 
Smithfield Plantation 
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produce all the sugar it needed in a season, about 200 pounds with a salable 
surplus. Rush incorporated Jefferson's ideas and suggestions into a pamphlet 
extoling the health benefits of pure maple sugar. By harvest time, there were 
no insects about to contaminate the sugar, and "it was produced by free 
Americans with cleaner hands than slaves: men who work for exclusive 
benefit of others are not under the same obligations to keep their persons 
clean while they are employed at their work." 10 

Of the 60 sugar maple saplings Jefferson planted at Monticello, all 
died within a few years. Two additional plantings met a similar fate. Sugar 
maples, however, do grow well in the western part of the state at higher 
elevations. 11 Warm days and frosty nights are necessary for a good flow of 
sap. Jefferson's hopes for domestic sugar independence did not materialize, 
but they did lead to an increase in maple sugar production in the North. 12• 13 

Before the Civil War, maple sugar was the dominant sugar product. At 
half the price of imported cane sugar, it was the common American sweetener. 
As the price ofcane sugar fell and beet sugar came on the scene, maple sugar 
makers switched to syrup. Today, nearly all maple sap is made into syrup. 14· 15 

The remaining sugar maple tree at Historic Smithfield Plantation stands 
as a majestic sentinel and reminds us of a time when sustainability was not 
just a catch phrase but a necessity for survival, especially on the frontier. 

Endnotes 
I. Jay Stipes, Professor of Plant Pathology, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, 

personal conversation, June 14, 2012 
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20,2014 
4. Mary Miley Theobald, Thomas Jefferson and the Maple Sugar Scheme, Colonial Williamsburg 
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5. Ibid. 
6. Timothy Perkins, Director, Proctor Maple Research Center - Underhill Center - Vermont 
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Parke, Abel, 24 
Parke, Rev. Mr., 123 
Parker, Mrs. Mary, I 09 
Patton Family, 105 
Patton, Colonel James, 3-4, 6-7, 9-11, 

13-20, 22, I 04 
Patton, James & Company, 2-3 
Paxton, Township of, I, 23 
Peaked Mountain, Va., 11 
Pearsell, Johm, 24 
Pearsoll, Richard, 24 
Peck, William H., 64, 69 
Pellegrin, Amy Baker, 59, 70 
Pennsylvania, I, 10, 16-17, 19, 23, 33-34, 

58,84 
Pepper's Ferry Turnpike, 69 
Peterson, George, I 0 
Peyton, Capt. Benjamin Howard, 90-91, I 04 

Peyton, Mrs., IOI 
Peyton, Wm., 91 
Philadelphia, Penn., I, I 0, 15-18, 23, 81, 148 
Philips, John R., 64 
Pitzer, A. L., 65 
Philodemic Society, 124 
Pinnegar, Charles, 89 
Piper, Mr., I 04 
Poage,John,3,4 
Pollard, Edward, 77 
Porter, James, 24 
Poteet, G. F., 52 
Preisch (see Price) 
Presbyterian, 79, 122 
Preston and Olin Institute, 37-39, 51-52, 69 
Preston Family, 105-106, 110-111, 138, 

147-148 
Ann Taylor, 56 
Caroline H., 87-88 
Elizabeth ref to as Madison, see 

Madison, Elizabeth Preston 
Francis (Frank), Gen., 84, 94, 

103-104, I IO 
James F., 57, 64, 69 
James Patton, 56-57, 86, 103, 123, 138 
John, 79, 82-84, 87-89,103, 108 
Hancock, 88 
Letitia, see Floyd, Letitia Preston 
Lucinda Staples Redd, 57 
Mary see Lewis, Mary Preston 
Mary Radford (Polly), 83 
Peggy,94 
Robert T., 57, 64-65, 69 
Sally Buchanan, see Floyd, Sally 

Buchanan Preston 
Sara Buchanan Campbell, 94 
Susanna Smith, 77,79-81, 84, 103, 122 
William, Col, 3-17, 19, 20, 22, 77, 79, 

82, 102,-103, 107-109, 122, 138-139 
William Ballard, 53, 56-57, 64-66, 69, 

96, 104 
William, 88, 141 
William C., 104, 123 

Preston and Olin Institute, 37-39 
Preston Resolution, 57 
Preston Salt Works, 94 
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Price, Agnes (Hoffman), 16 
Price, Anna Catharina, I 7 
Price, Augustine, 5, 7, 16, 17 
Price, Daniel, 5, 7, 16-17 
Price, Henry, 5, 7, 11, 16-17 
Price, Johan Michael, 17, 21 
Price, Madlina, 11 
Price, Mary Magdalene, 17 
Price, Michael, 16 
Price Mountain, 6 
Price, W. Conway, 16 
Price's Fork, 17, 21-22 
Prince Edward County, Va., 56 
Protestant (Scottish), 122 
Prudhomme, J. F. E., 54 
Pulaski County, Va., 11, 69, 78, 82, 87, 

102, I IO-I I I, 121, 133 
Pusey, Alden, 63, 67 

Q 
Quakers, 148 

R 
Radford Va., 7, 13 
Radford Anny Ammunition Plant 

(Arsenal), 11, 88 
Radford, Cartson, 84 
Radford Family, 110 
Randolph-Macon College, 40-41, 45, 

53- 55, 69 
Randolph-Macon Monthly, 54 
Ratliff, Silos, 12 
Read, Col. Clement, 20 
Redd, Lucinda Staples, see Preston, 

Lucinda Staples Redd 
Reed Creek, 3, 18 
Reeder, Nicholas, 86 
Regester, Samuel, 35, 68 
Revolutionary War, 139 
Reynolds, Cathy, 23 
Rhudy Branch, Va., I 02 
Rice, William North, 55 
Richmond, Diocese of, see Catholics! 

Catholicism, Richmand Diocese 
Richmond Standard, I 06 

Richmond, Va., 57, 83-84, 92-93, 95, I 04, 
123-126, 130-132, 139 

Richmond Whig, 99 
Ritchie, Thomas, 97-98, 117 
Roanoke, Va., 15, 83, 142 
Roanoke River, 3-4, 13, 15, 19 
Robertson, Jenkins M., 61 
Robinson, Elizabeth (Bettie), see Draper, 

Bettie 
Robinson, Prof. Ken, 142-143 
Robinson, Mary, 91 
Rockingham County, Va., 11-12, 17, I 08 
Rockville, MD, 38, 39-40 
Roland, Candice, 23 
Ronald, N. M., 64, 69 
Rome, Italy, 125 
Rush, Dr. Benjamin, 84-86, 148 

s 
Salem and Pepper's Ferry Turnpike, 69 
Sally (slave), 88 
Sayers, Samuel, I 02 
Scherp (Sharp), Anna Elizabeth, 16, 18 
Schmitt, Most Rev. Bernard W., 142-143 
Schreiber, Mr., 130 
Schroeder, John, 87, 90 
Scott, Ray, 111 
Secession, 57 
Second Continental Congress, 84 
Secretary of the Navy (US), 56 
Seminaries, 36 
Shadow Lake Road, 20-21 
Sharp, George, 5, 7, 17 
Sharp, Harness, 5, 7, 16-18 
Sharpe, Governor Horatio, 22 
Shawnee Indians, 19-20 
Shelbyville, Ky., I 08 
Shell, John, 37-38 
Shenandoah River, 11 
Shenandoah Valley, I 0 
Shennan, H, H., 40 
Sheriffalty, I 04 
Shindle, Robert, 62, 65 
Shirley, General William, 22 
Slavery, 34-35, 55-57, 88, 92-93, 95-97, 

138-139, 141, 148 
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Slaves (mentioned by first name only) 
Amy, 88 
Armistead, 88 
Coralie, 95 
Cynthia, 88-89 
Emanuel (Manuel), 88-89 
Lucius, 88-89 
Nancy 88-89 
Sally, 88 
Woushippakniga, 95 

Smith, Charles A., 66-67 
Smith, Gilmore, 66 
Smith, Laura Katx, I 09-110 
Smith, Rev. Mr., 66 
Smithfield Plantation, 22, 56, 57, 77, 79, 

81-84,86,88,95, 104-105107, Ill, 
121, 

138, 142, 147-149 
Smithfield Review, 52-53, 57, 107, 105, 

109, 121, 133, 137, 143-144 
Snidow, William H., 64 
Snyder, Edmund 8., 65 
Solitude, 19. 86 
South Carolina, 93, 96-98, I 00, 139 
Southhampton County, Va., 95 
Speake (Speak), Rev. William F., 68-69 
Spellman, Lynn, (Mrs. Jack), 137, 141, 

143-144 
St.John's Chapel, 137, 140, 142-143 
St. Louis Christian Advocate, 39 
St. Mark (a ship), 16 
St. Michael's Reformed Church, 39 
St. Peter's Church (Richmond Cathedral), 

123, 131, 139 
Stafford County, Va., 93 
Staley, Cynthia, 59 
Stalniker, Captain Samuel, 20, 21 
Stansbury, John T., 63, 65 
Staples, Waller R., 64 
States' rights, 57, 92-93, 95, 104 
Staunton Hospital, 91 
Staunton, Va., 16, 35, 36 
Stern, Frederick, 22 
Stokes, Samuel H., 63, 67 
Strouble's Creek, 2, 6, 8-9, 11, 21-22 
Sugar maple (Acer Saccharum), 147-149 

Surgeon General, Continental Army, 84 
Swan Lake, AR, 99 
Sweet Springs, Va., (now W. Va.), 101, 

137,139-143 

T 
Tablet, The, 122 
Tariff, 1828 federal, 93, 
Taylor, Maj. John, 104 
Taylor, Tom, I 00 
Taylor, US President Zachary, 56 
Tazewell County, Va., 78, 102, 121, 123 
Theobald, Mary Miley, 148 
Thompson, Col. George, I 08-109 
Thompson, William, 14, 16 
Thorn Spring, 87 
Thorn Spring Plantation, Va., 77-78, 82, 

87-88, 92-93, 95, 97, 99, 102, 111, 
121, 133 

Tidewater, Va., 138 
Tocqueville, Alexis de, 138. 143 
Tom's Creek, 2, 4, 6, 9, 13, 16, 20-22 
Tories, 79 
Travels in Egypt, Arabia, Petra and the 

Holy Land, 56 
Trego, Willam, 24 
Trigg, Daniel, 110 
Trimble, John, 4 
Trout, George, I 0 
Truman's Journal, 129 
Turner, Nat, 95-96, 139 

u 
United Methodist Church 

Historical Society of the Baltimore-
Washington Conference, 33, 62 

History of Methodism, 56 
Methodist historians, 141 
Methodist Hymnal, 41 
Tennessee Conference, 45 

United States Congress, 56, 89-90, 98 
United States Constitution, 139 
United States Telegraph, p 98 
University ofAlabama, 55 
University of Georgia, 54, 55 
University of Mary Washington Library, 45 
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University of Maryland Hospital, 42 
University of Pennsylvania, 81 
University of Virginia, 56, 66, 106, 110 

Library, 44-45, 110 
College at Wise, 110 

Unruh, Von, 45 

v 
Varon, Elizabeth, 95-96 
Vermont, 53-54 
Victoria, Queen, 126 
Vineyard, Christopher, 10 
Virginia, 148 
Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical 

College (VAMC), 38, 51, 58, 69 
Virginia Assembly, 22 
Virginia Colonization Society, 96 
Virginia Constitution, 92-94 
Virginia Constitutional Convention, 92-93 
Virginia Convention (considering 

secession), 57 
Virginia General Assembly, 51, 56, 63, 82, 

95-96 
Virginia Council, 18 
Virginia Gazette, 19 
Virginia Historical Society, 4, 22-23 
Virginia House of Delegates, 82, 83, 95, 97 
Virginia Militia, 81-82 
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State 

University (Virginia Tech), 8-10, 14, 
19-20, 22-23, 33, 36-39, 42, 44, 51, 
53,57-76,86, 107, 138 

Virginia Senate, 83 
Virginia, Southwest, 125, 133 
Virginia Tech, see Virginia Polytechnic 

Institute and State University 

w 
W Loan Fund, 41 
Wade, Hamilton, I 04 
Wade, W. A., 64 
Walker, Dr. Thomas, 13 
Wall, John, 64-65 
Wallenstein, Peter, 45 
War of 1812, 81 

Washington, D. C., 40, 87, 90, 92-93, 124, 
132, 143 

Washington Evening Star, 42 
Washington, George, 18 
Wayne, Antho, 24 
Weaver, Nancy, 22 
Wedin, Laura Jones, 57 
Weekly Register, 84-85 
Wesley Chapel, 35 
Wesley, John, 43 
Wesley United Methodist Church, 
Morgantown, W. Va., 60 
Wesleyan Female Institute, 36 
Wesleyan University, 54-55 
West Virginia, 58-60, 69 

Superintendent of Free Schools, 59-60 
Western Virginia, 108-109, 125, 137 
Western Waters, 2-4, 9, 18 
Wheeler, J. R., 64-65, 69 
Wheeling, W. Va., 60, 123, 143 
Whelan, Rt. Rev. Dr. (Bishop), 123-127, 

130-131, 139-141, 143 
Whig, 56 
Whisner Building, 43 
Whisner, Louisa Ann (Arey) 36, 39 
Whisner Memorial Methodist Church 

(Methodist Episcopal Church, South), 
43-44 

Whisner, Peter Harrison, D.D., 33-49 
Whisner, Samuel, 33 
Whisner,Virginia Louise (Childs), 40-41, 43 
White, Cecelia Leavitt Kent, 58 
White, Mr., 64 
White, William Ryland, 58-60, 63-66, 70 
White House, 90-91 
Whitfield, Archbishop, 131 
Wickliffe, Robert, 109 
Wightman, Rev. Dr., 54 
Williams, Erica, 111 
Williams, John Alexander, 96, 97 
Wills, Wirt, 111 
Willson, George, 10 
Wilson, James Grant, 54 
Wingard, Mrs. S. A., 66 
Winter Galley (a ship), 10 
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Winter, Rev. Harry E., OMI, I I 1, I 33, I 3 7 
Wisconsin, I 05- I 06 
Wood's River Land Entry Book, 3 
Woodford County, Ky., I 08 
Woodville, James Lewis, I I 0 
Woushippakniga (slave), 88, 95 
Wythe County, Va., 3, 18, 106 
Wytheville, Va., 123, 141 
Wytheville Community College, 4, 23 

y 
Yankee peddlers/traders, 96 
Yates, Ann, 16 
Youthful Piety, 56 
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The Smithfield Review publishes book reviews. The editors 
plan for each issue to carry one to three reviews of books dealing 
with all periods of trans-Appalachian history and culture. We enlist 
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In this issue -
Located in the New River Valley in what is now Montgomery County, Virginia, the 
Draper's Meadows settlement was one of the earliest Euro-American settlements in the 
colonial Virginia backcountry. Its first known settlers were George and Eleanor Draper and 
their children, John and Mary, who arrived apparently in the year 1746. - page 1 

The 1868 [Methodist] Annual Conference did take action. The minutes reported ... the 
following resolutions ... 'That the Baltimore Conference ... negotiate a loan for the purchase 
and repair ofthe building known as Olin and Preston Institute, with authority to mortgage said 
property for that purpose, and to secure a suitable Principal to put the School in successful 
operation as soon as possible." ... The Conference reappointed Rev. Whisner as preacher of 
the Blacksburg church and president of the school in 1869 and again in 1870. The 1869-1870 
Preston and Olin Institute catalog listed him as the school president, a member of the board of 
trustees, and as professor of English and moral philosophy. - page 37 

Although Virginia Tech counts 1872 as the official year it started, an argument can be made 
that the university is actually a continuation ofboth the Preston and Olin Institute and the Olin 
and Preston Institute. This article looks at the first two decades ofVirginia Tech history which 
the University acknowledges as leading up to its founding.... Part I of the article covers the 
university's earliest years as the Olin and Preston Institute and includes short biographies of 
the men for whom that institute was named and its first principal. - page 51 

Because [Letitia Preston's] husband enjoyed a successful career as a Virginia congressman 
and governor, she had a ringside seat to some of the most important political events of the 
1820s and 1830s. This was the time of the Nullification Crisis, the controversial presidency 
ofAndrew Jackson, and ... the great American question of the balance between the powers 
ofthe federal government and the separate states. Necessarily, much ofher life was occupied 
by the mundane daily business of child-rearing and plantation-running. In contrast, ... in the 
early 1830s she lived amidst the high drama of the great national political discussion of 
states rights. - page 78 
Mrs. Floyd's daughters Letitia, Lavalette, and Nicketti, were the first members of the 
Floyd family to formally convert to Catholicism. All were baptized at St. Peter's Church 
in Richmond. The church records do not give the precise dates, but the baptism apparently 
occurred while their father was governor ( 1831-1834 ) .... The Catholic historian Joseph 
Magri gave "about 1832" as the conversion year of Mrs. Floyd's daughter Letitia and wrote 
that it "caused a sensation throughout the state." ... The tenure of John Floyd as governor 
corresponds to the beginning ofa period of rapid growth of Catholicism in Richmond at the 
time of building there of St. Peter's Church, which was consecrated in 1834. - page 123 

When Alexis de Tocqueville was finishing Democracy in America, about 1835, he asked 
what was "the chief cause of the extraordinary prosperity and growing power of this nation," 
and he wrote succinctly, "the superiority of their women." ... [O]ne of these women, ... 
Letitia Preston Floyd ( 1779-1852) ... was to the manor born, with her brother, James Patton 
Preston, serving as the governor of Virginia from 1816 to 1819; her husband, John Floyd Jr., 
from 1830 tol 834; and her son, John Buchanan Floyd, from 1848 to 1852. -page 138 
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