Jordan's Point—Lexington, Virginia
A Site History
Catharine M. Gilliam

SCOTCH-IRISH IMMIGRANTS moving south from
Pennsylvania settled the Shenandoah Valley during the eighteenth century.
These settlers used what came to be known as the Great Road, which had
previously been the Indian path through the Valley. Lexington, Virginia,
was established less than a mile south of the point where the Great Road
crossed the North River. The history of the area on the river, which was
called Jordan's Point during the nineteenth century, provides a perspective
on the settlement and development of the town of Lexington.
Every major form of transportation which linked Lexington with the
other areas of the state, from the eighteenth century until the twentieth
century, is involved in the history of the Point. From early river transportation and a ford across the river, to the covered bridge and the North
River Canal, the Point was a center of activity. Although Lexington is now
a city with virtually no industry, it grew during the nineteenth century
because it was a commercial center for the surrounding agricultural area,
and because continued efforts were made to establish industry. This
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commercial and industrial development was focused at the Point. The
history of the Point involves a great number of prominent figures in
Lexington's history.
The Point is located where Woods Creek flows into the Maury River,
which was called the North River until the twentieth century. The area
referred to as the Point consists of approximately fourteen acres, although
it was first included in much larger pieces of property. A millrace, which
met Woods Creek and flowed into the North River, made an island of most
of the Point. Woods Creek flows through Lexington to the Point. The town
was originally established at an elevation safely above the river and the
creek.
Most of what is now Rockbridge County was included in Borden's Grant
of 1738. The land was granted to Benjamin Borden by George II on the
condition that at least one family for every 1,000 acres settle in the area
within a given amount of time. The grant consisted of 92,100 acres and
included the site of Lexington.' A map of the original settlements shows
that the Point property was included in the land first conveyed to Gilbert
Campbell. 2
Campbell operated a ford across the North River to the Point. Campbell's Ford is referred to in numerous historical accounts of the period. An
order of the court of Orange County in 1745 to establish the Great Road,
later called the Junction Valley Turnpike Road, as a county road lists the
crossing of the North River at Gilbert Campbell's Ford as a landmark.
Presumably Campbell's house was located near the ford, although there is
no definitive evidence of what structures were located at the site in the first
half of the eighteenth century. Gilbert Campbell died in 1750.'
The ford at the Point was called Paxton's Ford in the last half of the
eighteenth century, although the property was apparently never owned by a
Paxton. The property was sold by Moses Bennett to Robert Lusk. Lusk sold
the property to William Alexander in 1778. The deed, dated September 1,
1778, describes property containing one hundred sixty-four acres and
conveys "all houses, buildings, profits, and appurtenances what so ever."°
William Alexander was one of the most important figures in Rockbridge
County history in the second half of the eighteenth century. He was born on
March 22, 1738, in Chester County, Pennsylvania, the son of Irish immigrants who had come to this country in 1734. The Alexander family
1. Claude La Varre, "Borden's Grant," Lexington Gazette, Bi-Centennial Edition, 1938.
2. Map of Borden's Grant, Rockbridge Historical Society archives, Washington and Lee
University Library.
3. Oren F. Morton, History of Rockbridge County, Virginia (Staunton, Va.: McClure
Press, 1918), pp. 161, 147.
4. Rockbridge County Circuit Court, Deed Book A, p. 105.
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moved to Rockbridge County (then part of Augusta County) in 1747, and
settled on the South River. William's father, Archibald Alexander, was a
farmer at South River. In 1749 his uncle, Robert Alexander, founded
Augusta Academy, which ultimately became Washington and Lee
University.'
William Alexander donated the land for Liberty Hall Academy when
Augusta Academy was moved to a site near his home and renamed. Later,
he was a trustee of Washington College from 1782 until 1792. William
Alexander married Agnes Ann Reid of Rockbridge County in 1767. Their
son, Archibald Alexander, born in 1772, became president of HampdenSydney College, and was the first head of the Theological Seminary at
Princeton University.6
William Alexander moved his family from the South River farm to the
property on the North River about 1778. He started a new farm and opened
a store where Woods Creek met the North River. The family lived in a
house near the store. The store sold a variety of goods. William Alexander
was fined in November, 1778, for selling liquor without a license. A bill
from Alexander's store for the funeral expenses of John Paxton included
charges for nutmegs, loaf sugar, brown sugar, four and one-half yards of
linen, eleven gallons of rum, waggoning, and ferriage. It is also recorded
that pencils, paper, and knives were available at the store.'
William Alexander's property on the North River was adjacent to the
land owned by his brother-in-law, Andrew Reid, who was the first county
clerk of Rockbridge County and served in that position from 1778 until
1831. William Alexander's farm and store at the Point established commerce which was to continue until the twentieth century.
Rockbridge County was created in 1778 by an act of the Virginia General
Assembly. It was formed from parts of Augusta County and Botetourt
County. Lexington was established at the approximate center of the county
on property which Isaac Campbell, son of Gilbert Campbell, gave for the
town. The property included 263/4 acres. The primary reason for the choice
of the site was its location on the Great Road.
William Alexander bought lot number nineteen when the town of
Lexington was planned. He built a house about 1790 on the northwest
corner of Main and Washington streets.* Alexander moved his family and
5. Duncan Lyle, "The Alexanders," unpublished manuscript without page numbers,
Rockbridge Historical Society archives. Augusta Academy was first renamed Liberty Hall
Academy, then Washington College, and finally Washington and Lee University.
6. Lyle, "The Alexanders."
7. "William Alexander (1738-1797)," pp. 1-2, Rockbridge Historical Society archives; Ruth
Anderson McCulloch, "Rockbridge and Its County Seat," Proceedings of the Rock-bridge
Historical Society 1 (1939-1941): 73.
8. Ibid., 64-65.
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store to the house, but the Point property was not sold until many years
after his death. The house is now known as the Alexander-Withrow House.
The brickwork includes glazed headers in the diapering patterns. When the
house was damaged by fire in 1796, the William Alexander family moved to
a portion of their property on Woods Creek. The site of this farm is now the
front campus of Washington and Lee University, which was moved there
after the Liberty Hall buildings were destroyed by fire.'
William Alexander died in 1797 and left the Point property to his sons. '°
One son, Andrew Alexander (1768-1844), apparently owned the property
although he did not live there. Another son, John Alexander (1776-1853),
lived at Clifton, a brick house on the north side of the river less than a mile
downstream from the Point. John Alexander's son, Archibald (born 1825),
operated a large business at the Point for several years before moving it to
the Clifton property."
The farmers of western Virginia first transported their products on the
river by the batteaux. These boats were constructed by tying a raft across
two canoes. The rivers were cleared out to some extent, but generally the
batteaux were used when the river was especially high. This system was not
satisfactory because the batteaux could not always be used, the loads were
severely limited in size, and the trip was extremely dangerous. The
destination was Lynchburg, where the products could be shipped to
Richmond. Balcony Falls was the most dangerous point on the trip between
Lexington and Lynchburg, and there a high percentage of the cargoes was
lost in the river. During the time the batteaux were used, Cedar Grove—
several miles upstream from the Point—was "the metropolis of Rockbridge."" Manufacturing was developed at Cedar Grove earlier than at the
Point, but after the canal reached Lexington, operations at Cedar Grove
were abandoned.
The next period in the history of the Point began when John Jordan
obtained and developed the property. The various historical accounts do
not agree on the exact dates of his ownership and the extent to which he
developed the Point. Nevertheless, the property had been developed to a
certain extent before Jordan moved to Rockbridge County, a fact which has
been largely ignored.
John Jordan, a native of Goochland County, was born in 1777. He
married Lucy Winn of Hanover County about 1800, and they moved to
9. Historic American Buildings Survey, Virginia Catalog (Charlottesville, Va.: University
Press of Virginia, 1976), p. 142; "William Alexander (I738-1797)," pp. 1-2.
10. Rockbridge County Circuit Court, Will Book 2, p. 14.
11. Lyle, "The Alexanders."
12. For a general description of the batteaux see John D. Capron, "From Batteaux to
Packet Boat," manuscript, Jones Memorial Library, Lynchburg, Virginia; Morton, History of
Rockbridge County, p. 259.
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Lexington by 1802. His brother, Hezekiah Jordan, moved to Rockbridge
County about 1803. The Jordans had thirteen sons and two daughters,
several of whom remained in Rockbridge County and were prominent in
business. John Jordan was a pioneer in the iron industry in western
Virginia. He and his sons operated iron works in Rockbridge, Bath,
Botetourt, Alleghany, Amherst, and Louisa counties."
Jordan was instrumental in developing transportation in western
Virginia. He was responsible for building the first highway, known as
Jordan's Trail, across North Mountain west of Lexington. He built the
Balcony Falls section of the James River and Kanawha Canal in the 1830s,
and became a leader in the movement to extend the canal to Lexington.
Jordan's contributions in Rockbridge County extended to architecture as
well. He introduced the Classical Revival style to the area, probably influenced by the architecture of the University of Virginia for which he
supplied some of the bricks. A letter from Archibald Stuart to Thomas
Jefferson (March 9, 1819) "accuses Jordan of conspiring to monopolize the
brickwork contracts for the building of the University of Virginia.""
Jordan built several outstanding houses in Lexington in the early
nineteenth century. His major work was Washington Hall, the central
building of the Washington College campus, which was begun in 1824. He
served as architect and contractor for these buildings.
In 1818, John Jordan built a house for his family on the hill above the
Point. The house is one of the earliest and finest examples of the Classical
Revival in Rockbridge County. The house was originally known as Jordan's
Point, although it is now called Stono. It is uncertain when John Jordan
purchased the Point property, but it is clear that he had interests at the site
before he built his family's house.
Jordan and his partner, John Moorehead, petitioned in 1810 to put a toll
bridge across the river near their new flour mill. Jordan obviously understood the potential advantages of the waterpower at the Point. A
number of sources state that the bridge was actually built in 1810, but this is
unlikely." Apparently Jordan waited until 1834, when he "contracted to
bridge North River near his mill at a cost not to exceed $1500. The bridge
was to have two passageways."'6 This bridge allowed a faster and safer
crossing of the Valley Turnpike Road into Lexington.
13. John S. Moore, "John Jordan, Baptist Layman," Proceedings of the Rockbridge

Historical Society 6 (1961-1965): 64,66.

14. Jerry J. Donovan, "John Jordan, Virginia Builder," Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 9 (October 1950): 18.
15. Henry Boley in Lexington In Old Virginia (Richmond: Garrett and Massie, 1936, reprint

1974) states that the bridge was built in 1810 (pp. 17-18). A mistake may have been made
because the original petition had been made in 1810. The early date is repeated by Marshall W.
Fishwick in "John Jordan, Man of Iron," The Iron Worker 21 (Autumn 1957): 1-8.
16. Morton, History of Rockbridge County, p. 164.
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Stono, built by Colonel John Jordan in 1818.
There are several reasons why it is unlikely that Jordan and Moorehead
built the toll bridge in 1810. All accounts of the bridge describe it as a
covered bridge. The earliest covered bridges in the United States were built
about 1808-10 in New England, and it is unlikely that such a structure
would have been built in Lexington at that date. Although Hezekiah Jordan
bought property on the river in 1813, John Jordan apparently did not own
the property in 1810. Jordan left Rockbridge County to serve in the War of
1812, which may have necessitated a delay in his plans. Jordan bought
Point property from Arthur Walkup in 1820 and from the estate of Andrew
Alexander in 1844." It is possible, nevertheless, that he bought Point
property before 1810 in a deed which was not recorded.
Photographs of the Point do not show the mills clearly enough for one to
determine their construction. Jordan's Grist Mill was probably located on
the millrace. A later sawmill was built on the river near the bridge.
In 1839, John Jordan's son Benjamin announced in the newspaper that
he was renting the Lexington Mills and Smithery." The Jordans had a
foundry and forge at the Point, but probably brought pig iron to the site
17. Rockbridge County Circuit Court, Will Book 13, p. 126.
18. Lexington Gazette, June I, 1839.
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from one of the iron furnaces which they operated. The Jordan family had
a fairly sizeable operation at the Point by the time the bridge was definitely
constructed in 1834.
The tolls collected at the bridge were too high for some travellers who
continued to ford the river. On May 6, 1845, an agreement with John
Jordan, concerning his toll bridge, was recorded in Rockbridge County
Circuit Court. Jordan was granted permission to close the ford at the river
if he would reduce the tolls on his bridge. The rates agreed upon were:
footman - 5 cents
horse and sulky - 15 cents
2 horses and carriage - 25 cents
wagon and 4 or 6 horse team - 30 cents
every 6 head of meat cattle - 3 cents
hogs and sheep per head - 1/4 cent.'''
Stage contractors were to pay twelve dollars a year, and Jordan was
responsible for keeping the bridge open and in good repair. The type of
construction of the first bridge across the North River at the Point is not
known. It is highly likely that the stone abutments used for subsequent
bridges were built originally by Jordan.
In the late 1830s there was increasing interest in constructing a canal to
Lexington. The James River and Kanawha Canal, which George Washington
had hoped would connect the East Coast with the Mississippi River, was built
between Lynchburg and Richmond. Between the 1820s and 1850s produce
was taken to Lynchburg on the batteaux.
The enthusiasm for the canal grew in Lexington, and John Jordan was
instrumental in encouraging the building of the North River Canal. An
editorial in the Lexington Gazette of November 30, 1839, expressed the
popular sentiment.
The James River and Kanawha Company have advertised for
proposals for completing the Canal by sections, up to the mouth
of the North River. We sincerely hope that means may be
provided for the speedy accomplishment of this great work.
We mean to recommend Col. John Jordan, of this vicinity, as
a director of the Company, at the next election. The Board needs
the assistance of Col. Jordan's great business talents and indomitable energy.
Apparently some feeling developed in Lynchburg that it would be more
profitable to stop the construction of the canal at that city. An editorial in a
Lynchburg paper suggesting the termination of the canal brought a quick
and angry response from the editor of the Lexington Gazette on December
10, 1839.
19. Rockbridge County Circuit Court, Deed Book Y, p. 317.
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There is no section of the whole line of the Improvement, so
important to the people of Rockbridge, and of this region of the
country, as the section through the mountains. We have subscribed liberally to the Improvement, with the distinct understanding, that the Canal was to be prosecuted at least as far
as the mouth of the North River, and, if it is not completed to
that point, we shall ask the Company to refund our subscriptions—the Improvement being substantially different from
that to which we subscribed.
The construction of the canal across the mountains was slow. The James
River and Kanawha Canal did not reach Balcony Falls until about 1850. In
a letter to the editor of the September 30, 1847, Lexington Gazette, a reader
urged completion of a North River branch of the canal, listing several
products which could be transported from the Valley by the canal. These
included: "Iron ore, whiskey, brandy, cider, apples, butter, eggs, potatoes,
turnips, lime, marble, hemp, hides and skins, wool, beef, pork, mutton,
venison, rye, corn, oats, lard, buckwheat, Mill Offal, tobacco, hay,
vinegar, bark, cement, hoop-poles, posts for fencing, staves, shingles,
plank, scantling, &c., &c."
An improved means of transportation was necessary to the continued
growth of western Virginia agriculture and industry. The canal system was
considered by most to be the answer to the problem. It was assumed that the
canal would eventually reach Lexington, and the town become a trade
center for the counties to the north and west. When the Thorn Hill estate
south of Lexington was put up for sale in the 1850s, the advertisement read:
"The improvement of the North River by canal and slackwater navigation,
connecting Lexington with the James River and Kanawha Canal, which is
now in progress, will afford every possible facility for transporting the
crops of the farm to the Richmond market."
In 1850, as the canal approached completion to Glasgow, a group of men
formed the North River Navigation Company. Their objective was to see
that a canal was built from the James River and Kanawha Canal at Glasgow
to Jordan's Point in Lexington. Colonel John Jordan was president of the
company, and Major Williamson, a professor at the Virginia Military
Institute, was the engineer. The Board of Directors included Dr. John W.
Paine, Colonel James Paxton, Colonel Jacob Ruff, and Captain Henry
Jones."
The construction of the canal required specialized materials and labor. In
order to encourage the expansion of the waterway, citizens were encouraged
20. Lexington Gazette, October 1851.
21. Ibid., July 11, 1850.
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to develop the necessary resources. One of these was hydraulic cement,
which was first produced near Lexington in the late 1830s. The works
required for this cement, which was to be used in the construction of the
canal, included kilns for burning the limestone, mills for reducing the stone
into powder, and the hoppers of the pulverizing mills.'
A contract between the James River and Kanawha Company and John
Jordan for building canal locks specifies the standards for such structures.
The floor and foundation of the lock was to consist of either compact rock
or large hewn timbers placed one foot apart and filled in with gravel. The
lock foundation was to be at least 136 feet long and the lock chamber between the walls 15 1/2 feet wide and 100 feet long between the gates. The
walls of the canal lock were to "consist of rubble masonry of the best
quality, laid in hydraulic lime mortar." The walls of the canal were covered
with boards and plank. The contract specified that the hydraulic cement
was furnished to the contractor by the James River and Kanawha Company. It also specified that "no spiritous liquor will be allowed to be used
on the work."" The specifications were used for all the canal locks, and the
high standards of material and craftsmanship are exemplified by the locks
at the Point in Lexington, which are in exceptionally good condition after
almost a century in which they have been neither used nor repaired.
In September of 1851, the James River and Kanawha Company announced that by October 1 the canal would be open from Lynchburg to the
North River. To this announcement the Lexington Gazette responded: "It
will thus be seen that 'hope long deferred' is about to be realized by the
opening of the great water line through the mountain gorge of the Blue
Ridge into the Valley of Virginia." When the canal was completed to
Buchanan, a stage line from Lexington to the canal was established for
passengers to meet the packet boats. The first stage was operated by the
firm of Boyd, Edmond, and Davenport."
Although John Jordan played a major role in bringing the canal to
Lexington, he did not live to see it reach Jordan's Point. He died on July 25,
1854, and some of the property at the Point was put up for sale. An advertisement in the Lexington Gazette by James J. Jordan, executor of his
father's estate, announced that "Eight Lots, situated on the Junction Valley
Turnpike Road, near 'The Point' and three large and desireable pasture lots
adjoining" would be auctioned." The eleven lots, as described in the advertisement and in Jordan's will, contained two dwelling houses, a stone
foundation for another dwelling house, a spring, a slaughterhouse, and a
22.
23.
24.
25.

Ibid., February 9, 1838.
Contract between James River and Kanawha Company and John Jordan.
Lexington Gazette, September 25 and October 9, 1851.
Ibid., January 4, 1855.
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Jordan's Point in 1981. The photograph was taken from approximately the
position of the R in "RIVER" on the map below. The footbridge at the extreme
right was built in 1981 on the footings of the old railroad bridge.

The Point as it appeared on "Gray's New Map of Lexington"
(Philadelphia, 1877). The Valley Railroad actually crossed just above the river
bridge when it finally reached Lexington in 1883.
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The Point in the late nineteenth century. The columned structure on the skyline
at the left is "Stono"; the large structure on the skyline to the right of the
mansion is the V.M.I. barracks.
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Late nineteenth-century photograph of the Point buildings and railroad siding
taken from approximately the N in the directional indicator on the map on p.
119, looking southeast.

Photograph (c. 1935)from the new U.S. 11 highway bridge.
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stable. These lots were probably on the upper end of the island and on
adjacent property, although the "Point property" containing a mill and
foundry are not described in the will.26
One of the lots was bought by Joshua L. Deaver. Deaver was a shoe
merchant in Lexington and referred to his "factory," which may have been
located at the Point, in his advertisements. The ten remaining lots were
bought by John Jordan's sons, Samuel F., John W., and Edwin. In 1856
the Lexington Foundry advertisements were signed "Jordan and Stratton."
The land was eventually acquired by the James River and Kanawha
Company. On September 1, 1859, the following advertisement appeared in
the Lexington Gazette:
JORDAN'S POINT PROPERTY
FOR SALE
Pursuant to an order of the Board of Directors of the James
River and Kanawha Company, will be sold on the premises, on
Wednesday, the 14th day of September next, the lots laid down
on a plat of said Point property, and numbered from 1 to 8
inclusive, on which are situated the MILL, FACTORY,
FOUNDRY, &c. The plat of said property can be seen at all
times in the Circuit Court Office.
The terms will be made known on the day of the sale.
Reasonable credit will be given.
Thomas H. Ellis, Pres't.
J.R. & K. Company
Lexington, Aug. 29, 1859
A deed dated June 4, 1860, describes very specifically property which was
sold by Samuel F. Jordan to the James River and Kanawha Company. The
property included a stable, sawmill, the millrace and the toll bridge. The
property had been acquired on October 31, 1854, by John Letcher, and it
was conveyed to Samuel F. Jordan by deed bearing the date September 16,
1859.27
The first packet boat reached Lexington at Jordan's Point in November,
1860. The first large commercial operations were Campbell and Company
and A. Alexander's. A. M. Lusk and Company began operating at the
Point in 1862. These stores sold for cash or would trade household or farm
products for produce which could be shipped on the canal. The advertisement in the December 4, 1862, Lexington Gazette for A. Alexander's—operated by Archibald Alexander, the grandson of William Alexander—is typical of the time.
26.Rockbridge County Circuit Court, Deed Book 13, p. 235.
27.Rockbridge County Circuit Court, Deed Book 13, p. 396; Deed Book 11, p. 298.
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ATTENTION FARMERS
I am buying Flour, Wheat, and all kinds of Country Produce,
for which I will pay the market rates. I also wish to buy a large
quantity of
FLAX SEED
for which I will pay a good price.
I also have for sale at my Lumber House all kinds of groceries
that can be obtained such as sugar, rice, &c.
COTTON CLOTH, OSNABURGS, CALICO
A. Alexander
Jordan's Point
The Jordan brothers continued to do business at the Point, although it is
not clear who operated the mills and the foundry in the 1860s. The sons of
John Jordan continued to be prominent in the iron industry and established
Rockbridge Baths in the county. The advertisement of William Jordan
indicates that the Point was a center for trading in Rockbridge County.
PORK WANTED
I wish to purchase about 20,000 lbs., good, heavy PORK,
delivered either at Rockbridge Baths or at Jordan's Point, near
Lexington.
Wm. Jordan, November 13, 1862
The canal not only increased trade for the area, but provided a new
means of travel. The following advertisement describes the terms of travel
by canal.
Through from Lexington direct from Lynchburg and
Richmond without changing boats.
Fare to Lynchburg - $2.50
Fare to Richmond - $4.00
On and after the 13th inst. our BOAT will leave Lexington on
the old days, Monday, Wednesday, and Friday at 2 o'clock A.M.,
will reach Lynchburg at 3 o'clock P.M., and arrive in Richmond
second A.M. at 6 o'clock.
Passengers preferring to go on board the Boat in the evening,
will find bunks provided for sleeping.
R. Edmond & Co.
October 9, 1862
The Jordan's Point property was advertised for sale by the James River
and Kanawha Company again in 1862. The property is described as being
very valuable because "it is at the head of the North River Improvement, a
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branch of the James River and Kanawha Canal; thus connecting in one
direction, with the central water line of the State, and by it with the im-
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portant railroads, which touch the Canal both at Lynchburg and Richmond
while in another direction it is distant only about twenty miles from the
Virginia Central Railroad." The advertisement gives a more complete
description of the structures on the site than is available at earlier dates.
There is upon it a large and well built FLOUR MILL, the
machinery of which is propelled by water power, a large building
originally designed for a Cotton Factory, an old Forge and
Foundry, a Saw Mill, and several Dwelling Houses; and appurtenant to it a Covered Bridge across the North River, connected with the Junction Valley Turnpike Road."
The majority of this property was sold by the James River and Kanawha
Company to Calvin McCorkle. The sale is recorded in a deed dated January
1, 1863.29 The accompanying plat is drawn to scale and shows the location
of the toll bridge, a sawmill, the tollhouse and dwelling, a foundry and
forge, a mill and miller's house, two shops, two dwelling houses, a log
house, a factory, a springhouse, the public wharf, and the gauge dock. The
gauge dock, lot number eighteen, and the property between the sold lots,
were reserved by the James River and Kanawha Company. The deed
reserves a storehouse which was built by the Confederate States of America
and continued in that ownership.
After he purchased the majority of the property at Jordan's Point, Calvin
McCorkle opened a business there with Andrew M. Lusk. Apparently
McCorkle continued to rent a building to Campbell and Company and, for
a short time, to A. Alexander. Campbell and Alexander jointly operated a
canal boat, the Rockbridge, which made weekly trips between Jordan's
Point and Lynchburg." A month after the McCorkle-Lusk business began
operating at the Point, A. Alexander moved his business across the river.
He relocated his warehouse to the north side of the river, approximately
three hundred yards below the covered bridge. In advertisements at the time
of his move, Alexander pointed out that Augusta County farmers who
brought their goods to be shipped on the canal, would save the cost of the
toll bridge, operated by McCorkle, by doing business with him. Alexander
continued to operate his business, later known as Clifton Warehouse, in
competition with the Jordan's Point businesses until September, 1876.3'
Calvin McCorkle and Andrew M. Lusk advertised a receiving and forwarding business. They sold farm products at the Point and shipped goods
on the canal. Farmers were paid for their products and could obtain staple
28.
29.
30.
31.
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Lexington Gazette, December 4, 1862.

Rockbridge County Circuit Court, Deed Book II, p. 407.
Lexington Gazette, May 20, 1863.
Ibid., June 3, 1863, and September 22, 1876.
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goods and groceries at the Point. In May of 1863, McCorkle and Lusk
advertised that they had a lumber house on the canal, operated two canal
boats, and were "fitting up a store room to be ready soon." Apparently in
response to Alexander's bid for customers, McCorkle and Lusk advertised
that "persons bringing produce to our house will pass the toll bridge free of
toll."32
McCorkle and Lusk were soon joined in business by John Gibson, and
operated under the name McCorkle, Lusk and Company. The company
advertised in the Staunton Spectator and the Lynchburg Virginian, as well
as the Lexington Gazette. In September of 1863, McCorkle, Lusk, and
Company bought a new canal boat, the Liberty, which ran between
Lexington and Richmond. Calvin McCorkle rented pastureland for horses
near the Point.73
The products advertised by McCorkle, Lusk, and Company and Campbell and Company were numerous. Advertisements in 1863 described
special products such as: bale cotton, cooperas, soda, pepper, candles,
tobacco, calicoes, Mason Original Blacking, horn buttons, Queensware
dishes, nails, molasses, lard, "Our Own" schoolbooks, coffee mills and
grain bags, and a wide variety of fabrics.'"
In addition to McCorkle, Lusk, and Company and Campbell and
Company, Edward J. Leyburn and Company, which operated a mill upstream from the Point, advertised that flour would be delivered on board of
boats at the Point."
Campbell and Company moved to a new store "near the little bridge,"
presumably the bridge across Woods Creek, in November of 1863. The firm
ran an advertisement in May of 1864 which began: "FRESH BLOCKADE
GOODS (partly on consignment). We are receiving and opening a valuable
assortment of New Goods bought chiefly in England and brought on the
steamer 'Advance,' on her last voyage." Campbell and Company continued
to operate at Jordan's Point until June 12, 1864, when Union soldiers
burned the store. The company reopened in July of 1864 on Main Street in
the building which had formerly been occupied by William C. White and
Company, "nearly opposite the Court House. "76
Calvin McCorkle and his wife, Mary Jane McCorkle, sold the majority of
the Jordan's Point property in 1864. Two undivided fifths of the property
were sold to Joseph G. Steele. Andrew M. Lusk and John Gibson each
purchased one undivided fifth of the property."
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.

Ibid., May 5 and 13, 1863.
Ibid., May 13, September 2, and July 22, 1863.
Advertisements in the Lexington Gazette throughout 1863.
Ibid., July I, 1863.
Ibid., May 25 and July 6, 1864.
Rockbridge County Circuit Court, Deed Book JJ, pp. 454, 463.
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On May 4, 1864, the new firm of Gibson and Company, operated by
John Gibson and G. W. Johnson, took over McCorkle, Lusk, and Company's business at Jordan's Point. There does not seem to have been any
change in the nature of the business, although it was short lived since
General Hunter's Union troops burned the buildings at Jordan's Point
when they raided Lexington on June 11-12, 1864. The people of Lexington
burned the covered bridge when they knew the enemy troops were approaching, but the army successfully crossed the river and burned a number
of important buildings."
The following advertisement appeared on the front page of the July 26,
1864, edition of the Lexington Gazette:
A RARE CHANCE
For Investment
Jordan's Point
For Sale at Auction
The undersigned will offer for Sale at Public Auction, on
MONDAY, the first day of August next, (it being Court-day) in
front of the COURT-HOUSE of Rockbridge County, that
valuable estate, commonly known as "Jordan's Point."
The property lies on the North River Canal (a branch of the
James River and Kanawha Canal) at the head of navigation—it
had upon it a large and very valuable MERCHANT MILL, a
Commission and Forwarding House, with all the necessary
buildings attached, including a large and commodius 4-story
building, which was used as a Storing House, but was built with
the design of establishing a Cotton Factory. These buildings
were destroyed by fire during the late raid of the Yankee army
through this Valley. The walls are yet standing, and in good
condition, and may be rebuilt readily. The water power (which is
immense, the finest in this whole section of the country, and
probably as good as any in the State, capable of operating any
kind of machinery), is unimpaired.
This property has now upon it 4 good and substantial dwelling
houses, together with various other houses and lots, the whole
comprising some 17 or 18 lots, each susceptible of improvement
and adapted for business stands, being at the head of Canal
navigation and within the corporate limits of the town of
Lexington (a thriving town of some 2 thousand inhabitants) in
38. Lexington Gazette, May 25, 1864. The Lexington Gazette's August 23, 1864, edition
contains a section from the journal of one of General Hunter's soldiers. The piece very likely
was written by the paper's editor, but it is nevertheless interesting.
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which is located the Virginia Military Institute, Washington
College, & c. TH IS IS A R A RE C H AN C E FO R INVESTMENT. Such valuable property is rarely thrown on the
market. Persons desireous of seeing a plat of the property, can
do so by calling at the Clerk's office of Rockbridge Co. Court.
The TERMS of sale will be made known on the day of sale.
For further particulars, address Geo. W. Johnson, Lexington,
Va.
JOHN GIBSON
GEORGE W. JOHNSON
Lexington, July 22, '64-tds.
P.S. The TERMS of Sale will be made satisfactory to the
purchaser.
The rebuilding of the bridge after the war was not begun until 1870. It
was not completed until about 1879. This second bridge is the one which is
recorded in photographs and was in use through the 1930s. The bridge was
built on two stone abutments on either side of the river. A drawing of the
bridge without the exterior siding indicates that it was a Burr truss bridge."
The artist may have misrepresented the framing of the bridge, although the
Burr truss could certainly have been used. The bridge, which was framed in
wood, had vertical plank siding on the sides and a metal roof. It took a long
time to complete the second time because of problems with contractors and
a series of floods which prevented completion of the work.
A flood in 1870 washed away large parts of the canal. An editorial,
entitled "River and Harbor Improvements" in the January 7, 1876,
Lexington Gazette, expressed a pride in Rockbridge County and demonstrated the importance of the canal to its citizens.
In 1870, when the flood swept away dams, lakes, and a great
part of the tow-path from our Canal, Rockbridge put her hand
in her pocket and brought out $50,000 to rebuild it; but then the
North River Canal is not necessary to the national defense, nor
can it claim to be an "internal sea," so we must pay for our own
sailing.
Did anybody ever hear of anybody helping Rockbridge do
anything? We pause for a reply.

The Jordan's Point property was sold in 1873. In a deed dated September
18, 1873, the property was conveyed by Joseph G. Steele and wife, George
W. Johnson, deceased, Edward J. Leyburn and wife, and D. R. Revely and
39. Richard Sanders Allen, Covered Bridges of the Northeast (Brattleboro, Vt.: Stephen
Greene, 1957), p. 6.
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The North River Bridge at Lexington: (above) early in this century; (below)
shortly before being torn down.

wife, to Edward McMahon, J. C. Green, and Sigmund Hirsh. Mr. McMahon was from Staunton, and Mr. Green and Mr. Hirsh were from
Salem. Mr. J.D.H. Ross began business operations at Jordan's Point about
November of 1873, although he did not own the property. Ross lived at
Sunnyside, southwest of Lexington. He was married to the daughter of
Samuel McDowell Reid, who was instrumental in bringing the canal to
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Lexington." Ross operated a mill on Woods Creek, probably at the Point.'
The first commercial business which operated at the Point after the Civil
War was McMahon, Ross, and Company's Point Warehouse. The company had a weekly column in the Lexington Gazette, and in 1876 advertised:
We have in store perhaps the largest stock of General Merchandise ever brought to the Lexington market. Our place of
business is at the head of navigation on North River, within the
limits of the corporation of Lexington, the boats coming up to
our very door and discharging their cargoes. We own our
business house, so we have no rents to pay. We buy in larger
quantities than perhaps any other house in the county, and we
endeavor to find the cheapest markets in which to purchase our
supplies. Our freights are so considerable, the public carriers
compete for the privilege of carrying them, and so we have been
enabled to deliver our Goods in our store at the Lowest Possible
Rates.
The firm advertised a wide variety of goods: sugars, coffees, syrups,
bacon, and "Flour of the well known Beechenbrook brand." They claimed
that Beechenbrook flour "would, if generally introduced to the tables of
our citizens, do more to preserve peace in the family by the prevention of
that irritability caused by Dyspepsia than anything we know of." McMahon
and Ross listed a number of "fancy groceries," including a variety of teas,
cheese, macaroni, and canned goods. Some of the available canned goods
were apricots, strawberries, and salmon from San Francisco. Starch, soap,
and spices were also sold. The store had "a full line of staples, and many
dress goods and notions." They also advertised saddles and bridles, boots
and shoes, hats, Queensware and china in full sets of forty-four pieces, and
hardware items. The Point Warehouse delivered "all goods to our friends in
Lexington without charge. "42
A plan of architectural significance which involved the Point was
proposed in 1870. Alexander Jackson Davis, who had designed the
buildings of the Virginia Military Institute, was assisting in their rebuilding.
In a letter to the superintendent of the Institute, Davis proposed that a
"Rockbridge Park" be developed in the area of Woods Creek. Davis
suggested that "a nursery or botanic garden for exotic hardy shrubs and
trees be got up under the auspices of the V.M.I." and that Davis "be invited
to deposit in the library of the V.M.I. plans for simple but elegant 'hut
cottages' to cost, say $500 to $5,000 each." No action was ever taken on the
plan, but it is interesting to consider that Davis, who had been influential in
40. Boley, Lexington in Old Virginia, p. 174.
41. Lexington Gazette, January 7, 1876.
42. Ibid., McMahon, Ross, and Company's column.
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the development of landscaped communities in the North, should propose
such a plan for the Woods Creek area. Davis was applying principles of
landscape and architecture which were successful in New York and New
Jersey to a growing southern town which was recovering from the
destructive effects of the Civil War. His failure to comprehend the impracticality of the plan can be attributed to the fact that he had not visited
Lexington since almost twenty years earlier."
The railroads had not reached Lexington in the 1870s, and the canal
companies continued to operate. Some of the canal companies which
operated boats between Lexington and Lynchburg were Pettigrew and
Lucado, Johnson and Burke, and the James River Canal and Packet
Company. A. Alexander was the agent at Lexington for the James River
Canal and Packet Company. The canal was important to Lexington, as was
expressed in the Lexington Gazette.
The Lynchburg News gives as the bonded debt of Canal,
$1,250,000; receipts, $140,000; salaries of employees other than
laborers, $54,854.
Receipts are nearly 12%, salaries are nearly 6%. Existence
depends on increase of receipts or reduction of expenditures,
perhaps both can be accomplished, perhaps both ought to be.
The friends of the Canal ought to look this matter squarely in
the face.
Hopes remained high in Lexington for the future of Jordan's Point.
When the Winn property near the Point was auctioned in 1876, the advertisement read: "This property is situated near to Jordan's Point, and is a
very desirable investment in view of the prospective improvement of that
part of town."'•
The partnership of McMahon and Ross was "dissolved by mutual
consent on the first of January, 1877."" The business was succeeded by
Ross and Green, operated by property owners J.D.H. Ross and J. C.
Green.
The Ross and Green partnership lasted only until May of 1878. While the
partnership existed, the retail business at the Point expanded. Ross and
Green advertised goods in a number of departments. The clothing
department sold clothes for men, women, and children. Piece goods and
notions were expanded to include over one hundred types of material, a
variety of hairbrushes, pins, and buttons. The boot and shoe department
advertised seventy-five varieties.
43. Matthew W. Paxton, Jr., "A. J. Davis, Creator of V.M.I. Gothic," The Proceedings of
the Rockbridge Historical Society 7(1966-1969): 101-15.
44. Lexington Gazette, July 14 and April 14,1876.

45. I b i d . , J u l y 1 4 , 1 8 7 6 .
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The grocery department was "complete in every particular." Stoneware
goods were sold as well as "Beautiful gilded and flowered China Sets." The
hardware department was "very much enlarged" under Ross and Green's
ownership; iron, nails, horseshoes, and hatchets were sold. The store
contained a hat department which the owners claimed would "tickle the
fancy of any one who pays much attention to his head gear." Saddlery,
leather, harness, collars, and bridles were also available. In addition, Ross
and Green advertised the "Valley Chief" reaper and mower, three brands
of plows, hammered iron, nail rod, plow moulds, blister steel, sheer steel,
and grind stones. Ross and Green also operated the Point mills."
In a deed dated March 12, 1877, J. C. Green conveyed to his wife, A. E.
Green, his undivided one-third interest in the Jordan's Point property "for
her sole and separate use.""
It is not clear what other businesses operated at the Point during the time
that McMahon, Green, and Hirsh owned the property. S. Hirsh and Son
was a new store which advertised during 1877. The store sold clothes and
groceries and seemed to be Ross and Green's closest competitor. It is not
certain that Sigmund Hirsh operated this store on his Point property. Also
advertising during 1877 was the Harman Brothers Mail Line Packet. They
advertised packets running through to Lynchburg and Richmond and
leaving Lexington "from our wharf at T. E. McCorkle's."" T. E. McCorkle operated a store somewhere in Lexington, although it is not certain
that this store was at Jordan's Point.
In the January 18, 1878, edition of the Lexington Gazette, a notice announced that the Jordan's Point property was to be sold at auction. The
Circuit Court of Rockbridge County ordered that the property be sold as a
result of the case of J. G. Steele, Receiver v. Edward McMahon and others.
The property description read: "The buildings consist of a large Merchant
Mill with superior water power, Plaster Mill, large Store House, with
facilities for loading and unloading directly from the boats; together with
such other buildings as have been found necessary to carrying on an extensive business. The property is the most valuable in the county as a
business stand."
The property was not immediately sold, but J.D.H. Ross bought J. C.
Green's interest in their company in May of 1878. Their partnership was
dissolved and the business was operated by Ross under the name Ross and
Company. The retail business remained the same as it had been under
Ross's earlier partners. In 1880 Ross and Company announced that their
46. Ibid., 1877 extra printed for Ross and Green, and the firm's column of July 6, 1877.
47. Rockbridge County Circuit Court, Deed Book PP, p. 426.
48. Lexington Gazette, January 12 and August 17, 1877.
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new plaster mill was in operation. The company accepted corn and other
produce in exchange for plaster."
As Ross gained control of the businesses at the Point, his expectations for
future growth at the site were high. In a typical advertisement he announced:
Col. Parsons, Vice President of the Richmond and Allegheny
Railroad thinks it impossible to make the terminus of our
branch of that road at any other point than the immense
warehouse and supply store at Ross and Co., and they [Ross and
Co.] propose by low prices and fair dealing to continue the
popularity of their house, now so great as to attract the attention
of Railroad Kings."
Ross was not alone in his belief that Jordan's Point would be a good
location for a railroad station. An editorial in the February 24, 1881,
Lexington Gazette expressed similar ideas.
RAILROADS A-BOOMING
Lexington is in the midst of a Railroad excitement unprecedented in all her history. The Valley, the Richmond and
Alleghany, The Shenandoah Valley, the Pittsburgh—are all
looming up with more or less probability of early completion to
this point. The locations of the depots are matters of interest,
which will affect the future prosperity and extension of our
town. We have heretofore spoken of our water-power and the
bearing its utilization for manufacturing purposes will have
upon the growth of the town both as to population and as to
wealth. Of course in the matter of the location of the depots, this
great interest should not be overlooked. It is important to the
business men of Lexington that the depots should be in the
town, so that the trade shall not be transferred to other points,
and it is important also to the traveler that they should be accessible and convenient to the hotels and business portion of the
town. . . . It strikes us that the probability of manufacturing
industries springing up at the Point and along the river will
induce the railroads to have a freight depot accessible to these
industries, and also that the conveniences of travel will
necessitate a depot at some point convenient to the hotels and
business portion of town. We therefore believe there will of
necessity be a freight depot at or near the Point and another
depot more immediately in the town for passengers and the
general trade of the town.
49. Ibid., May 3, 1878, and January 22, 1880.
50. Ibid., April 4, 1879.
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A Lexington Manufacturing Company twenty-year bond issued on April 1,
1884, and signed by president J.D.H. Ross.

Apparently, in the belief that a railroad station at the Point would increase production of the mills at the site, J.D.H. Ross formed the Lexington
Manufacturing Company and purchased the Jordan's Point property. A
deed dated March 1, 1882, records J. C. Green and A. E. Green's sale of
their one-third undivided interest in the Point property to the Lexington
Manufacturing Company. In a deed dated April 21, 1882, the interest in the
Point property owned by John Echols and Joel C. Green, which had been
obtained from Edward McMahon and wife on October 30, 1877, was sold
to J.D.H. Ross, acting for the Lexington Manufacturing Company. Onethird of the interest in the Point property owned by Sigmund Hirsh and
Mina Hirsh was conveyed to J.D.H. Ross and Agnes R. Ross and the
Lexington Manufacturing Company in a deed dated, May 22, 1883.5'
Ross and Company was dissolved and ended the extensive retail business
at Jordan's Point. Upon dissolution, the company announced that its
storehouse, a four-story brick building, was to be used by the Lexington
Manufacturing Company for a woolen mill. They urged customers to
51. Rockbridge County Circuit Court, Deed Book UU, pp. 86, 129; Deed Book WW, p. 72.

134

Catharine M. Gilliam
"come and buy your goods and help start an enterprise which will be useful
to the community.""
The railroad reached Lexington in 1883, but the station was not built at
Jordan's Point. Although a spur line was eventually built at the Point, the
station was located near the site of the Castle Hill Hotel. This decision
reduced the chances for the success of the mills at Jordan's Point, the only
industries which took advantage of Lexington's waterpower.
Business at Jordan's Point declined predictably. The Lexington
Manufacturing Company advertised for farmers to deliver wheat to the
Point mills as late as January, 1889. Listed in the Lexington Business
Directory as operating at the Point in the 1890s was J. Frank Argenbright,
tinner. His advertisements requested that persons wishing to see an example
of his work look at the gymnasium at Washington and Lee University, "the
largest piece of roofing ever put on in the town of Lexington." By September, 1890, J.D.H. Ross and A. Ross advertised that they were operating
a real estate business in Glasgow."
In 1893 the Lexington Manufacturing Company leased their works at
Jordan's Point to Loyall, Lilly, and Gilmore, which did "home building,
carpentry, and shop work," for "a number of years." Loyal!, Lilly, and
Gilmore advertised that they would make to order and keep in stock sash,
doors, blinds, mouldings, ceiling, and dressed flooring."
By decrees of the Circuit Court of the County of Rockbridge, entered on
September 17, 1890, and on September 23, 1899, in connection with the case
of U. B. Simpson and Son v. The Lexington Manufacturing Company, it
was ordered that the Jordan's Point property be sold at auction or
privately. On September 21, 1900, all of the Jordan's Point property was
sold to P. B. Moses. On July 25, 1904, P. B. Moses directed the Special
Commissioner to convey the property to R. B. Moses, F. L. Moses, and N.
W. Moses."
The Moses' milling business was operated as the Lexington Roller Mills.
The business has been described by General John S. Letcher as he
remembered it.
Moses' Mill was a busy establishment. The mill building
where wheat and corn were ground to produce flour and corn
meal was a large, square, four-story, counting the cellar, red
brick building. Power for the mill came from water in the mill
race which passed under the road and then through a turbine. A
railroad spur came across the highway and into the mill grounds
52.
53.
54.
55.
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Ibid., January 3, 1889, August 21 and September 4, 1890.
Ibid., April 1893.
Rockbridge County Circuit Court, Deed Book 98, p. 144.
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which were on the point of land between Wood's Creek and the
tailrace after it left the turbine. In addition to the mill building,
there was a large one-story storage building and a cooperage
where flour barrels were manufactured. There were several other
small buildings which were used for various purposes connected
with the larger buildings. Freight cars were brought in on the
spur track to be loaded with barrels of flour from the storage
building. Operating at full capacity the mill produced eighty-five
barrels a day."
Also at the Point at that time was Straub's blacksmith shop.
The property was left to various members of the Moses family. In 1946
N. P. Moses and Genevieve H. Moses sold the Jordan's Point property to
the Virginia Military Institute. In 1950 the Virginia Military Institute sold
the property to the Town of Lexington, which still owns the property. The
1950 deed referred to the deed and accompanying plat of the transaction
between the James River and Kanawha Company and Calvin McCorkle."
The covered bridge at the Point was used until 1940 when a new highway
bridge was constructed downstream from it. The Highway Department gave
the bridge to the Rockbridge Chapter of the Association for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities. The chapter was formed in 1940 for the
purpose of preserving the bridge. Although they replaced the exterior siding
of the bridge and arranged for landscaping at either end of it, the APVA
chapter lasted little more than one year. The bridge was considered
dangerous and was torn down about 1946."
The Point property has few remaining physical reminders of its importance to Lexington. Nevertheless, an analysis of the factors which
determined Lexington's location and founding, as well as its growth and
development, emphasizes the role of the Point. The location on the main
road through the Valley at a major river crossing led to early stores and
homes at the Point. When the area became densely enough populated to
justify the establishment of Rockbridge County, the location nearest the
Point was chosen for the county seat. High cliffs separated the town from
the Point site, which was limited in size by the cliffs and the river.
The Point's significance, in part, is the result of its ownership by
prominent citizens. Regardless of the location of the property, the initiative
56. John S. Letcher, Only Yesterday in Lexington, Virginia (Verona, Va.: McClure, 1974),
PP. 3-4.
57. Rockbridge County Circuit Court, Deed Book 98, p. 194; Deed Book 138, p. 353; Deed
Book 174, p. 194; Deed Book 192, p. 141; Deed Book 209, p. 369.
58. Association for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities, Year Book, 1938-1939-1940
(Richmond: APVA, 1940), pp. 89-91.
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Jordan's Point December, 1981: (1-2) the wharf wall along lot "5"
where the "FACTORY" juts into the stream; (3) the wall along lot "4";
(4) the wall at point "K"; (5) an old building around point "A"; (6) the
old bridge abutment on the south bank. [All references are to positions on
the map on p. 119.1
—
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and investment by men such as William Alexander, John Jordan, and
J.D.H. Ross turned the potential of the site into business and trade which
led to prosperity for the town. The investments and interest of the owners
and townspeople in the site demonstrate a tremendous pride in the town and
confidence that Lexington would continue to grow in influence.
Jordan's Point was the farthest point west built on the canal which had
been planned to link the Atlantic Ocean and the Mississippi River.
Lexington was becoming a leading center for trade in the Shenandoah
Valley and western counties when technological developments reduced the
importance of the canal. The expansion of the railroad into western
Virginia made the canal obsolete.
It was assumed at the time of the building of the railroad that Jordan's
Point would be as significant an area for the railroad as it had been for the
canal. The development in transportation changed the significance of the
Point's features. The location as a center of an agricultural area was no
longer as important. The area would have had to develop manufacturing to
take advantage of the waterpower in order to justify locating a major train
station there. Neither the strength of the waterpower nor the size of the
Point area could have supported the kinds of industry that the railroads
wanted to serve.
Just as the decision to build the canal to Lexington had resulted in a surge
in development and prosperity, the decision of the railroads to serve
Lexington only at a passenger station halted that development. Lexington
was to remain a college town which enjoyed the majority of its expansion
and development during the canal era of the nineteenth century.
Note: Since this was written, excavations and research has revealed more
about the boats which carried Virginia’s tobacco down the James River. The
first type, pioneered about 1748 by the Rev. Robert Rose in present Nelson
County, and built by Richard Ripley, was two large dugout canoes attached
together like a catamaran. It carried about eight tobacco hogsheads, each
weighing a ton. Then about 1775, the Rucker Brothers in present Amherst
County invented and later patented the James River Batteau, a long narrow
boat made of sawn planks. Now replicas of the Rucker boats descend the
whitewater river during the annual James River Batteau Festival.
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