
Harpers Ferry 
NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK WEST VIRGINIA MARYLAND 

FOR YOUR SAFETY 

Do not allow your visit to be spoiled by an acci­
dent. While every effort has been made to pro­
vide for your safety, there are still hazards which 
require your alertness and vigilance. Exercise 
common sense and caution. 

ADMINISTRATION 

Harpers Ferry National Historical Park is admin­
istered by the National Park Service, U.S. Depart­
ment of the Interior. A superintendent, whose 
address is Box 65, Harpers Ferry, WV 25425, is 
in immediate charge. 

As the Nation's principal conservation agency, the 
Department of the Interior has responsibil ity for 
most of our nationally owned public lands and 
natural resources. This includes fostering the 
wisest use of our land and water resources, pro­
tecting our fish and wildl i fe, preserving the en­
vironmental and cultural values of our national 
parks and historical places, and providing for the 
enjoyment of life through outdoor recreation. The 
Department assesses our energy and mineral 
resources and works to assure that their develop­
ment is in the best interests of all our people. 
The Department also has a major responsibil ity 
for American Indian reservation communities and 
for people who live in Island Territories under 
U.S. administrat ion. 
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Harpers Ferry, s i tuated on a point of land at the 
conf luence of the Shenandoah and Potomac 
Rivers and dominated by the Blue Ridge Moun­
tains, was a beckoning wi lderness in the early 
1700's. By mid-19th century it was an impor­
tant arms-producing center, w i th mil ls, a rmory , 
arsenal, and other bui ldings, and a t ransporta­
t ion link between east and west. John Brown 's 
raid in 1859 and the Civi l War brought it into 
n a t i o n a l p r o m i n e n c e and e v e n t u a l d e c l i n e . 

EARLY HISTORY 

The f i rs t sett ler on the land later called Har­
pers Ferry was Peter Stephens, a t rader , who 
came into this then remote area in 1733. Four­
teen years later Robert Harper, a mi l lwr ight 
and the man for whom the t own is named, was 
so impressed w i t h the site's natural beauty tha t 
he purchased it for his home. Harper estab­
lished a fer ry at the junct ion of the two r ivers 
and later, seeing the waterpower potent ia l , 
bui l t a mi l l . The fer ry and the mil l have long 
since disappeared. 

Wi th in a century. Harpers Ferry developed f rom 
a t iny vil lage to an industr ial ized communi ty . 
In 1796 Congress, under the urg ing of Presi­
dent George Wash ing ton , established a gun 
fac tory here. The f i rs t arms were completed in 
1801 and by 1810 product ion had increased to 
10,000 muskets a year. The Hall Rifle Works , 
established under Government cont rac t in 1819, 
tu rned out 1,000 breech-loading f l in t lock r i f les 
— J o h n Hal l ' s o w n i n v e n t i o n —us ing in te r ­
changeable parts. This was the f i rs t successful 
appl icat ion of the pr inc ip le that led to modern 
mass p roduc t ion . 

The 20 bui ldings that compr ised the U.S. Ar­
mory on the south bank of the Potomac River 
and the manufactur ing plants on nearby Vir-
ginius Island test i f ied to the town's expanding 
industr ia l act iv i ty. The development of the 
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal and the Bal t imore 
and Ohio Railroad in the 1830s made the area 
an impor tant t ranspor ta t ion link between the 
Ohio Valley and the east. By mid-century Har­
pers Ferry was a g row ing communi ty . 

JOHN BROWN'S RAID 

John Brown's raid in 1859 caught the quiet ly 
th r iv ing t own unawares and proved an omi­
nous prelude to the t rag ic Civi l War that fo l ­
lowed 17 months later. B rown , an ardent aboli­

t ionist f resh f rom bloody antislavery act ivi­
ties in Kansas, w i th 18 men, at tacked the Fed­
e ra l A r m o r y on t h e c h i l l e d , d r i zz l y n i g h t of 
October 16, 1859. They seized several strate­
gic points before the star t led townspeople 
realized Brown's purpose. When the alarm 
spread and local cit izens and State mil i t ia con­
verged on the t o w n , the raiders barr icaded 
themselves in the a rmory f i re enginehouse. A 
cont ingent of 90 marines, commanded by Col . 
Robert E. Lee and Lt. J . E. B. Stuar t , reached 
Harpers Ferry late on October 17. Early the fo l ­
lowing day, the marines s tormed the engine-
house, ki l led 10 of the raiders, and captured 
B r o w n , thus ending the short- l ived at tempt at 
insurrect ion. 

B rown was t r ied in nearby Charles Town for 
murder , t reason, and conspi r ing w i th slaves to 
commi t t reason. Found gui l ty , he was hanged 
on December 2, 1859, and his body taken to 
Nor th Elba, N.Y., for bur ia l . The abor t ive at­
tack on Harpers Ferry increased tensions both 
nor th and south and fu r the r inf lamed passions 
in the already divided Nat ion. 

CIVIL WAR AND AFTER 

The Civi l War brought the near to ta l destruc­
t ion of Harpers Ferry's industr ia l potent ia l . 
When Virginia seceded in Apr i l 1 8 6 1 , a large 
body of Virginia mil i t ia planned to seize the 
stockpi le of guns and the machinery f rom the 
armory for the Confederacy, then badly in need 
of arms. The Federal soldiers assigned to guard 
the Government proper ty re t reated, but not 
before sett ing f i re to the arsenal and armory , 
dest roy ing the muskets, r i f les, and machinery. 
The Virginia forces, however , did manage to 
seize vi tal a rms-produc ing equipment wh ich 
helped the South t h roughou t the war and de­
st royed Harpers Ferry's pr inc ipal industr ia l 
base. Other Confederate t roops were hurr ied 
to the t o w n but, in June, when they found it 
could not be held against a s t rong Union fo rce , 
they moved out , demol ishing the br idge over 
the Potomac and dest roy ing everyth ing that 
might prove useful to the enemy. 

Harpers Ferry again fel t the hand of war in 
September 1862, when the cruc ia l Batt le of 
Ant ie tam was fought a few miles nor th of the 
t o w n . Confederate Gen. Thomas J . "S tonewa l l " 
Jackson, under orders f rom Gen. Robert E. 
Lee to capture the Union garr ison commanded 
by Col . Dixon S. Mi les, occupied the sur round­
ing heights and, af ter a 2-day siege, compel led 

the surrender of about 12,700 Union soldiers 
and much equipment. The v ic tory released 
Jackson's t roops to rejoin Lee at Sharpsburg 
in t ime to stop Gen. George B. McClel lan's at­
tack and al low the Confederate army to retreat 
safely into Virg in ia. 

Af ter Ant ie tam, Harpers Ferry was occupied 
in termi t tent ly by Union or Confederate soldiers. 
Much damage resulted f rom t roop movements 
th rough the t o w n and f rom the occasional skir­
mishes that s t ruck the area. The dest ruct ion of 
the communi ty 's industr ia l l ife was a blow f rom 
wh ich it never fu l ly recovered. Many people 
who had left because of the f igh t ing returned 
after the war to begin life anew, but a series of 
devastat ing f loods in 1870 and later in 1889 
dashed all hopes for the town 's economic re­
vival . Today the old bui ldings of Harpers Ferry 
stand as mute witnesses to the epic events that 
once occurred in this now peaceful t o w n . 

ABOUT YOUR VISIT 

The visitor center, where you can see exhibits and 
obtain informat ion, is open daily except on New 
Years and Christmas. Hours vary according to 
season. A walking tour of Harpers Ferry, park 
trails, the automobile route to Bolivar Heights, and 
other points of interest are shown on the maps. 
Picnic areas and camping grounds are located in 
the immediate area of Harpers Ferry. There are 
none, however, in the park itself. Park rangers are 
here to assist you in every way. 

Special services are available to educational and 
conservation groups upon request. At least one 
week's notif ication is required. 

LIVING HISTORY 

From mid-June until Labor Day and on weekends 
during the fal l . Harpers Ferry returns to its mid-
19th century setting through the medium of Living 
History. Interpreters dressed in period clothing 
explain the life and significance of the town during 
the time it made history. A blacksmith shop, gen­
eral store, saloon, apothecary shop, soldiers' 
quarters, gardens, confectionary store, and dem­
onstrations of mid-19th century cooking and 
household life set the scene. Firing demonstra­
tions, talks, and plays are scheduled throughout 
the summer. See Harpers Ferry Goings On, avail­
able at the visitor center and upon request, for 
time and locations of the various interpretive 
events. 



AWALKING TOUR OF HARPERS FERRY 

1 . Stagecoach Inn (visitor center). Once hous­
ing an inn operated by Maj. James Stephen­
son, this structure, built 1826-34 and now 
restored, serves as the park visitor center. 

2. Master Armorer's House. This dwell ing, built 
in 1859 as the home of the chief gunsmith of 
the Harpers Ferry Armory, has been restored 
and is now a museum where the story of gun-
making is to ld . 

3. Arsenal Square. Here can be seen remains of 
the small U.S. Arsenal and partially exposed 
burned muskets, destroyed when Federal for­
ces burned the arsenal buildings in 1861 . 

4. John Brown's Fort was the Armory f ire en 
ginehouse used by John Brown for refuge dur­
ing the abortive October 1859 raid. 

5. The Point, where the Shenandoah and Poto­
mac Rivers meet, was the heart of the town 
during the Civil War. From here two other 
States can be seen—Maryland on the left, and 
Virginia beyond the f irst ridge on the right. 

6. The Stone Steps, hand-carved at the turn of 
the 19th century into the natural rock, allowed 
access to the upper levels of the town. Today 
they are part of the pathway on your tour to 
the Harper House and Jefferson Rock. 

7. Harper House, the oldest surviving structure 
in Harpers Ferry, was built by Robert Harper 
between 1775 and 1782. Now restored and re­
furnished in period pieces, it is open to visitors 
throughout the year. 

8. Marmion Row Houses. These three buildings 
were erected between 1832 and 1850 and are 
par t of t he f ou r s t r uc tu res compr i s i ng 
"Marmion Row." They have been restored to 
the pre-Civil War period. 

9. St. Peter's Catholic Church, built in the 1830's 
and remodeled in the 1890's, is stil l in use to­
day. It is not part of the park, but visitors are 
welcome during open hours. 

10. St. John's Episcopal Church was f i rst built in 
1852 and is believed to have been used as a 
hospital and barracks during the Civil War. It 
was abandoned at the turn of the century and 
today only the ruins remain. 

1 1 . Je f fe rson Rock. Thomas Jef ferson jour­
neyed to Harpers Ferry in 1783 to view the 
splendid scenery and mountains f rom this 
point . He thought the view "s tupendous" 
and " w o r t h a voyage across the At lant ic . " 

12. The Lockwood House was built in 1848 as 
the off ice and home of the armory paymaster. 
In 1865, it became the f irst classroom and 
school building of the future Storer College, 
one of the earliest i ns t i t u t i ons to o f f e r h igh­
er educa t ion to the American Negro. 


