HERITAGE

To Honor Their Sacrifice

Many decades after the creation of Shenandoah National Park
displaced hundreds of families, the Blue Ridge Heritage Project is
working to honor the people who dwelled in the Blue Ridge hollows
By Kristie Kendall, with Roy Dye and Bill Henry
Vintage photos courtesy of Larry Lamb

tanding
over six feet
tall with
brown hair and a
stout figure, Joseph
Franklin Wood
always made his
presence known in
a crowd. The much
loved “Mayor of
Sugar Hollow,” as he
was affectionately
called, was famous
for tall tales, such as
his ability to tame
rattlesnakes and
grow two crops of
apples each year.
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poetry of place

The Wood Family. From left to right, Sidney, Joe,
Louise, Paul, Helen, Winkie, and Russell around 1920.

Joe was born to Alexander Franklin
Wood and Martha Ballard in 1871, where he
was one of five children raised in the Sugar
Hollow area of Albemarle County. Joe grew
up in the same house where he raised his
own children. The family’s home, just off
the present-day Moormans River Road in
Shenandoah National Park, dated back to
his great-grandfather, William Ballard, who
probably built the house around 1840. Four
generations of the Ballard-Wood family lived
in this log and frame two-story home built
with huge stone chimneys in nearly every
room. Joe married Winkie Watts Belew in
1897, and the couple had six children.
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The early 1900s was a grand time to
be living in Sugar Hollow. Joe played the
banjo, and many of his and Winkie’s children were talented musicians as well – his
son Sidney played the banjo and Russell
played the mandolin. The Wood family often hosted dances in their home and even
had a special room built in the front part
of the house just for that purpose. Nearby
neighbors would often join in on the dances
and bring their own instruments.
The location of the home adjacent to Jarman Gap, brought many travelers into the
area. Joe himself would ship large quantities of apples and wood shingles by horse

Joe Wood with one of his young sons
heading back to Sugar Hollow with a load
of apple barrels.

Above: The north façade of the
Joe Wood Home as it appeared
around 1944.
Right: The north side of the Joe
Wood Home as it appears today.
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Russell Wood and his Father Joe playing music together at the home place in Sugar Hollow.

and wagon over the mountain to Crimora
and Waynesboro. A popular distillery was
owned and operated by the Ballard family,
just down the road from the Wood’s, where
they kept their apple supply in a huge barn.
The family would travel into Waynesboro
to visit Fishburne’s Drug Store or Ruby’s
Store for coffee, sugar and kerosene, but
most everything else was grown or provided for on the property. They planted corn,
potatoes, green beans, butter beans and tomatoes in a nearly half-acre garden next to
their home. They raised cows and hogs and
would butcher nine of the hogs each fall. Joe
claimed he butchered one hog for each family member and one for company. A talented
blacksmith, Joe had a shop just down the
road from the main house where he did all
his own work.
Joe and Winkie were almost in their fifties, when the idea of establishing Shenandoah National Park was first whispered in
the hollows of the Blue Ridge. The National
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Park Service was not authorized to spend
money to purchase land for a national park
— Virginia had to procure the land for its
new park, and then turn it over to the federal government. Almost none of the owners within the future boundaries of the park
wanted to sell their land, and only a few
agreed to move out voluntarily.
But because Virginia officials judged a
national park to be in the public’s interest,
the power of eminent domain was invoked.
Those owners with clear title to their land
received some compensation, but most
families did not possess a title to the land
on which they lived. Some were tenants or
caretakers for absentee owners, a few were
squatters. Others resided on land that had
supported their families for generations,
but because everyone in the community
knew who the land belonged to, they never
felt the need to formalize their ownership.
Those without deeds usually were granted
no compensation.
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No records identify how many residents
moved out of the mountains on their own
as plans for Shenandoah National Park
progressed, but a special census of people
still living in the new park, taken in 1934,
revealed 465 families remaining that would
still need to be relocated. Only 175 families
were eligible to rent or buy homesteads in
one of the seven resettlement communities
that were being prepared around the park:
near Flint Hill and Washington in Rappahannock County, at Ida Valley in Page County, north of Elkton in Rockingham County,
near Madison and Wolftown in Madison
County, and at Geer, in Greene County.
Other families received relocation aid from
welfare departments, and a small number of
elderly residents were given the right to remain in their homes.
When the land in Albemarle County was
surveyed for inclusion in the future park,
the Wood property was appraised under
the name James G. Ballard, a second cousin

of Joe. It is not known if the Wood family
received fair compensation for their property because of this appraisal issue, but Joe
and Winkie were eventually given life tenure at their home in Sugar Hollow. Despite
this, the couple still had to watch all of their
neighbors being forced out of their mountain homes they loved so much. Joe served as
a warden for the park during its early years.
He and Winkie continued on at their home
in Sugar Hollow until 1943, when they
moved to Waynesboro.
Today Shenandoah National Park provides a place for recreation and enjoyment.
The forest and the wildlife have returned,
and it is easy for visitors to overlook the
foundations and chimneys of old home sites,
the former roads, the cemeteries, and other
reminders of the people who lived on the
land before the park. Many descendants of
the people displaced by the park have an
understandable resentment toward the park
that now preserves their families’ lands, but
there has been no public acknowledgement
of what was given up by those people who
truly made the park possible. Our society
creates memorials to honor sacrifices made
for the benefit of our country, but no memorial exists telling of the sacrifices forced on
the people of the Blue Ridge so that Shenandoah National Park can be here for our benefit today.
I recently visited the Wood family home
in Sugar Hollow for the first time. It was a
beautiful, crisp fall day and red and orange
leaves were falling all across the trail as I followed my friend Larry Lamb, whose wife
was a great-granddaughter of Joe Wood, up
to the Wood home site. When we reached
the home site, I was awestruck.
Despite the many years of understory
growth, you could still easily make out of
outline of the home’s foundation. Boxwoods still marked the front porch and a
toppled chimney partially stood at its rear.
All around us the forest seemed to speak of
the rich history we saw before us. The apple
barn and distillery still stood down the road
and the age-old Moormans River Road still
continued to lead up and over the mountain
at Jarmans Gap.
These — and so many other home sites
like them — exist throughout the park and
tell the important story of the Blue Ridge
Mountain settlements and communities
from the mid-1800s through the 1930s. Yet
there is no clear identification or interpreta-

Joe Wood with his coon catch for the day,
standing in front of his home.

tion of these sites along the trails in the park.
Nor has there been any effort by the park
until recently to educate visitors about these
displaced families and help them understand
what life was like for those who lived in the
mountains before creation of the park. Partly
as a result, an unfortunate stereotype exists
that portrays these forgotten families as
poor, uneducated “hillbillies.”
To correct this misunderstanding, to
honor the sacrifices of these mountain
families, and to celebrate their culture,
a grassroots effort has begun in several
counties surrounding the park where these
displaced families were relocated almost a
century ago. The newly formed Blue Ridge
Heritage Association was started last summer to create a monument and related
displays to tell the story of the people of
the mountains. The initial board of directors includes representatives from Greene,
Rockingham, and Fauquier counties. An
advisory council adds a representative
from Madison, and eventually it will include others so that each of the eight counties bordering the park will be represented.
The group is formally incorporated and
has recently received its tax-exempt status
as a non-profit organization.
The Blue Ridge Heritage Project is in
the process of creating several committees
to further its objectives, and it’s actively

seeking individuals to participate in these
activities. The project seeks to establish
a memorial to the displaced families and
to educate visitors about the people who
lived in the mountains. Through living
history presentations, photography exhibits, displays of tools and utensils of daily
living, demonstrations of the mountain
culture of the time, we hope to bring to life
the day-to-day world of those who gave up
so much of to make Shenandoah National
Park possible.
The authors serve as members of the
Board of Directors of the Blue Ridge Heritage Project. To learn more, contact Bill
Henry at 434-985-7905 or at onarock01@
yahoo.com.
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